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Lina GALVEZ MUÑOZ, MEP, S&D Group, Chair, FEPS Scientifi c 

Council

This edition of the The Progressive Compass sheds light on the chal-

lenges social democracy is currently facing and offers innovative ideas 

on how progressive forces can inspire hope for a better future amidst 

turbulent and polarized times. By exploring strategies such as forming al-

liances, reengaging with citizens, and restoring trust in politics, the book 

sparks a crucial debate on the path forward to building more equitable 

and resilient societies. The book generates a debate on the way forward 

to build better and stronger societies, decrease inequalities via political 

action and put the wellbeing of citizens at the centre.

Zita GURMAI, President, PES Women

“The Progressive Compass is a call to action for those determined 

to shape a more inclusive and democratic Europe. As we confront sys-

temic inequality and a backlash against progress, this volume provides 

much-needed direction to anchor our values and renew the social 

democratic promise, for this generation and the next.”

Christian KRELL, Professor, University of Applied Sciences 

for Police and Public Administration, North Rhine-Westphalia

“The Progressive Compass” is an essential read for anyone inter-

ested in the future of social democracy in Europe. This volume brings 

THE PROGRESSIVE COMPASS

THE ENDORSEMENTS 



together insightful contributions from leading thinkers who address the 

pressing challenges faced by social democratic parties today. This 

book is a must-read for policymakers, academics, and anyone com-

mitted to or interested in progressive politics. It offers an inspiration for 

social democratic parties to regain credibility, engage voters, and im-

plement a progressive agenda. Highly recommended for those seeking 

to understand and shape the future of European social democracy.

Mikael LEYI, Secretary General, SOLIDAR

“The most recent volume of The Progressive Compass offers a 

most welcome contribution to the ongoing and much needed discus-

sion on what progressive parties and movements should do faced with 

the current multiple and parallel crises. What is our movements an-

swer to the climate and environmental emergency, the declining trust 

in institutions, the rise of far-right and populist parties, the wars at our 

doorstep, or the rising inequalities within and between countries? The 

authors of this volume contribute valuable insights and fi ndings to help 

all of us to better navigate this new reality, be it as political parties, trade 

unions or civil society. It guides as to what we could weave our dreams 

of and what material to use for our political project.”

Isabelle HERTNER, Senior Lecturer in the Politics of Britain 

in Europe, King’s College London

This edited volume will hopefully, as its name suggests, become a 

compass for progressive parties and voters in contemporary Europe. 

It provides plenty of direction on the political issues that progressives 

care about. Amongst them are increasing trust in political institutions, 

addressing an increasing sense of insecurity, and fi nding progressive 

solutions to urgent issues like migration and climate change. As popu-
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list radical right parties gain more support, progressives need to raise 

their game, understand voters better, and offer fresh, fair, and sustain-

able visions for today’s challenges. Get the compass out!

Pedro Silva PEREIRA, President of the Res Publica Foundation 

and former Vice-President of the European Parliament

“The Progressive Compass” is another remarkable and timely con-

tribution of the Next Left Research Programme to the renewal of social-

democratic thinking, from values to political action. As always in the pro-

gressive movement, the starting point to fi nd political answers to the 

challenges of our time must the proper understanding of the nature of 

the “social question” in our contemporary societies and the discussion 

about the meaning and implications of our political principles here and 

now. When too many simplistic and misleading answers are given to 

the very complex problems we face, it is a good idea to listen to what 

scholars and young politicians have to say, enlarging and deepening the 

debate in search of new ideas and better progressive policies for our 

common future. This is why this book deserves our time and attention.

Enma LÓPEZ, PSOE Councillor, Madrid, Secretary of Economic 

Policy and Digital Transformation of the PSOE Executive 

Member

In a world awash with misinformation, polarisation and disenchant-

ment; surrounded by technofeudalism and growing threats to our de-

mocracies, it is more important than ever to renew our program and 

bring together the brightest minds. The remarkable duty of FEPS in 

addressing these challenges gives this 16th volume its true historical 

relevance.



Aleksandra IWANOWSKA, FMS, Vice President Young European 

Socialists

The Next Left 16th volume provides a compass for the European 

progressives to follow. As someone from the fi rst generation of Poles 

who grew up as an EU citizen, I have been witnessing the European 

project begin to crack under the blows of populist and far-right forces. 

I have been observing it protesting on the streets of Warsaw just as 

much as seeing election results from all over Europe. Social democra-

cy, despite all its historic achievements, must evolve to remain relevant. 

Europe’s future depends on our courage to act. And I know no political 

family more courageous, more ready to act, and stronger through its 

diversity than the social democrats.
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This new volume of contributions to the Next Left research project 

provides a series of inputs to help social democratic parties in Europe 

navigate a puzzling and challenging time. After a disruptive year of 

elections around the world, it is clear that people’s expectations of their 

political leaders have become much more diffi cult to address through 

traditional positions and means. 

When social democratic parties perform poorly in elections 

and the far right is gaining strength, it is often linked to an overall 

sentiment of pessimism and distrust towards political institutions. The 

“Democracy Monitor“, a long-time survey by the Austrian institute 

Foresight, which has been supported by the Karl-Renner-Institute for 

years, shows that every time a major crisis hits, trust in democratic 

institutions falls signifi cantly. Usually, the fi gures recover afterwards, 

with one exception: after the recent dip in the year 2022, when 

infl ation suddenly hit, those in the low-income group continued to 

lose trust in the years that followed. The medium and higher income 

groups, however, recovered their trust in the political system. The 

authors of the study link this development to a lack of representation 

experience and suggest focusing on the political inclusion of lower 

income groups. Tackling this problem will be key to future success for 

progressive political parties.

In this book, four authors – Eunice Goes, Kaisa Vatanan, Patrick 

Diamond and Ania Skrzypek – discuss this issue of trust in politics. 

Under “Good governance, transparency, accountability and access“, 

Eunice Goes suggests seven concrete steps to gain more trust in the 

political system. Kaisa Vatanen draws a map of the electorate and 

underlines, in this context, the importance of a welfare state that both 

protects and liberates people. 



Governing these days is extremely tough, even if – in the case 

of the UK – the government has a stable one-party majority and is 

politically free to manoeuvre. A structurally weak economy, distressed 

public fi nances and path dependency, however, limit the possibilities 

for implementing a classic social democratic agenda. Patrick Diamond 

outlines the dilemmas and challenges in providing public services that 

deliver for the people under these conditions.

Lorenza Antonucci argues that the dichotomy between “economy“ 

and “culture“ is overly simplistic and explains why meritocracy and 

social status are key factors to understanding that insecurity has to 

be politically tackled on an individual level as much as on the macro 

level.

Meeting voters’ expectations is the core challenge for political 

parties. Without gaining electoral majorities, social democrats will 

not be able to implement their progressive agenda. It does not help 

that expectations diverge largely. While some root for security, others 

demand change. 

Felix Butzlaff tries to develop an approach that could help social 

democratic parties to satisfy both needs. Tomas Petricek addresses the 

security part of this agenda. He takes the traditional social democratic 

goal of resilience against crises – both internally and externally – which 

has been pursued by establishing solidary welfare states, and asks 

what this can mean today. Joao Duarte Albuquerque is in accordance 

with this argument and suggests a set of policies that contribute to 

three progressive core values: individual freedom; security; and hope.

One major credibility issue for social democratic parties has 

become migration. Progressive narratives meander from avoidance, 

denial of societal and cultural problems, and drastic changes of 

direction towards restrictive policies. Dimitris Tsarouhas explains why 

the discourse has shifted over the past decade and outlines a set of 

recommendations for a credible progressive migration policy. 
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EU fi scal policy is not an easy topic to campaign on. Carlo D’Ippoliti 

argues that a debate based on distant and technocratic arguments is 

not suitable for convincing a majority of the importance and purpose of 

common goods for European citizens.

Finally, politics is much more of a communication task than many 

social democrats like to admit. There is no other political family that 

delivers on a programmatic and policy level in such a detailed, coherent 

and ambitious way as social democratic parties do. But to get the 

chance to implement this agenda, we need to convince enough voters 

of our capability to actually deliver. Anna Paczesniak, Konstantin Vössing 

and Margarete Haderer elaborate on the importance of storytelling, 

strategic organising and citizen engagement. 

2025 is the year when European social democracy will gather to 

fundamentally defi ne a new path towards a progressive future. We 

hope that with this book we can contribute to a thorough debate and 

inspire new ways of political thinking.

Maria Maltschnig on behalf of the Editors



Andreas SCHIEDER

Preface:

Eighty years after World War II: 
A turning point for social democracy 

in Europe?
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Eighty years have passed since the end of World War II – a period 

that has seen the successful construction of democratic welfare soci-

eties across much of Europe. What is often referred to as the “Euro-

pean model” – characterised by a strong state, comprehensive social 

protection and a free society – can be understood as a legacy and 

achievement of social democracy.

Parallel to this internal development has been the gradual yet pro-

found process of European integration. From the early days of the Eu-

ropean Coal and Steel Community (EGKS) to the European Union (EU) 

as we know it today, Europe has evolved from a shared economic 

space into a political union with a much broader vision.

Yet, none of this can be taken for granted. European societies are 

undergoing deep changes. Trust in social welfare institutions is weak-

ening, and the rise of far-right movements signals a disturbing return of 

old ideologies once thought relegated to history. The political and cul-

tural consensus that underpinned post-war Europe is under increasing 

strain.

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War, 

globalisation – boosted by the EU single market, free trade agree-

ments and international cooperation – was seen as the engine of 

progress. Borders blurred, the world seemed smaller and integration 

felt inevitable.

However, Putin’s war on Ukraine has shattered many of those as-

sumptions. War has returned to European soil, and security has moved 

to the forefront of political discourse. Nationalist and fundamentalist 

forces are gaining traction in elections across the continent. Are we wit-

nessing a shift to a new political era dominated by far-right populism? 

Has social democracy reached the end of its historical trajectory?



These questions echo the concerns of historian Eric Hobsbawm, 

who referred to the “short twentieth century” – a period now seemingly 

behind us. Is the political agenda reverting to the imperialist, nationalist 

logics of the 19th century?

As a famous German pop song by ‘80s band Fehlfarben puts it: 

“Keine Atempause – Geschichte wird gemacht – Es geht voran!” (“No 

respite – history is being made – progress is being made!”). The chal-

lenge now is to determine the role of social democracy in this new 

phase of history.

What does a social democratic approach look like in a world of 

renewed confl ict, weakened institutions and growing populist appeal? 

The answers will shape not only the future of Europe, but also the very 

idea of democratic progress itself.

This collection of essays you are holding in your hands explores 

the many challenges and opportunities facing progressive forces today 

– and offers insightful solutions. At its core, the question is how pro-

gressives can stay true to their core values – like equality, solidarity and 

justice – while navigating a world that feels more uncertain, divided and 

rapidly changing than ever. In other words, what does it take to craft 

a political vision that pushes for transformation, while also acknowledg-

ing the deep human need for security and a sense of belonging?

This collection addresses key themes such as social democracy, 

populism, migration, political engagement and the need for transpar-

ency in governance. Central to the discussion is the call for social 

democratic parties to reconnect with core values like economic redis-

tribution, social justice and inclusive policies that tackle both insecurity 

and cultural recognition. As the gap widens between those demand-

ing change and those seeking stability, populist movements from both 

ends of the spectrum are gaining ground. One thing has become 

clear: traditional approaches are no longer enough. The rise of fear-

based narratives across the political spectrum has shown how power-
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ful storytelling can be in shaping public opinion. If we want to reclaim 

the political imagination, we need to communicate more clearly, more 

emotionally and more honestly. This means tackling complex issues 

such as migration, climate change and economic inequality, without 

losing sight of hope or compassion.

What this collection also highlights is the importance of resilience 

and solidarity in the face of growing political and economic uncertainty. 

A progressive reimagining of resilience – one that prioritises collec-

tive action and community empowerment – is essential for address-

ing long-term vulnerabilities and promoting social cohesion. This shift 

away from the neoliberal focus on individual self-reliance aims to foster 

a more sustainable future for us all.

As mentioned before, Europe stands at a crossroads. And the 

essays in this volume serve as both a critical refl ection and a forward-

looking guide. They do not offer easy answers, but they do offer a vital 

starting point: a renewed conversation about what social democracy can 

and must become in the 21st century. In the face of fragmentation and 

fear, the enduring values of equality, solidarity and justice are not relics of 

the past – they are tools for building a future worth believing in.

Eighty years after the end of World War II, the promise of social 

democracy is being tested once again. Whether it falters or fi nds new 

life will depend on the courage, creativity and conviction of those who 

dare to shape what comes next.





Progressive strategy 
to overcome 
disenchantment and 
revive trust in politics



Eunice GOES

Rebuilding trust 
and strengthening democracy
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1. Introduction

The crisis of European social democracy has a myriad of causes: 

class fragmentation and class dealignment; the rise of inequalities; 

the neoliberalisation of social democratic parties; diverse electorates; 

fragmented party systems;1 and a decline in public trust in public in-

stitutions. There are no easy solutions to these complex and mutually 

reinforcing problems; however, the recent victory of the Labour Party in 

the UK suggests a potential route to power. 

Labour’s electoral strategy focussed on showing British voters that 

the party was competent and could be trusted. To gain that reputation, 

Labour wrapped itself in the Union Jack, promised to be responsible 

with public fi nances and to “clean up politics” by strengthening the 

rules on lobbying standards in public life.2 Crucially, the Labour Party, 

led by Keir Starmer, contrasted its composed and serious demeanour 

with the alleged sleaze and incompetence of the Conservative govern-

ment. The strategy worked. Several surveys conducted following the 

British general election results show that a lack of trust in politicians 

was one of the main reasons why the Conservatives lost the election 

and Labour won a landslide majority.3 To show that he meant what he 

said, Starmer used his introduction to Labour’s fi rst King’s Speech, to 

argue that “the fi ght for trust is the battle that defi nes our political era”.4 

But as his fi rst months in offi ce showed (he was accused of accepting 

clothes, concert tickets and glasses from donors and not declaring 

them), addressing the problem of low trust in politics can be tricky.

Low levels of public trust in politicians are not an exclusively British 

problem. The 2024 OECD Trust Survey shows that low levels of trust in 

politicians and public institutions are widespread across the world. Ac-

cording to this survey, only 39% of voters across 30 OECD countries 

trust their governments.5 These fi ndings correlate with data from the lat-

est Eurobarometer, which shows that 68% of European voters believe 



that the national institutions of their countries are corrupt, 75% of Euro-

peans think that too close links between business and politics lead to 

corruption and 63% think that corruption is part of the business culture 

in their country.6 Moreover, the Edelman Trust Survey, which mapped 

a decade of public attitudes towards political institutions, shows that 

there has been a steady decline in levels of trust. In 2012, 43% of the 

global population distrusted public institutions, but by 2020 that fi gure 

reached 52%.7 

Low levels of trust in politicians are also diffi cult problems to tackle 

because they can include a variety of problems, from inadequate and ir-

responsive public services to the perception that politicians lack integrity 

either because they are deemed to be too close to powerful interests 

or because they are involved in politics to further their interests and 

those of their friends.8 To make matters worse, this problem goes be-

yond defi ning the conceptual boundaries of what constitutes behaviour 

that leads to low levels of trust. As scholars of good governance9 have 

found out, this issue is particularly thorny because different and confl ict-

ing understandings of what constitutes ethical behaviour in public life 

can have a corrosive effect on representative democracies because 

there will be a gap between public expectations and actual practices.

As parties that value democracy and need to win the trust of voters, 

social democratic parties should take the current low levels of public 

trust in politicians and public institutions seriously, especially because 

voters expect higher standards from left-wing politicians than they 

do from right-wing ones. This is so because voters expect centre-

left parties to be better attuned to a commitment to values of equality 

and transparency and therefore to behave according to those high 

standards of public conduct. Moreover, such an agenda offers social 

democratic parties the opportunity to tell voters they are committed to 

a readjustment of the relationship between elites and voters. For these 

reasons, they must commit themselves to an agenda of transparent 



25Rebuilding trust and strengthening democracy

politics. Such an agenda can revolve around three main strands. The 

fi rst strand would focus on delivering greater transparency to the ac-

tivities of political and public institutions when dealing with private- or 

third-sector actors; the second strand would address integrity issues, 

namely, the problem of the revolving door between the public and pri-

vate sectors; and the third strand would concentrate on opening up 

the policymaking process to less powerful but perhaps more repre-

sentative voices of European societies. 

To identify the possible solutions or remedies to this thorny prob-

lem, it is important to diagnose it well and to understand how the 

disproportionate infl uence of powerful corporate interests can under-

mine democracy. Hence, this contribution starts by analysing how the 

problem of the decline in trust in public institutions has become such 

a salient issue in European democracies and discussing the concep-

tual challenges of addressing the problem of low levels of public trust. 

Next, I identify three key challenges that have contributed to the current 

low levels of trust in public institutions, namely, in the areas of lobbying 

and transparency, and the problem of the “revolving door” of politics. 

Having identifi ed the key areas that have contributed to low levels of 

trust, I discuss ideas and proposals to increase transparency in public 

life, addressing the revolving door of politics and opening the proc-

ess of decision-making to a more diverse range of voices from civil 

society. Finally, a set of seven policy proposals that social democrats 

can endorse, with a view to strengthening public trust in politicians and 

democratic institutions, are proposed.

2. Conceptualising the problem

A lack of trust in political institutions and politicians is a problem as 

old as the world, but since the 1990s, it gained new visibility in Europe 

and North America. According to Powell, Wafa and Mau, the political 



changes brought about by globalisation and democratisation proc-

esses changed expectations about the performance of governments. 

Crucially, the international community moved “from an acceptance that 

unethical behaviour by governments and business was too coercive 

an infl uence on the progress toward universal economic and social 

advancement”10 towards the expectation that such behaviour should 

no longer be tolerated. 

It does not help that the concepts of good governance and trans-

parency in public life remain quite nebulous. They normally refer directly 

and indirectly to the concept of corruption. However, the concept of 

corruption is slippery. It has meant the “abuse of public roles or re-

sources, or the employment of illegitimate forms of political infl uence 

by public or private individuals”;11 it has also been defi ned as “misuse 

of public power for private gain”,12 while Transparency International de-

fi nes it as “the abuse of entrusted power for private gain”.13 But as 

noted by Powell, Wafa and Mau, “confusion exists in the literature in the 

misuse and diffi culties of the meaning of the word ‘abuse’, which varies 

signifi cantly” across different societies.14 That being said, what is com-

mon among the many forms of corruption, whether they are bribery, 

nepotism, cronyism or state capture,15 is the role of public servants in 

policy development or the delivery of public services.16

As corruption takes different forms and degrees of depth, a vari-

ety of behaviours can be incorporated into the defi nition. For example, 

patronage, nepotism and cronyism relate to what is understood as 

“favouritism”,17 while “state capture” by parts of the corporate sector 

has been defi ned as “the propensity of fi rms to shape the underlying 

rules of the game by ‘purchasing’ decrees, legislation, and infl uence at 

the central bank, which is found to be prevalent in a number of transi-

tion economies”.18 

If this typology of corruption introduced new layers of understand-

ing about what constitutes good governance and public service it 
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has also muddied the waters in terms of understanding what con-

stitutes legitimate practices. For example, lobbying is a practice of 

healthy democracies. The fact that private interests can “lobby” gov-

ernments and politicians on issues as varied as consumer protection 

and fi nancial regulation is a sign of an open democratic government 

that is responsive to the needs and inputs of voters. But the way 

that certain private corporations have used their power to infl uence 

decision-making raises questions about transparency and integrity 

and about the uneven distribution of access to power in representa-

tive democracies.

The diffi culty in bringing conceptual clarity to an issue that ac-

quired new salience, together with new practices in the formulation 

and implementation of public policy, has contributed to growing con-

cerns about insuffi cient transparency in political practices. This grow-

ing concern resulted in dozens of international initiatives that went 

from conventions and new codes of conduct to the measurement of 

good governance across the world.19 It was around this time (1993) 

that the global coalition against corruption, Transparency International, 

was created and which has since then become the go-to institution 

to measure levels of transparency (or opacity) in public life across the 

globe. If in the early 1990s the spotlight of these international initia-

tives tended to be directed at the ethical standards in the developing 

world, in recent decades standards in public life in the rich democra-

cies of the Global North (Europe included) have become a new focus 

of interest. 

This new focus came from the realisation that democracies were 

not immune to corruption or and could exhibit low ethical standards 

in public life, especially in an era where the separation between the 

state and the private sector became more porous. Indeed, the greater 

involvement of private-sector actors in the delivery of public services 

meant that the relationship between national and local governments in 



Europe and the private sector required greater scrutiny. After all, pri-

vate-sector actors were now seeking to celebrate profi table contracts 

with different state actors. 

In fairness, since at least the 1960s, social scientists have drawn 

the public’s attention to the vulnerabilities in solid democracies like the 

USA. Scholars such as Robert A. Dahl, Charles Lindblom and C.W. 

Mills noted that business interests had a greater infl uence on policy-

making than ordinary citizens. They also warned that the disproportion-

ate power of corporations over democratic politics and the policymak-

ing process could undermine democracy.20 

3. Towards good governance in 

Europe

These warnings were routinely ignored. If anything, powerful busi-

ness lobbies went on to capture entire areas of public policy in the 

USA, the UK and other European countries. Indeed, the scholars 

Jacob S. Hacker and Paul Pierson offered a forensic analysis of how 

corporate interests captured most areas of public policy in the USA 

and how this capture was correlated with the rise of inequality.21 Iden-

tifying similar patterns in European countries, the late political scientist 

Peter Mair warned that the disproportionate power of business inter-

ests in decision-making was “hollowing out democracy”,22 while Colin 

Crouch argued that this tendency was transforming party politics and 

could lead to the emergence of post-democratic regimes.23 

But concerns with these new trends were treated by politicians as 

naïve. The depoliticisation of public policy, the growth of the lobbying 

industry and the growing presence of corporate actors in the delivery 

of public services were presented as inevitable developments in in-

creasingly globalised and fragmented processes of policymaking and 

policy implementation. However, and as a result of these practices, Eu-
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rope is no longer a standard bearer for transparent politics. According 

to Transparency International, undue infl uence over decision-making, 

poor enforcement of integrity standards and threats to the rule of law 

are undermining European governments’ efforts to deliver good gov-

ernance.24 

Its latest survey of anti-corruption practices, published in late 2023, 

showed that transparency efforts have stagnated in more than half of 

the 31 European countries surveyed. While Denmark, Finland and Nor-

way are the countries with the most robust transparency systems in 

place, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria are the countries with the weak-

est systems in place. Between the two margins, quite a few European 

countries have some ground to cover in terms of taking the required 

steps to become more transparent. 

Over the years, different governments and institutions like the EU 

have developed efforts to address this problem. The recent adoption 

of a common transparency register, which applies uniformly to all EU 

institutions, is an important development in efforts to make EU policy-

making more transparent, but more needs to be done. For example, 

the transparency mechanisms that have been put in place rely on self-

reporting and are not independently verifi ed.

Moreover, the widespread practice of revolving doors between 

the public and private sectors also undermines public trust in public 

institutions and in the EU. More often than it is desired, former EU 

offi cials start working as lobbyists for corporations without respecting 

the required cooling-off period. Research by the Corporate Europe 

Observatory showed that “around three quarters of all Google and 

Meta lobbyists (those that either hold or held European Parliament 

accreditation) have formerly worked for a governmental body at the 

EU or member state level” and that “some individuals even held the 

Big Tech company’s lobby passes within only a few months of leaving 

public offi ce”.25 



EU institutions are also vulnerable to lobbying activities by third 

countries. Liberia spent €100,000 to €199,999 on a lobbying fi rm in 

2019; however, no meetings with Liberia were recorded by any MEPs 

or the Juncker or von der Leyen Commissions, according to a data-

base of MEP and Commission meetings compiled from EU data by 

Transparency International.26 

In recent years, European governments and EU institutions have 

tried to address these vulnerabilities by strengthening the codes that 

govern the relationships between politicians, public bodies and private-

sector actors, but, as in most areas of public policy, more can be 

done, especially in the areas of transparency, accountability and wid-

ening access to democratic participation in public policy. For example, 

the requirement to declare all meetings held between politicians tends 

to cover only offi cial meetings, but decisions are increasingly made 

in informal settings, including via social media platforms. These rules 

also tend to focus on elected politicians and senior civil servants and 

ignore the fact that many corporate interests are hidden behind the 

activities of research centres, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 

and charities. In addition, business interests have long benefi tted from 

having easy access to politicians and civil servants. Some policy areas 

(fi nance is a case in point) have been “captured” by those outside 

interests. 

The same can be said about the problematic practice of a “re-

volving door” between the public and private sectors. Far too often, 

the existing rules are not enforced, the sanctioning regime does not 

work as a deterrent and the cooling-off periods are too short. Finally, 

social democrats should support the trend of the last decade of open-

ing policymaking to a wide range of voices by making greater use of 

instruments like citizens’ assemblies, deliberative polling, consultation 

exercises, economic democracy and petitions.
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3.1 Increasing transparency, accountability 

and access

As argued earlier, lobbying is an important part of the democrat-

ic process. It is the means whereby citizens, corporations, pressure 

groups and civil society actors have an opportunity to infl uence policy-

making. In other words, lobbying can widen the scope for the exercise 

of voices in representative democracies. Moreover, properly regulated 

and suffi ciently open lobbying opportunities have the potential to im-

prove the quality of political decision-making because political actors 

will be legislating on the basis of more and better information about the 

policy area in question and about its impact on voters. However, as 

argued in this contribution so far, lobbying has gained a shady reputa-

tion, as it has been associated with the overrepresentation of powerful 

corporate interests in law making to the detriment of the interests of 

everyone else. According to the OECD, the infl uence of the fossil fuel 

industry on policymaking has been a key contributing factor in blocking 

action by governments globally to implement regulations on climate 

change.27 

For this reason alone, social democratic parties should endorse an 

agenda of transparency, integrity and openness that ensures that lob-

bying can strengthen democracy. The fi rst step of this agenda should 

focus on regulating lobbying activities. The assumption behind this 

focus is that transparency encourages good behaviour from political 

actors. This involves the establishment of rules that force lawmakers, 

governments and senior civil servants to declare the meetings they 

hold with lobbyists and corporate interest, as well as potential confl icts 

of interest, in an open public register. This register should be suffi ciently 

robust to ensure that politicians do not forget to register meetings with 

lobbyists or donations by private-sector actors, and it should be moni-

tored by an independent body. 



But as Bitonti and Mariotti argued, transparency is not suffi cient, 

because lobbying activities involve far more than meetings between 

lawmakers and lobbyists.28 A report by the OECD shows that “gov-

ernment policies can be infl uenced by and through non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs), research centres and think tanks, and the use 

of social media strategies to inform, shape public discussions on key 

issues, misinform or change public perceptions”.29 It turns out that “[c]

ertain actors that are de facto lobbyists, such as some NGOs, and 

think tanks, are not always covered by transparency requirements”.30 

Thus, the OECD recommends, as a fi rst step, that countries should 

agree on a defi nition of lobbying and lobbyist. This defi nition should be 

suffi ciently broad so that transparency rules also apply to organisations 

that fund research, think tanks and grassroots organisations. This step 

would widen the number of actors in the policymaking process that 

need to comply with transparency requirements. 

Moreover, the monitoring of lobbying activities should widen its 

scope. Alongside a register of offi cial meetings, independent monitoring 

bodies need to investigate the use of social media as a lobbying tool.31 

Moreover, as Bitonti puts it, “we need to take into consideration a wide 

variety of other measures, legislative or not”, namely, measures that 

concern physical access to governmental buildings, political fi nancing, 
the confl icts of interest of policymakers, the procedures of consultation 
with stakeholders, the regulatory impact assessments (RIAs) of poli-
cies, the more or less institutionalised dialogues between governmen-
tal authorities and various interest groups, the legislative/administrative 
footprints of public decisions, the public agendas of policymakers, and 
many other aspects that generally affect the interaction between inter-
est groups and policymakers.32 

Political actors also need to demonstrate integrity by making their 

ministerial diaries available to the public, as required in the UK and 

Spain, and by making declarations of gifts, invitations and hospital-
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ity. But these measures, in place in several countries, are clearly not 

suffi cient to free politics from the disproportionate infl uence of corpo-

rate interests. Thus, the rules should establish limits to the amounts 

politicians and public-sector actors can receive in gifts, donations 

and hospitality from the private sector. In addition, transparency rules 

should apply to political advisers and bureaucrats. For example, spe-

cial advisers should be required to disclose meetings with news media 

organisations proprietors and editors. Moreover, the rules on trans-

parency, outside interests and lobbying should also apply to regional 

and municipal levels of governments or public bureaucracies, such as 

healthcare systems, embassies and boards of trade.33 Indeed, national 

embassies based in Brussels should be required to register the meet-

ings national diplomats hold with lobbyists.

Recent cases of malpractice suggest that the oversight of trans-

parency and integrity regimes tends to be incipient. 

Thus, to ensure a more robust regime, European countries and the 

EU should create independent oversight bodies with powers to sanc-

tion malpractice, namely, for the non-registering of lobbying activities, 

for the non-disclosure of information required or disclosing inaccurate 

or misleading information, and for the failure to update information on 

a regular basis (a minimum of every three months). The typical sanc-

tions deployed by existing monitoring bodies in countries of the OECD 

include “warnings or reprimands, fi nes, debarment and temporary or 

permanent suspension from the registry and prohibition to exercise of 

lobbying activities”.34 But, as suggested by the OECD, the sanctioning 

regime should also encourage good behaviour by regularly reminding 

those who serve in public offi ce (politicians and offi cials) about poten-

tial breaches of the codes of ethics and about mandatory reporting 

obligations.35



3.2 Slowing down the revolving door

European democracies would also benefi t from stronger rules to 

reduce the revolving door of politics. Rules such as banning former 

ministers, parliamentarians and top civil servants from engaging in lob-

bying in the two years after leaving public offi ce can have a benefi cial 

impact; however, they are not suffi cient to ensure transparency and 

integrity in policymaking. Moreover, the rules should include forms of 

fi nancial compensation to support the different public-sector actors in 

those cooling-off periods. 

While the status of rules on revolving-door practices varies consid-

erably from country to country, the set of instruments used for regula-

tion is similar: cooling-off periods are time-limited restrictions on the 

ability of former public offi cials to accept employment in the private 

sector. The rationale is that the capacity to exercise undue infl uence or 

use information learned while in offi ce decays over time. Therefore, re-

quiring individuals to wait before taking up a private-sector role is seen 

as a key tool to reduce the risk of any confl ict of interest. The time pe-

riod varies between countries, from six months for politicians in Norway 

to two years in Japan and the Netherlands. Some countries operate 

time periods of different lengths for offi cials at different levels of senior-

ity. This differentiated approach seems appropriate since the durability 

and value of contacts is also likely to vary in different sectors, roles and 

according to personal circumstances. For example, Germany operates 

different time limits for civil servants if they have reached retirement 

age. Transparency International recommends adopting a common 

cooling-off period of two years and extending the remit of regulation 

to appointments to non-commercial entities.36 But in some cases, the 

cooling-off period can be longer, especially for those offi cials who had 

been involved in procurement or managing outsourcing and market 

testing. 
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Restrictions can also be targeted to take account of the kind of work 

the individual performed while in offi ce – for example, former offi cials 

can be banned from working on particular projects. Governments can 

also consider adopting restrictions relating to pre-public employment. 

For example, the Obama administration in the USA introduced restric-

tions relating to “pre-employment” in business: all appointees entering 

government were banned for two years from the date of appointment 

from participating in any matter directly related to their former employer 

or former clients.37 The restrictions applied by the Obama administra-

tion are examples of good practice, but given that several European 

countries have far less developed policies pertaining to cooling-off pe-

riods, the adoption of restrictions relating to “pre-employment” should 

be left for another stage in the deployment of this agenda.

But equally, politicians or former public offi cials can either be offered 

compensation as support during the cooling-off period or directed to 

employment opportunities in the not-for-profi t sectors. European social 

democrats should agree on a common cooling-off period to be applied 

across the EU member states, as common rules can lead to a shared 

understanding of the problem and dispel often prejudiced ideas about 

why certain parts of Europe have maintained more opaque practices. 

3.3 Opening-up politics

Another way of tackling the disproportionate infl uence of business 

interests on policymaking is by diluting its power. This priority is impor-

tant because, as a recent OECD report showed, “perceptions of having 

a say in government actions infl uence trust more than socioeconomic 

or demographic characteristics do”.38 This can be achieved by open-

ing up the space for political infl uence to other, normally weaker, actors 

from civil society, so that the quality of policymaking improves through 

wider deliberation with a variety of policy actors and stakeholders. Cur-

rently, far too many stakeholders from civil society are only invited to 



participate in the policymaking process far too late in the process and 

when they are included, they are given too little information to allow 

them to effectively infl uence decision-making.39 Moreover, as the ex-

ample of the 2018 French Citizens’ Climate Convention demonstrates, 

when citizens take their time to learn about the issues they have been 

asked to discuss, most of their recommendations are ignored by gov-

ernments and legislatures. 

However, more democratic and transparent politics also involves 

fair access to politics. That is why the OECD guidelines on transpar-

ency privilege the principles of “fair (equality) of access to different in-

terest groups in policy-making processes” and “the accountability of 

policymakers themselves (for instance, through the provision of policy 

footprints and plain-language political communication)”.40 

Obviously, greater participation in policymaking is not a panacea. 

If deliberative procedures and institutions are not correctly designed, 

participatory or deliberative democracy can reproduce the pathologies 

we currently observe in representative institutions. Thus, deliberative 

institutions need to be designed with a view to ensure that citizens are 

prepared (through information packs and access to experts) to partici-

pate in discussions and decision-making on the basis of equality and 

reciprocity and that there are mechanisms in place to ensure that the 

recommendations of the deliberative forum are either taken seriously 

by representative institutions or are subject to a referendum. Moreover, 

because these participatory mechanisms require so many resources 

and demand so much time, their use should be restricted to either 

constitutional matters, polarising issues like climate change or abortion, 

or important local matters. However, with careful institutional design, 

which ensures what Seyla Benhabib defi nes as egalitarian reciprocity,41 

as well as processes of deliberation designed to guarantee well-in-

formed and egalitarian participation of a diverse range of voices, the 

greater use of forms of deliberative democracy have the potential to 
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enhance the quality of decision-making and soften the edges of moral 

disagreement in pluralist societies.42 

These principles can be enacted through the opening of the process 

of policymaking to a variety of actors, including citizens, neighbourhood 

associations, workers’ councils, trade unions and grassroots organisa-

tions, from the initial stages of the policymaking process until the end. 

This opening up of the process of policymaking can also be institution-

alised in deliberative forums and citizens’ assemblies, different forms of 

economic democracy, and include the greater use of petitions or greater 

involvement of citizens with legislatures and local authorities. 

3.4 Seven steps to strengthen trust in 

public institutions

As the different elections that took place in Europe in 2024 across 

Europe suggest, social democratic parties struggle to win elections. 

The causes of the unpopularity of social democrats are varied and 

beyond the scope of this contribution, but the electoral success of the 

British Labour Party in the 2024 general election shows that address-

ing voters’ lack of trust in politicians and politics in general pays off at 

the ballot box.

In summary, social democratic parties should take voters’ concerns 

with standards in public life seriously and propose concrete steps to 

make politics and policymaking more transparent, unencumbered by 

private interest and accessible to voters in visible ways. Such an agen-

da would involve the development of proposals that would strengthen 

the existent regimes for the declaration of interests; donations from 

private actors; the establishment of clear and independently monitored 

regulators of interests; clear rules governing the revolving door between 

politicians, public offi cials and the private sector; and the levelling of the 

playing fi eld in terms of opening up the corridors of power to the voices 

and infl uence of ordinary citizens. 



All these steps, and in particular the opening up of politics to voices 

from civil society, can help social democrats advance their wider agen-

das. Often, social democratic parties are forced to compromise on 

their economic proposals because powerful business interests have 

made their voices heard in the corridors of power. But by regularly 

including the voices of workers, citizens, neighbourhood associations 

and NGOs in policymaking, social democratic parties may fi nd they 

have allies who are supportive of their agenda.

As a starting point, social democratic parties could draft a pro-

gramme that includes the following proposals: 

1) propose a defi nition of lobbying that includes not only the relation-

ship of politicians and public offi cials with corporate actors, but also 

includes organisations that fund research, think tanks and grass-

roots organisations; 

2) create open registers of offi cial and informal meetings where all the 

exchanges between politicians and public offi cials with third-party 

actors are registered; 

3) establish independent monitoring mechanisms that entail powers 

to both sanction malpractice and encourage ethical practices; 

4) propose that all public offi cials from elected politicians to civil serv-

ants, political advisers and diplomats, local government offi cials 

and so on are covered by identical rules on transparency; 

5) establish the rule that all public offi cials should declare exchanges 

and meetings with private actors that take place in formal and infor-

mal settings, including social media platforms; 

6) establish cooling-off periods of two years before a former public 

offi cial can accept a position in the private sector, and create ad-

equate fi nancial packages for outgoing public servants to ensure 

they can live with dignity during the cooling-off period; and 

7) open the process of political decision-making to more voices 

through the greater use of citizens’ assemblies, petitions and con-
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sultation mechanisms that will ensure that more voices are involved 

in the process of drafting public policy proposals and legislation. 

Prioritising this agenda is particularly important at a time when the 

political process has become so vulnerable to manipulation, misinfor-

mation and corporate capture, as the fi rst months of the Trump admin-

istration have illustrated so vividly. The proposals outlined are modest in 

scope but have the potential to become key stepping stones to rebuild 

voters’ trust in mainstream politicians and democratic institutions and 

in narrowing the gap between voters and elites. 
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1. Introduction

European social democratic parties have not seen signifi cant elec-

toral success recently. The rise of radical parties in a large number 

of European countries challenges entire political systems by making 

government formation and responses to international crisis like pan-

demics or the war in Ukraine more diffi cult in more fragmented politi-

cal landscapes, not only though confl icting interests but in questioning 

the entire political cultures of fi nding coalitions and consensus around 

some of the biggest issues. In this landscape, renewing democratic 

structures faces new challenges that the traditional mainstream parties 

struggle to navigate.

The electoral misfortunes of the mainstream centre-left’s coincide 

with the rise of the radical right, but it would be a mistake to consider that 

as a causality or a reason for the lack of consistent electoral success of 

the left. But the success of the radical right does highlight many of the 

underlying issues that should be addressed to achieve future success.

The centre-left can no longer trust on the general agreement of 

keeping the radical right out of governments to protect democracy. 

Where once cordon sanitaire was considered the mainstream ap-

proach to dealing with these parties, now more and more of the main-

stream centre-right parties are opening the doors for the authoritarian 

right parties to enter governments and exercise real power. Or moving 

the goal posts in whom are considered to be fi t for government. When 

the ECR parties would not have qualifi ed in the past, many now think 

of them as mainstream and would only exclude parties right of them. 

This is largely due to the electoral reality, in which the hard-right parties 

have gained enough strength to limit coalition opportunities, but there 

is also some belief that accommodation of the radical-right policy lines 

will reduce support for the radical right. And fi nally, there is an appe-

tite for coalitions that can deliver right-wing policies without having to 



negotiate with the centre, left or greens. In Finland, for example, the 

centre-right prime minister keeps defending the “good coalition agree-

ment”, despite numerous scandals on racism, misogyny or foreign 

policy deviations that the radical-right government partner, The Finns, 

keeps producing.

The rise of the radical right is also a problem for the right1. But 

progressives have often found it diffi cult to process and react to this 

new political environment. Even when the authoritarian right suggests 

or implements policies that are against the basic principles of social 

democratic movements, the EU’s fundamental values or (Western) 

democratic ideals, there has been hesitation to lead a strong opposi-

tion, many times out of fear that the working-class voter base of the 

social democratic parties would be lost to the radical right. The analysis 

from the mainstream left parties seems to have been that they have 

lost credibility on immigration or economic policy, and therefore, the 

traditional voting base is moving to the radical right. 

But that analysis hardly stands up to closer scrutiny. Not only do 

the mainstream left often lose when they move too close to the centre-

right or radical-right narratives, but they open doors to a newer kind of 

populism on the left, as can be seen in recent German state elections 

with the rise of BSW. And when the progressive parties adjust their 

policies to where they think the voters are in search of credibility, they 

might actually lose lot of the credibility that was built on ideological 

foundations of welfare-state building, social cohesion of societies, or 

the principles of social justice and solidarity. In some recent elections, 

this can be claimed to have resulted in strong results not only for the 

“left” populists like BSW, but traditional left parties in the European elec-

tions in Finland or Sweden, or the La France Insoumise in the French 

Legislative elections.

For social democrats and the progressive parties to fi nd new suc-

cess, return to power and be able to deliver on their pledges, they 
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need a more thorough analysis of what they are ideologically, what their 

vision is and where the potential voters that share these values would 

be. In this contribution, I look at some data on where the voters are and 

ask if they have changed and could that explain the electoral malaise 

of the centre-left? And based on this, I aim to make brief recommen-

dations on what the programme of social democrats could consist of 

going into the 2030s.

2. Where are the voters? Public 

opinion on some key issues in case 

study countries

There is a lot of research that implies that the voters are not where 

the social democratic parties seem to think they are and as discussed 

above, the election results seem to support that. So, the relevant 

question is, where are the voters? One way of trying to fi gure that out 

is to look at cross-national attitude surveys and changes in them over 

time. In this section, the European Social Survey (ESS) data is being 

used.2 ESS strives to uphold high quality standards in its methodology 

and has a wide country spread that offers insights into the mindsets of 

Europeans across the continent and over time.

I look at aggregate data from different rounds of ESS over the last 

20 years, mostly at the European level. This will obviously leave a lot of 

gaps in the analysis – country differences and generational or socio-

economic differences are not considered at this time. The data for 

men and women is separated, but all other details have been left out. 

The aim of this section is to take a bird’s eye view of if attitudes have 

changed in general and what the implications of these changes would 

be to European progressive actors.



2.1 Political self-identifi cation and vote 

choice

As discussed before, in recent times, there has been a lot of talk 

about the rightward turn of male voters, and especially of young men. 

And when we look at the election results, the centre-right have domi-

nated European politics for some time, and the radical right has been 

gaining support. Yet when people were asked to place themselves on 

the left-right axis in ESSs, the overall placement of men has remained 

fairly steady. It is women who have taken a leftward turn in the last ten 

years, as demonstrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Self-placement of men and women on the left-right axis in ESSs 
(2002-2023).

Averages can obviously hide important information on differences 

between countries, but it appears clear that there is a strong and grow-

ing gender gap in self-placement between men and women. There 

have been similar fi ndings in several other surveys and research as 

well. For example, a recent Shell Youth Study3 found that in Germany 
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young people described themselves as more politically interested and 

aware than in the past, and they said that they followed politics more. 

The political self-placement follows similar patterns to those in the ESS 

data in that young women are slightly more on the left than men, but 

in the Shell Youth Study more people place themselves further to right 

and left than in 2019, highlighting further polarisation among the young 

generation.

Looking at some country-level data, there are wide differences be-

tween the European countries on how and if the gender gap exists 

in political self-placement. From the graphs in Figure 2, we can see 

that the gender gap is more evident in some countries than in oth-

ers. In countries where there is a strong radical right party, like Ger-

many, Sweden, Finland, Spain or Netherlands, the gender gap seems 

particularly strong. Whereas in countries like the UK or Ireland, where 

either the electoral system or party landscape create different kind of 

dimensions, the gender gap is not as visible.

It is then clear that, at least in some European countries, a consist-

ent gender gap exists, and it also seems to be widening. The change, 

on the other hand, is not caused by men moving rapidly to right, but 

mostly by women’s movement to the left in their self-placement on an 

ideological spectrum. 

A strong or widening gender gap creates obvious challenges to the 

parties. If the parties were to cater strongly to the gender gap, and thus, 

increase polarisation, that would unquestionably lead to challenges to 

democracy more generally as well. Add this to the fragmentation of 

the political landscape and move towards block politics seen in many 

European countries, and we can start to see the complexity of issues 

facing our democracies.

But, at the same time, the election results do not refl ect this ideo-

logical self-placement of the electorate. As women are generally as 

likely to vote in European countries than men,4 the lack of participation 



does not explain the difference. The question of election results can 

then be lot to do with parties offers, in other words as much or more 

about the supply than demand.

When we look at the ESS data on voting behaviour (Figure 3), we 

can fi nd few key points to explain some of this.

A clear shift in the voting behaviour of women is evident in the data, 

but it happens a couple of years later than the change in the ideological 

self-placement spectrum. 

But even so, the average self-placement of men on the ideological 

scale very close to the centre and of women clearly on the left still does 

not match with the election results or the past vote of the respondents 

presented in Figure 3. 

Reasons for this can obviously be multiple. As the gender gap 

seems to appear in the mid-2010s and the trend is continuing – wom-

en keep moving further to the left – it should become more evident in 

Figure 2. Gender differences in self-placement on the left-right axis in different 
European countries.
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future elections. We already see a gender difference in different parties’ 

electorates, but not so much in the overall results. 

At the same time, it appears that, at the point of decision, the vote 

does not land where the ideological position of the voter would sug-

gest. And that raises the question of supply-side issues. Does the offer 

of current parties attract voters where they place themselves ideologi-

cally? It seems obvious to argue the answer is no. 

To understand a little better what people are thinking, in the next 

section, I look at views on three issues that could be considered di-

visive on the left-right spectrum. Attitudes to redistribution signal more 

traditional economic views, whereas immigration and LGBTQIA+ rights 

are more cultural conservative/progressive issues. 

Figure 3. Voting behaviour of men and women based on mean vote (2002-
2023).



2.1.1 Redistribution

Whether or not the government should redistribute and by how 

much is one of the most important political questions for Western de-

mocracies and the source of party identities. Social democratic parties 

across Europe have built their policies on modern welfare states on 

the principle of social justice and idea of fairness of creating more-level 

playing fi elds and redistributing wealth, resources and opportunities in 

their societies. 

According to the ESS data, support for redistribution remains fairly 

stable in public opinion (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Gender differences in opinions on whether governments should re-
distribute (2002-2023).
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On average, Europeans lean somewhat to agreeing with the state-

ment that governments should redistribute, but not very strongly. 

Women tend to be a little more favourable to redistribution than men, 

but the difference is not vast. There is also no signifi cant change over 

time that would explain or coincide with the ideological shift. Therefore, 

it does not seem like the more traditional socio-economic left-right is-

sue would explain either a growing gender gap or turn in political self-

positioning of voters. 

2.1.2 LGBTQIA+ rights

If the traditional social-economic redistribution indicator remains 

fairly stable, the newer cultural issues of measuring progressiveness 

Figure 5. Gender differences in opinions on the rights of gay men and lesbians 
to live their lives freely (2002-2023).



of a society, like attitudes towards LGBTQIA+ rights, have not. Re-

sponses to a question of whether gay men and lesbians should be 

“free to live life as they wish” have moved signifi cantly towards strong 

agreement over the last two decades (Figure 5). 

Even if there is a small gender gap in the data, the change in at-

titudes is similar for both men and women over time and happening 

simultaneously. This indicates an overall change in attitude in European 

societies. In the 2020s, Europeans are getting closer to strongly agree-

ing than even “only” agreeing to that the LGBTQIA+ people should be 

free to live their lives as they wish. This again supports the discourse 

of European societies growing more liberal and progressive as a whole 

over time, but does not explain the gender gap.

2.1.3 Immigration

The idea of society becoming more liberal is also supported by 

a look into immigration attitudes data. Figure 6 shows data for two dif-

ferent questions: one on whether immigration is good for a country’s 

culture; and the other on if immigrants make a country better or worse. 

On the latter, there has been a signifi cant change in the respondents 

average thinking, from immigrants making a country slightly worse at 

the beginning of the millennium to respondents now, on average, think-

ing immigrants make their country slightly better.

This change in attitudes is similar for both men and women, with 

women taking a steeper progression into more positive attitudes. For 

the question on the impact of immigration to a country’s culture (Figure 

7), the difference between men and women is a lot more pronounced, 

but, overall, the average response has become more liberal over time.

Even as overall attitudes on immigration are becoming more pro-

gressive over time, here, we fi nd a signifi cant gender difference that 

would support the fi ndings of women becoming more left leaning in 

response to this question than men. 
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Further analysis on generational differences and country levels 

would be very useful here to build a clearer picture of the changes and 

perhaps explain what is behind the much faster change in women’s 

attitudes in comparison to men, but this will remain something for other 

articles to investigate. For the purposes of this piece, we can conclude 

that, based on the ESS data over the last two decades, there has been 

a clear shift in attitudes across Europe on immigration and migrants’ 

impact on society. The change is not necessarily what one would ex-

Figure 6. Gender differences in opinions on the infl uence of immigrants on 
a country (2002-2023).



Figure 7. Gender differences in opinions on the infl uence of immigrants on 
a country’s culture (2002-2023).

pect, considering the public discussion, but in line with the fi nding of 

especially women self-identifying stronger to the left than in the past. 

3. Conclusions

In general, the data from the selected indicators show that, despite 

what the political narratives might be, the attitudes in European socie-

ties are moving in a more liberal and progressive direction, and voters 
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are more open to immigration and LGBTQIA+ rights, as they remain 

supportive of redistributive elements of welfare states. 

The fact that this is not refl ected in election results nor public nar-

ratives is an important question for any progressive actors to contem-

plate on. It seems that the stronger narratives of increasing support for 

far-right, conservative values and strict policies on cultural issues have 

won over many of progressive organisations and parties. 

Many parties cater for the loudest of audiences, with a general fear 

of sounding out of touch if not doing so. And yet, this has not worked 

for the left. The strategy of accommodation chosen in many countries 

at one time or another has not worked in the way it might have been 

imagined. The support for radical-right parties has not diminished, and 

voters have not moved back to the traditional mainstream parties that 

have adopted their policies. 

There is a lot of research on the topic showing why this is the case. 

For example, in a series of tests that analysed over 350 mainstream 

party strategies from 108 electoral contexts between 1976 and 2017, 

Abou-Chadi, Krause and Cohen concluded that they 

fi nd neither general nor conditional support for the claim that accom-
modative strategies signifi cantly reduce support for the radical right. To 
the contrary, voters are on average more likely to defect to the radical 
right when mainstream parties adopt anti-immigration positions, a pat-
tern that has been particularly pronounced for established RRPs.5

It has also been established, as in the data introduced above, that 

voters do not actually share the analysis of the mainstream left cater-

ing for radical-right pressures; there would need to be a shift towards 

austerity-driven economic policy or strict immigration policy to create 

credible alternatives. Instead, progressive voter coalitions could be built 

around a combination of economically left and culturally progressive 

positions.6



3.1 What could the social democratic 

political project of the 2030s be?

The most important question facing progressive parties obviously 

is what the social democratic project of the next decades could be. To 

be parties that built the most successful, equal and competitive welfare 

states in the last century is no campaign slogan for future elections. The 

social democratic movement lacks vision and narrative, as has been 

pointed out in many fi elds in past editions of the Next Left book series. 

Being a safe pair of hands that stops the chaos7 might be enough to 

win one election, but it is not a vision to build consistent governance, 

mobilisation and movement for the success stories of the past. 

The competition does better in this respect. The centre-right has 

a narrative of overgrown states that need to be stripped for economic 

success, and the radical right works on a combination of (leftist) nostal-

gia and blaming globalisation and immigration. The mainstream left fails 

to offer a strong alternative narrative that would defend the basic values 

of social democracy or the future of welfare states.

There are a lot of good individual policies, but with a lack of an 

overall vision for the direction of society, progressive actors are going to 

continue to struggle from election to election. What could be the story 

of social democrats going towards the 2030s?

3.2 Welfare state as credible politics?

From election to election, the commentators remark that the cred-

ibility in economic policy or taking the problems of immigration seri-

ously are two of the key issues social democratic parties seem to be 

struggling with. These could be explained by growing inequalities and 

changing distributional confl icts, but the economic credibility is under-

stood more and more as it is defi ned by the centre-right; as the ability 

to cut sovereign debt or balance state budgets in the short term. Since 



59To win, social democrats should meet voters where they are

the Financial crisis the ideological right has managed to project the idea 

that the only “credible” solution, more often than not, is cuts that “hurt” 

and allow politicians to claim that diffi cult decisions have been made. 

Usually, the pain must be faced by those already in disadvantaged 

positions, less advocating power or voters of other parties. And usu-

ally, the impact of austerity is not what was desired or promised. The 

sovereign debt continues to rise, and many European countries have 

placed themselves on slow growth tracks by the decisions taken by 

themselves. The centre-left has executed these austerity policies in 

many of the European countries during their time in power, solidifying 

the narrative and undermining their own principles of social justice.

On the other hand, taking the problems of immigration seriously 

has only come to mean lowering the number of immigrants, not im-

proving integration, adding to language learning, or improving employ-

ment protection to stop the creation or continuation of two-layer labour 

markets.

To create real opportunities for winning, mainstream left parties 

should meet voters where they are. This would require them to fi nd their 

way back to creating visions, listening and debating them with wider au-

diences, building narratives and campaigning on stories that change the 

lives of ordinary people. This could happen around the most successful 

and credible concept that European countries have seen and which still 

has wide support: the welfare state. We know that the happiest, most 

productive, inclusive and innovative people live in societies where their 

basic needs are protected, where the social contract allows for trusting 

in a better future for oneself and one’s children.

Social democrats should come back to this story, to build upon 

it and create a model of societies that protect, educate and create 

freedoms for people to live, innovate, fail and try again. As discussed 

above, there are volumes of research indicating that this is also what 

centre-left voters would want.8 As shown above, there are more voters 



that self-identify as left of centre than how they vote in elections. With 

matching the supply of a programme, they could be an electoral force 

to change the singular paths of European narratives. 

The programme that could win would need to be credible in a very 

different way to how that word has been used in the recent past. In light 

of the attitudes displayed in the data above, there should be demand 

for a progressive party that is consistently culturally progressive and 

economically left. The programme offered would have to include eco-

nomic policy that builds a solid welfare state with the aim to redistribute 

and decrease inequalities in wealth and living standards. It would have 

to be pro-immigration but with a strong emphasis on integration and 

equal labour market rights for all to stop exploitation. 
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1. Introduction

Not surprisingly, the issue of the strategic role of the state has long 

animated the ideological debate about social democracy in Europe. 

The state has traditionally been central to social democratic ideas and 

programmes. Both the post-war welfare state and activist Keynesian 

macro-economic management implied a wide-ranging role for the 

state. From the 1940s, there was a political consensus in Western 

Europe that the state’s central functions were to stabilise the economy, 

to ensure an adequate supply of public goods, and to redistribute re-

sources between social groups and class interests. There is inevitably 

variation across national regimes in the approach to the state. For ex-

ample, in the literature on varieties of capitalism, co-ordinated market 

economies require a strong state to broker agreement between in-

terest groups and negotiate consensual economic policies. On the 

other hand, in liberal market economies, the state’s role is confi ned to 

enabling business competitiveness by investing in human capital and 

the skills of the national workforce.1

Several distinctive ideological conceptions of the state’s role have 

emerged on the left in recent decades. The fi rst, closely associated 

with New Labour’s advocacy of a third way for the centre-left, insisted 

that the state was being reconstituted as a consequence of globalisa-

tion. The political theorist, John Gray, among others, maintained that 

social democracy faced a fundamental threat given that the state had 

lost its fi scal capacity and political authority, as global market forces 

undermined nation-state Keynesianism and welfare capitalism that had 

prevailed since the Second World War. Many obituaries for the welfare 

state have been being written. Even sociologists of the welfare state, 

such as Gosta Esping-Andersen, claimed by the early 2000s that the 

welfare state was in “crisis”, partly as a result of instability generated 

by alterations within global capitalism, alongside demographic and so-



cial changes that made welfare states less fi scally sustainable. More 

recently, scholars have charted the “shrinking” of UK state capacity, 

which has widened inequalities between households and geographi-

cal areas.2 As such, the fracturing of the state more generally meant 

that, according to Gray, we were witnessing the “end” of social de-

mocracy.

Yet arguably Gray’s analysis ignored the evidence that nation states 

were devising new means of exercising power (a shift that political sci-

entists label “meta-governance”). As Geoff Mulgan has written: “The 

basic powers of governments have not diminished […] the idea that 

governments have become impotent is an illusion, albeit one that can 

provide a useful alibi”. Mulgan observed that states retain their capac-

ity to raise taxes and spend public resources; they can more com-

prehensively resolve collective-action problems from organised crime 

to environmental degradation; states have further enhanced their role 

in relation to dealing with long-term challenges from early childhood 

disadvantage to the demographic pressures of an ageing population. 

Moreover, there is little evidence that in affl uent advanced economies 

exposed to heightened domestic and geo-political risk, citizens wish to 

eschew the protective capacity of the state.

As such, in the aftermath of the 2008 fi nancial crisis, there was 

growing confi dence on the left, in Europe at least, that “the state was 

back”. In the wake of the crash, it was the state that had allegedly 

“saved” capitalism and the banking system, propped up capital mar-

kets, acted as an employer of last resort, and sought to protect work-

ers and households from the severity of the economic shock. The fi -

nancial crash had struck like an earthquake at the heart of the market 

liberal institutions, practices and beliefs of previous decades. The cen-

tral question of the crisis was whether it would rejuvenate nation-state 

social democracy by stimulating new strategies on which a revived 

programme of egalitarian prosperity and social welfare might be built. 
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The task was to frame a response such that social democracy could 

benefi t from the new openness to ideas in domestic and world politics 

against a residual “neo-liberalism” that framed the fi nancial crisis as the 

product of an over-bearing state. 

More than 15 years since the 2008 Great Financial Crash, how-

ever, confi dence in the state has rapidly receded. There are few exam-

ples anywhere in Europe of social democratic governments fashioning 

an intellectually coherent and reimagined conception of the state. This 

point alludes to the changing nature and form of the state in many lib-

eral democratic countries. Social democracy has been historically de-

pendent on state capacity and political authority, although in a number 

of EU member-states, even centre-left governments appeared to ac-

quiesce to fi scal austerity. Meanwhile, states have been losing demo-

cratic legitimacy. The size and complexity of the state makes it more 

and more diffi cult for citizens to understand who makes decisions, and 

who should be held accountable. Large-scale, unaccountable bu-

reaucracies risk fuelling citizen disengagement and declining trust in 

the political system.

Meanwhile, the development of new technologies and scientifi c 

innovation increasingly places decision-making power in the hands 

of regulators, experts and owners of social media companies, putting 

further pressure on modern liberal forms of representative and partici-

pative democracy. There are other pressures on the traditional social 

democratic conception of the state, such as the fi scal burdens associ-

ated with the ageing society and changing demography that are unlikely 

to disappear. Are social democrats capable of developing a governing 

strategy that can confront such enormous structural challenges? 

Although the nation state has become the principal bastion in the 

fi ght against fi nancial and economic instability, its “golden age” is seem-

ingly behind us. There is now an urgent need for new capacities and 

instruments to wield collective power locally, nationally and globally. For 



social democracy, however, that will require a shift of mindset, given 

the long-held fi xation with the levers of power exercised through the 

bureaucratic nation state. Citizens will have to be engaged in a more 

wide-ranging dialogue about the nature of economic prosperity, inter-

dependence and the meaning of sovereignty, enabling the centre-left 

to regain ownership of a changing internationalist agenda, whether 

through European integration, climate change or the response to hu-

manitarian crises. 

Yet European social democracy has yet to undergo the rethinking 

necessary to make a success of governing in a new era. It has not so 

far found a convincing answer to why the demise of 1980s market 

liberalism led to a political focus on the size and effi ciency of the state, 

rather than the inherent dysfunctionality of markets. The danger is that 

left parties have little idea of what to do with power in the aftermath 

of victory. Lacking direction, they quickly fl ounder, facing catastrophic 

defeat only a few years later. This is the terrain on which left-of-centre 

parties have to forge new electoral strategies and political identities. 

That means bringing ideas back into the mainstream of European so-

cial democracy.

To undertake that task, this contribution is structured in the follow-

ing way. Section 2 examines the predicament facing the British Labour 

Party as it returned to power in the UK after 15 years in the electoral 

wilderness. Then Section 3 considers the preliminary thinking that has 

emerged within social democracy in recent years about the future form 

and conception of the state. Section 4 addresses the emerging dilem-

mas of Labour’s state strategy and the implications for its approach to 

statecraft having returned to power, before fi nally tentative conclusions 

are drawn.
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2. British Labour in power again

The context in which the Labour government in the UK has come 

to power is scarcely propitious. The new administration was elected on 

a manifesto of Change.3 It is not diffi cult to see why. The 2024 general 

election cemented a belief among voters that the UK state was no 

longer working effectively after 14 years of Conservative-led govern-

ment. Public services, undercapitalised and underperforming, had de-

scended into a parlous state. The much-lauded “post-Brexit” levelling-

up agenda failed to reverse – or even moderately reduce – widening 

geographical inequalities. And while the acute economic dislocation 

stemming from the Covid-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine had 

dissipated somewhat, the failure to secure a satisfactory post-Brexit 

settlement still blighted the UK’s political and economic landscape. 

The British state, increasingly fractured and incoherent, appeared 

to many as broken or even a failed state.4 Overall, government borrow-

ing was at its highest level since the 1940s, while the stock of public 

sector debt was at its highest point since the 1960s.5 The UK was 

a striking example of how a persistently weak economy led to a high 

burden of personal taxation, alongside a high level of public debt.6 The 

public fi nances were stretched to breaking point, while public services 

had already endured 15 years of underinvestment and mismanage-

ment. Confi dence in the state was receding rapidly. 

Out of necessity, the impact of recent domestic and external 

shocks, the belief that “nothing worked” in public services, and the 

depth of the fi scal predicament in the UK encouraged Keir Starmer’s 

team to cautiously outline a new model of the state. The Starmer gov-

ernment’s approach represents a tentative attempt to rebuild state and 

public sector capacity in the UK during the new hard times. 

Nevertheless, Labour’s conception of the state remains, at best, 

a work in progress. The grim nature of the party’s inheritance has 



meant that the new administration has little time or space to refl ect on 

how best to elaborate a revised model of statecraft. Centre-left think-

ing about the state remains largely inchoate 15 years after the 2008 

crisis undermined the traditional social democratic model based on 

rising levels of public expenditure and welfare, even if the market liberal 

growth model has remained largely intact.7 What can be observed in 

the wake of the 2024 general election are various strands of thinking 

about the shape of the state yet to be moulded into a coherent project. 

The next section briefl y examines these emerging ideas.

3. New thinking about the role 

of the state

The British Labour Party’s approach to the state attempts to rebuild 

state and public sector capacity in three principal ways, even if this ap-

proach is still work in progress. Firstly, by forging an active industrial policy. 

Secondly, by developing a “mission-based” approach to government that 

can more effectively tackle public policy problems. And thirdly, by reor-

ganising the public sector, downgrading the infl uence of new public man-

agement (NPM) doctrines in favour of collaborative public governance. 

The fi rst strand of Labour’s approach is so-called “securonom-

ics”, drawing on the policy agenda of the Biden administration in the 

USA. The core priority for the Labour government is unquestionably 

to improve economic growth. Growth is judged to be necessary, not 

least to improve living standards, which have been stagnant for more 

than a decade, while increasing investment in public services. Labour 

has set out fi ve core missions for government. Chief among them is 

the party’s ambition to achieve the highest rate of growth in the G7 

economies. Britain’s growth potential has been undermined since the 

fi nancial crisis by its relatively poor productivity performance and long-

standing regional disparities.8 
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President Biden’s economic programme sought to provide a blue-

print, including an active industrial strategy, “pro-worker” policies, and 

regional regeneration and innovation. Collectively worth $3.8 trillion, the 

Infl ation Reduction Act, the Infrastructure, Investment and Jobs Act, 

the American Rescue Plan Act, and the CHIPS and Science Act have 

been described by Mark Muro of the Brookings Institution as “remark-

able” – not only for the eye-watering level of investment, but because 

resources are being directed at place-based industrial policy.9 As Muro 

remarks, these are, “direct investments in underdeveloped places and 

regions […] to advance national goals such as strengthening domestic 

supply chains, promoting international economic competitiveness, and 

mitigating the impacts of climate change”. 

Industrial policy in the USA explicitly links national economic per-

formance with the revival of struggling cities and regions in industrial 

heartlands. The Infl ation Reduction Act targets spending on so-called 

“energy communities”, defi ned as signifi cant brownfi eld sites and coal-

fi eld areas with high fossil-fuel employment and higher than average 

unemployment.10 Similarly, the regional tech hub competition – part of 

the CHIPS and Science Act – is allocating new research and develop-

ment funding to regional centres away from the “superstar” cities on 

the east and west coasts of the USA. As former US Secretary of the 

Treasury Janet Yellen has reiterated: “We expect to see dollars catalyse 

innovative investments across cities and towns that haven’t seen such 

investment in years”.11 

This approach acknowledges the “fundamental under-appreciation 

of the role of government” and the need for an “active, co-ordinating 

state” at both “federal” and state or city levels. There is a widely held 

belief that governments are pre-eminent actors in driving growth-en-

hancing initiatives. It is believed that active government intervention will 

spur the clean energy transition, reduce bills for consumers and create 

additional blue collar industrial jobs. The argument is that government’s 



role must focus on active industrial policy that harnesses technologi-

cal change and innovation. Another dimension of Bidenomics is pro-

tecting the US from impending national security threats, particularly by 

strengthening industrial manufacturing capacity, given the rise of China 

and other authoritarian regimes. The administration has been prepared 

to use tariffs, trade sanctions and investment controls to revive domes-

tic supply chains. 

Although the bridge across the Atlantic between progressives 

has not recently proved as fertile as during the Clinton presidency (in 

part, because Biden proved to be a weaker president, while ques-

tions remain about the effi cacy of his economic programme and its 

continuation under the Trump presidency), this approach has solidifi ed 

British Labour’s confi dence about the nascent role of the state in the 

economy. While the UK does not have the fi scal fi repower and federal 

capacity available to US governments, it can seek to build them.

The second strand of British Labour’s thinking about the state 

draws on the economist Mariana Mazzucato’s makeover of the notion 

of the “entrepreneurial state”; this time under the guise of “mission-

orientated” government. Like Bidenomics, the approach speaks to the 

absence of state machinery that is necessary to stimulate growth in the 

British economy, a problem that was originally identifi ed in the 1960s. 

Mazzucato advocates an active role for the state in the economy that 

extends beyond tackling egregious market failure: government should 

be willing to take risks; invest in emerging growth sectors; and promote 

sectoral innovation. It is a myth that the private sector is necessarily 

more effi cient and dynamic than the public sector, Mazzucato argues. 

The Labour government’s commitment to “mission-driven govern-

ment”, it is claimed, will: 

[…] focus on a long-term problem, and apply a long-term plan. Our 
missions will tackle complex problems that have no magic-bullet solu-
tions and need many players and agencies, national and local, work-
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ing on them. They will be common causes to which many people will 
want to contribute, and, importantly, the missions will have measurable 
outcomes – ambitious but attainable goals that go beyond the incre-
mental. They will require a huge effort and urgency to succeed. And 
they will start with tangible fi rst steps that deal with the immediate crises 
– the cost of living, the NHS – to restore people’s sense of security.12

This work on mission-driven government is intended to address 

long-standing issues of British state capacity. The missions approach 

recognises the need for “joined-up” government that tackles policy 

problems collaboratively, rather than being trapped within bureaucratic 

silos, while integrating the activities of public sector agencies. There 

is an emphasis on mobilising a coalition of stakeholders to address 

societal challenges, not only government but the public and private 

sectors, civil society, not for profi t organisations, social enterprises, and 

so on. 

It has to be said that many questions about mission-driven gov-

ernment remain as-yet unanswered. For example, will the mission 

boards intended to oversee the Starmer government’s policy agenda 

amount to anything other than rebadged cabinet committees or inde-

pendent task forces co-opted by Whitehall departments? What are 

the political and fi scal incentives that will encourage public agencies 

to co-operate beyond optimistic exhortation from the centre? Leaving 

Whitehall’s traditional top-down, department-focused accountability 

structures untouched has long been an impediment to substantive 

change. These issues will need to be resolved if mission-based gov-

ernment is to fl ourish. 

The third strand of thinking about the state is the attempt to defi ne 

a new model for managing the public sector that addresses the dys-

functionality and pathologies of so-called NPM doctrines. The UK was 

a leader in the absorption of NPM ideas in the 1980s and 1990s, but 

that approach to public management has been increasingly infl uential 



throughout much of Europe. Centre-left think tanks in the UK, notably, 

the Institute for Public Policy Research, New Local and Demos, have 

sought to map out a new post-NPM framework. Their efforts are inevi-

tably a work in progress. There is a widespread rejection of market-

based competition in public services, yet the alternative models based 

on collaboration, trust, networks, systems thinking and “community 

power” remain embryonic at best. 

These ideas are already evident in the Labour government’s ap-

proach. There is a shift away from public sector outsourcing and con-

tracting with the private sector, at least in local government services. 

In social care, both children’s and elderly care, a process is underway 

to reduce the role of private equity in the ownership of care provid-

ers. Elsewhere, the ownership of railway companies will gradually be 

brought back within the state-owned entity, Great British Railways. The 

clean energy transition is to be powered by a public sector agency, 

namely, GB energy. It is quite possible that other public utilities, such as 

water and gas, will be brought back into public ownership over the next 

few years. The privatisation agenda of the 1980s and 1990s will not be 

entirely reversed, but the cumulative effect of such changes is to give 

the state a much greater role in public provision and the economy.

Of course, NPM is a nebulous concept, while many public services 

retain elements of NPM that are unlikely to be dismantled, notably, the 

emphasis on performance frameworks, targets and external regulation 

through inspection. Ministers are likely to focus on how the failings of 

NPM should be remedied within specifi c services, such as the National 

Health Service and social care, not least by giving additional discretion 

to frontline practitioners and managers. 

Overall, the new Starmer government is forging an approach to 

statecraft that uses the state to improve British economic performance 

and stem the crisis in public services, while improving the resilience 

and strategic capacity of government. Yet, as we have seen, Labour’s 
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statecraft is a melding of disparate ideas and traditions on the left that 

is yet to cohere into a systemic model of government action. The ap-

proach is replete with dilemmas that are likely to make the task of gov-

erning competently in Labour’s fi rst term challenging, to say the least. 

4. Statecraft dilemmas

Here, we focus on three major statecraft dilemmas that have sur-

faced so far in Labour’s approach to the role of the state. The analysis 

draws on the experience of the British Labour party but the implications 

are relevant to social democratic parties across Europe. The fi rst is 

the fi scal dilemma. If the new government adheres to the fi scal rules it 

inherited, as it promised in its 2024 manifesto, that will inevitably mean 

lower spending, constrained borrowing or higher taxes in forthcoming 

budgets. To secure adequate funding for public services and future 

borrowing for investment, the government will have to strengthen the 

UK tax base. Yet Labour had already ruled out raising income tax, Na-

tional Insurance or purchase taxes (VAT) for ‘working people’.

Another approach is to revise the government’s fi scal rules, espe-

cially the promise of a falling debt-to-GDP ratio by the fi fth year of the 

forecast. The OECD recently warned that pursuit of a falling debt-to-

GDP ratio implied self-defeating policies for the UK, not least the post-

ponement of critical capital investment. The UK does not currently re-

quire fi scal consolidation; signifi cantly greater public sector investment 

is the priority. Moreover, such investment ‘pays for itself’ in growing the 

productive capacity and potential of the economy. Without investment, 

the UK is condemned to a cycle of low growth, high taxes and stagnat-

ing real living standards.

Yet to rebuild state capacity in the long term and deliver sustained 

improvement in public services, the government will have to strengthen 

the tax base further. There is currently chronic underfunding. An age-



ing society not only means higher demand on the health service and 

social care, but implies a tighter labour market (particularly if net migra-

tion falls) and higher public sector wages. Gambling on rapid effi ciency 

gains from public sector reform, and higher tax revenues from acceler-

ated economic growth, is hardly prudent policy making.

Given all this, if the UK wants an adequate welfare state and de-

cent public services in the future, voters will have to be prepared to pay 

higher taxes, including on income. The income tax system should be 

as progressive as possible, yet voters across the income distribution 

will have to contribute more, as they do in many Northern European 

countries. Many voters increasingly understand that reality. A recent 

Social Attitudes Survey revealed that almost half (48%) of British vot-

ers supported higher taxes linked to increased funding for the National 

Health Service (NHS). 

The dilemma is that Labour fears an adverse political reaction if the 

government pursues either of these “hawkish” or “dovish” approaches. 

Abandoning fi scal prudence will, they believe, be judged as economi-

cally reckless. Public debt spiked after the shocks of the early 2020s, 

while the National Institute for Economic and Social Research (NIESR) 

observed that private investors would have to absorb an increasing 

share of debt issuance given the winding back of the Bank of Eng-

land’s quantitative easing programme. To minimise the risk of spiking 

interest rates, the government will remain committed to a broadly or-

thodox macro-economic regime. Meanwhile, the UK tax burden is at 

the highest level since the 1940s, while Labour fought the last election 

on a platform of not raising taxes on “working people”. 

The second dilemma relates to accountability. If the state plays 

a much greater role in the provision of public services and the regu-

lation of economic activity, how is it best held accountable? Recent 

experience indicates that established mechanisms of parliamentary 

and ministerial accountability are not working effectively. Accountability 
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structures in the British state are judged to be, at best, ineffectual. Citi-

zens frequently complain that it is impossible to know who or what is in 

charge of key services or what to do when things go wrong, such is the 

labyrinth of regulators, inspectorates and public bodies. 

The incoming government has ambitious proposals for new state-

owned operators and agencies, but how should these public bodies 

be held accountable by citizens? The risk is that with increased public 

ownership, poor performance in sectors such as rail and energy will 

be blamed directly on central government and its public face – elected 

ministers. There is an accountability defi cit in the UK, which will be 

exacerbated by signifi cantly expanding the size of the state and public 

sector. Strengthening accountability will be crucial in restoring citizen’s 

confi dence in the state. 

The third dilemma concerns centralisation. The UK (and England in 

particular) is among the most centralised of the advanced economies. 

There is a danger that the expansion of state capacity merely rein-

forces the existing pattern of endemic centralisation. Such is the extent 

of centralisation in the UK that it will be necessary to provide cities and 

regions with practical levers to drive local economic growth, especially 

in parts of England that previously experienced rapid deindustrialisa-

tion, leading to declining economic performance and stubbornly low 

productivity. 

As such, devolution must tackle the root causes of democratic dis-

content, moving decision-making closer to citizens, while giving those 

in “left behind places” greater control over the decisions that affect 

them. It is striking that the governance structures of historically high-

growth economies, notably Germany and the USA, are underpinned by 

signifi cant regional and state-level autonomy.13 This contrasts with the 

fragility inherent in the UK model, not least endemic over-centralisation, 

weak co-ordination, policy churn and short-termism, accompanied by 

a lack of understanding of how policies should be enacted beyond 



central government. Devolution is an antidote to the prevailing “geogra-

phy of discontent” that plagues peripheral regions.14 Yet, if expanding 

public sector capacity merely draws more fi scal and decision-making 

power into the centre, marginalised localities are much less likely to feel 

the benefi t of social reform and political change.

5. Conclusion

Thus far, Labour’s governing project in the UK does not yet repre-

sent a coherent vision of a reimagined state. That will require a com-

mitment not only to “missions” but to signifi cant institutional reform and 

devolved decision-making and fi scal powers at the sub-national level. 

It also entails a sustained increase in public investment. However, the 

Treasury is committed to retaining the fi scal rules of its predecessor, 

while the new Finance Minister is adopting a cautious approach, pin-

ning hopes for future growth largely on a fall in long-term interest rates 

and the return of private-sector dynamism. 

Labour’s experience in the UK indicates that social democratic par-

ties in Europe have some way to go in fashioning a coherent view of 

the state to underpin their core ideas and programmes. There are few 

intellectually cogent models of state action in other European countries 

that offer a template for centre-left parties in power elsewhere. The 

state in many ways has exhibited extraordinary resilience in recent dec-

ades, while there is little evidence anywhere in Europe that citizens are 

prepared to abandon the state in favour of laissez-faire individualism.

Nonetheless, frustration and disillusionment with the state have 

been rising, fuelling the precipitous decline of trust in liberal democracy 

and empowering populist political forces. The goal for social demo-

crats remains to fashion a state that works, not one that withdraws, 

which means facing up to the fundamental dilemmas of modern state-

craft. There is the basis for a new consensus on strengthening state 
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and public sector capacity across Europe, but that will require facing 

up to diffi cult trade-offs and dilemmas in policy and politics in the years 

ahead.
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The electoral results across Europe tell a rather terrifying story 

about the surge of the far-right-wing parties. The contemporary nar-

rative necessitates that they are referred to in that rather euphemistic 

and domesticated manner, which may be rather misleading. It seems 

to suggest certain heterogeneity among the parties that fall into this 

category,1 on one hand, and, on the other, it makes them sound 

perhaps less terrifying than if one were to use more precise terms – if 

applicable – such as fascists. Accordingly, the world of politics con-

sents somewhat to the idea that the new xenophobic, homophobic, 

racist and ultra-nationalists have close to nothing in common with 

the organisations that spread terror and committed atrocities a little 

over half a century ago. It is easy to fall for this approach, espe-

cially since the new generation of these parties’ politicians seems so 

subtle, well-spoken or even sophisticated, comforting and attractive 

when they resort to unacceptable narratives. Moreover, they appear 

so deceitfully modern and, in many cases, youthful that one can 

easily fall for their self-confi dence, which is a somewhat welcome 

contradiction to the sense of insecurity that is daunting to many in 

these uncertain contemporary times.

Evidently, each of the national political systems has its own spe-

cifi cities.2 And there is also always a set of contextual reasons why 

these right-wing radical, extremist and populist parties are expe-

riencing – what looks to become – more and more glorious mo-

mentum. In Austria, in the September 2024 general elections, FPÖ 

managed to win almost one third of the votes; in France, the over-

whelming result for the Front National in the European elections was 

a reason for President Macron to call for snap elections; in Saxony 

and Thüringen, the results prompted a rush to re-introduce con-

trols at the German borders and to try to counter arguments about 

uncontrolled migration, preventing the same outcomes from also 

being noted in Brandenburg. The situation isn’t much different in 



Scandinavia and South or Central and Eastern Europe. An example 

of the latter is the current polling ahead of the presidential elections 

in May 2025, whereby Konfederacja and their candidate, Slawomir 

Mentzen, are polling steadily in third place, with a quarter of voters 

behind them. Though particularities vary, depending on the respec-

tive national contexts, across these elections, there seem to have 

been some common trends – and within them, while they attract 

young voters, there has been a clear split within the group of these 

cohorts. Young women lean towards progressive and green parties, 

while young men are somewhat close to being core voters of the 

radical right. It is a bizarre phenomenon, especially within this age 

group, which has been showing a strong inclination towards gen-

der deconstruction and pleading not to identify themselves by any 

gender, in fact. Amongst the electoral statistics, it looks like the rage 

of angry white men is not just a singularity that drove, for example, 

youngsters to march onto Capitol Hill in January 2021,3 but rather 

a broader experience. It seems to have spread elsewhere, including 

in Europe.

Analysts debate if that is indeed an angle from which the rise of 

the radical right wing can be explained, but as the issue persists, 

so does the question of why there would be such a split. While vol-

umes have been written about the radicalisation, polarisation, frag-

mentation and corrosion of the so-called traditional parties (here, 

social democracy included), there is a scarcity of views regarding 

why this trend exists. Subsequently, there is not much available yet 

concerning what kind of social impact it might have for ideas such 

as uniting societies within a social contract if the tendency is sus-

tained. Is a social contract even plausible when the age cohorts drift 

so strongly apart from one another? And nor is there much to fi nd 

when it comes to the question of how to counteract the growing di-

vide, except a picture which shows that next to age, which has been 
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a focus point for many recently, family background still infl uences 

the way young people vote – even though it is a defi ning factor in 

a different way than it was in the past. Therefore, the new analyses 

point to a dealignment of voters, with cohorts with working-class ori-

gins moving away from the left, while the preference of citizens with 

parents that are socio-cultural professionals spans across choosing 

between green, left-libertarian and radical left parties.4 

One of the interesting hypotheses that has emerged amid the 

conversation about the split in political preferences between young 

men and women at a FEPS seminar5 is that the current divide in 

votes refl ects a diversifi ed approach to understanding freedom. It 

was suggested that, for women, freedom is more about making 

choices and integrating and contributing to the community or soci-

ety in a broad sense. At the same time, for men, the term freedom 

stands very much for the ability to reject the current order and have 

the capacity to make individual decisions. While it is just a theory, and 

by 2025 several serious experts in analysing data have suggested 

that this electoral divide between young men and women may have 

been a temporary issue, with more women now switching sides – it 

still leaves one pondering. It is the understanding of freedom and 

the differences here between left and right that really defi ne the de-

marcation lines among the political parties and, subsequently, their 

respective electorates. Is there any relationship between this theme 

and the consideration of the volatility of voters and, by extension, the 

debate about the future of social democracy? To that end, how does 

the centre-left defi ne freedom nowadays? And is that defi nition ad-

equately prolifi c, modern and distinctive? Do the social democratic 

parties give citizens a chance to consider them as agents fi ghting in 

the name of freedom? And does that freedom still remain coherently 

framed in relation to equality and solidarity? These are the questions 

that provoked the research and writing at hand.



1. Freedom in the light of 

programmatic documents

To check the proverbial state of play, it seems most appropriate 

to start by analysing the programmatic documents of social demo-

cratic parties. For the purpose of this chapter, it is key to be selective 

– trusting that the well-balanced sample can offer enough material to 

draw at least general conclusions. In this spirit, the author seeks to 

look at the following parties: SAP in Sweden; Parti Socialiste (PS) in 

France; PSOE in Spain; PvdA in the Netherlands; SPD in Germany; 

SPÖ in Austria; Nowa Lewica in Poland; and the Labour Party in 

the UK. The selection of these eight parties represents the ambition 

to look at parties from different regions, and hence, treat them as 

potentially mirroring different trajectories of their historical develop-

ments and diverse contexts in which they operate. The latter refers 

to the observation that, within societies and, consequently, welfare 

systems,6 there may be different traditions as to what constitutes 

freedom, emancipation and empowerment and, if and to what ex-

tent, ensuring them is a collective or individual issue.

Furthermore, the empirical study is limited to the electoral pro-

grammes issued only and exclusively in 2024. This selection is dic-

tated by the rigid word limit and an ambition to fi nd a comparative 

basis for this particular chapter. It is further inspired by the delib-

erations described above – namely, to explore how far social de-

mocracy advocates for an updated concept of freedom and if that 

issue can indeed differentiate the support among potential voters. Of 

course, one can argue that casting a vote does not need to be done 

with full knowledge of what all the parties and candidates on the bal-

lot paper say about one thing or another, as well as that few citizens 

read electoral documents. Nevertheless, in theoretical terms, this is 

as close as it comes to trying to see what parties believe and what 
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voters may hear if they listen to what social democrats have to say 

on the matter.

To that end, since 2024 was described as a “super-electoral 

year” – as half of the world’s population was involved in elections 

and many of them took place in Europe on a diverse governance 

level – potentially, it could be an option to analyse even more than 

one manifesto. However, after initial research, it seemed that it was 

necessary to be more selective to fi t the limits of one article, on one 

hand, and, on the other, not to risk imbalances in the text (which 

would occur as not all the parties selected had to face more than 

one election, and there were some that would approach subsequent 

elections within a coalition – an example of which is PS, which went 

into the snap election within a broader formula of the Nouvel Front 

Populaire). As a conclusion of that refl ection, the focus of the com-

parative study remained on the manifestoes that the parties analysed 

prepared for the European elections, with the exception of the UK 

Labour Party, which is the only one from outside the EU, and hence, 

could not participate in these. Nevertheless, the general elections in 

the UK and the European Parliament (EP) were held within a month 

of one another, and hence, there was reason to believe that working 

on this material was not contradictory but complementary. 

2. Swedish Social Democratic 

Party: Freedom for the sake of 

sustainability and sovereignty

The European elections in Sweden could have been perceived 

as a type of mid-term election,7 since the country held its general 

election on 11 September 2022. This resulted in the Social Demo-

crats (SAP) winning the largest number of votes but still not being 

in a position to form a government, and hence, moving into opposi-



tion. So, returning to the polling stations almost two years later, both 

parties and citizens viewed it as a chance to express their views on 

both European and domestic questions (perhaps even more on the 

latter). This makes these characteristic of the defi nition of “second-

order” elections. In that context, and knowing the reserved Swedish 

approach to many aspects of European politics, it is understand-

able why SAP chose the title “Together for Sweden”,8 and why in 

the introduction, the party’s leader, Magdalena Andersson, stated as 

a goal, “I want to strengthen Sweden”. 

Canvassing the document, one can establish that freedom is 

mentioned in two very specifi c contexts. The fi rst one is connected 

to the geopolitical context and global challenges, and more partic-

ularly, the crossroads between the evolving confl ict around global 

resources and the ambition to fi ght climate change. SAP insists on 

the following question: how can security and sovereignty be ensured 

and, consequently, eliminated in the country’s dependency on fossil 

fuels? The party articulates this ambition further in the section “Lead 

the green transition and fast track environmentally friendly jobs” as 

follows: 

Sweden’s citizens cannot be dependent on rogue states to be able to 
drive their cars or heat up their homes. By transforming our industries 
and energy production, we will create [a] Sweden that is more secure, 
create new green jobs and reduce emissions. 

The strategy for accomplishing this is threefold: (1) investment in 

green technology and ending the dependency on oil; (2) supporting 

Swedish industry; and (3) guaranteeing fair conditions (for the green 

jobs agenda). And freedom is mentioned as the underpinning value 

within the fi rst one, as follows: investments that are good for our 

environment will increase our country’s freedom, create jobs nation-

wide and reduce emissions.
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The second context in which SAP uses freedom is when it refers 

to geopolitical changes, but in much more direct relation to the his-

torical nature of the moment within which the 2024 elections were 

held. The argument here is that the EU was formed as a project in 

pursuit of peace, freedom and democracy, trade, and cooperation 

(that) have bound the member states together. Departing from this 

angle means that SAP also perceives Russian aggression and the 

war in Ukraine as an assault on the European Community and its fun-

damental principles. They write, “The fi ght in the Ukrainian trenches 

is, therefore, about Ukraine’s right to freedom and democracy but 

also about us here in Sweden, about defending our way of life”. The 

text further makes a connection between what the Russian regime 

is about and the parallel dangers coming from right-wing populist 

and authoritarian forces rising in Europe and the USA and attacking 

the principle values as they do. The list of targets included in the 

document features, among others, assault on the free media, trade 

unions, academic freedom, abortion rights and LGBTQIA+ rights. 

To that end, SAP states, “The political struggle ahead is increasingly 

between freedom and oppression, between cohesion and division”. 

In that context, Swedish social democrats pledge within the text to 

(1) “create the conditions for faith and hope for the future. We want 

the EU to stand for stability, security, democracy and freedom. It 

is our protection against uncertainty in a changing world”; and (2) 

“ensure that all EU member states are well-functioning democracies 

that fi ght corruption and enable accountability in free and demo-

cratic elections”. 



3. The French PS: Protecting 

freedoms amid historical 

confrontation 

For the French PS, the European elections were a crucial mo-

ment domestically. The party has faced some of the most diffi cult 

times in its modern history, not only fading from election to elec-

tion, but also reaching the point at which it had to let go of some 

important symbols of its standings – such as the famous headquar-

ters at rue Solferino in Paris. To make matters worse, none of the 

waves of disenchantment seem to have provided an opportunity for 

a breakthrough from a trajectory that would see a prevailing struggle 

between President Macron’s La Republique en Marche and Marine 

Le Pen’s Front National. While in the run up it was not possible to 

foresee that the outcome would be so dramatic as to prompt snap 

elections, there was still no doubt that there was much at stake for 

PS in May 2024.9

Anticipating this, PS prepared a guiding document in autumn 

2023 under the theme “Faire bascule l’Europe. Du néoliberalisme 

vers le socialisme écologique”.10 The text was composed of 54 

pages and freedom (liberté) appeared 17 times. The manifesto 

opens with a diagnosis that points to Europe (the EU) fi nding itself 

in a profound and multilayered crisis, spanning across health, en-

vironmental and geopolitical dimensions. PS is convinced that the 

reason is the hegemony of neoliberalism that has been guiding the 

European project for too long. For left-wing parties (understood here 

more broadly), understanding this means that they have to assume 

their responsibility and actively change course. In the opinion of PS, 

their mission is to deliver social, ecological and democratic progress. 

And in the context of that ambitious objective, they see freedom as 

a guiding value translated into four political guidelines. 
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Firstly, freedom connects the deliberations with the assessment 

of the current geopolitical situation. In the introduction, PS remarks 

that the Russian aggression against Ukraine is among the pieces of 

evidence that there is growing international disorder and augmented 

confrontation, within which – as they write – “Europe can’t lose”. To 

that end, they believe that “Russian aggression is not only against 

Ukraine but against our freedoms and the European project, against 

European sovereignty”. And hence, they remind us that – while the 

EU was founded on aspiration, values, rights and responsibilities, 

democratic institutions, healthcare systems, and redistribution – the 

resistance of Ukraine is not only for itself but on behalf of all EU 

member states. This is why there is a need to stand in solidarity 

with Ukraine and remember that “we must collectively defend our 

freedoms like our way of life, and nobody will do it in our stead”.

This interpretation condenses to two points that PS makes when 

it comes to the implications of the above-mentioned factors and re-

peated in their manifesto notion of a grand confrontation. One has 

to do with understanding that, in this context, the strive to change 

direction towards eco-socialism is a historical fi ght for social justice 

and emancipation, the latter of which is understood as freeing one-

self from the negative impact of the effects of climate change and 

energy dependencies, for example. It is about striving for openness 

and cooperation, which, in an internal context, is threatened by the 

rise of right-wing radicals – who had succeeded in other places, 

as PS states, to drive countries towards nationalism and an inward 

focus. They name Brexit as an example but also enlist other implica-

tions of the radical right-wing attempt to return to nationalism, which 

should make the left stand with their backs against the walls and 

against restrictions of public freedoms, women’s rights, LGBTQIA+ 

rights and the stigmatisation of foreigners. The other point is more 

narrowly defi ned in the scope of “security and defence”, whereby the 



grand confrontation (and the Russian invasion of Ukraine) should in 

fact be seen as an incentive to intensify cooperation with other allies 

across the globe. The text states, “in partnership with the others, 

we will resist pressures of the imperialists and preserve democratic 

freedoms and freedom for trade across the globe”.

Secondly, PS defi nes freedom within the parameters of socio-

economic policies. In the manifesto’s section on “Investing in a soli-

daristic manner”, the party argues that the EU must act to withstand 

the pressures of the model driven by multinational corporations and 

liberate itself from the prolifi c inequalities that corrode the Union. The 

term freedom is used in a very particular way: in relation to capital 

(emphasising that science and progress for ecological transition re-

quire liberty and dialogue) and in connection to the trade unions. PS 

writes, “We want a minimum salary […] and a new social agenda 

that will see penalties for the countries that disrespect the trade un-

ions’ freedoms or principle of equal pay and equal work, and will 

strive for the four-day working week”. The demand to preserve the 

freedom of trade unions and the freedom of association is also reiter-

ated elsewhere in the manifesto when PS touches on worker’s rights 

again and demands for a new European pact for workers. 

Thirdly, PS sees freedom as a component of the fi ght to protect 

our democracies. In one section, they demand that the EU does 

more to safeguard human rights, freedom of expression, informa-

tion, opinion, orientation and confession. The same plea is repeated 

twice in the manifesto and included in the fi nal paragraphs. 

Fourthly, and fi nally, for PS, freedom should also be understood 

as a means towards emancipation and a key to unleashing creative 

potential. This is what is meant within a point that is also included 

towards the end of the text and touches upon the ambition of the 

New European Enlightenment – youth, culture and research. Con-

sequently, to the belief that neoliberalism has been a hegemonic 
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philosophy and that, as a drive for capitalism, it has been corrosive, 

PS reiterates that the EU is responsible for doing more and fi ghting 

against privatisation and destruction of education. The latter must be 

seen and restored as a public good, which means that there must 

be a guarantee of free access to education for all, alongside insur-

ance that all academics and researchers will enjoy full freedoms in 

their endeavours. 

4. The Spanish PSOE: Freedom 

as a compass while dealing with 

confl icts and digital capitalism 

Spain had yet another political context within which the Eu-

ropean elections were taking place. By the time the elections ap-

proached, PSOE was in the government – led by Prime Minister 

Pedro Sánchez, who in parallel was also president of the renewed 

Socialist International. Immediately after, he also became one of the 

two main negotiators for the Party of European Socialists (PES) for 

the post-electoral institutional settlement in the EU, and saw further 

recognition for the leading role he had both at the level of the Euro-

pean Council and within the progressive family. By May 2024, PSOE 

had successfully survived several electoral battles and a govern-

mental coalition disappointment, as well as snap elections and cri-

ses that were caused by particularly vicious allegations and attacks 

orchestrated by right-wing extremes. The political landscape has 

been changing, but many feared growth in the popularity of VOX, 

which would be yet another trial for an otherwise two-plus partisan 

system in Spain.11 

Facing those challenges, PSOE adopted a European election 

programme of “Más Europa”,12 which was an impressive document 

that was 104 pages long. Freedom (libertad) appeared in the text 



23 times, starting from the fi rst introductory paragraph. There, PSOE 

speaks about the upcoming elections as being decisive ones for Eu-

rope, stating that “Europe is the most exciting political project in his-

tory with a unique capacity to unite in plurality and diversity a Union, 

which is a space of common interests and build on social democrat-

ic principles – solidarity, rights, freedom and equality”. In the same 

section, it is repeated that the elections are an opportunity to reaffi rm 

a compromise that would lead to more integration, which would then 

better represent the ambition of social values and progress. This 

type of Europeanism will be, in the opinion of PSOE, a way to work 

and adapt to changes, reinforce solidarity, and defend the European 

way of life. Especially since it is synonymous with peace, stability and 

sustainable development, as well as the protection of the wellbeing 

and freedoms (liberties) of citizens. To that end, in practical terms, 

PSOE translates the concept of freedom into fi ve policy areas.

First of all, freedom is, for PSOE, a core EU value, but equally 

importantly, it underpins what they call our democratic contract. 

Consequently, it is one of the core principles referred to in the mani-

festo section on “Fiscal justice and social justice”. There, the party 

states: 

We want fi scal systems that will guarantee growth and funds to fi nance 
and safeguard the rights and freedoms of the European citizenry. They 
need to be aligned with principles of equality and progressiveness, 
promote equality and opportunities, compensate for inequalities social 
and territorial and contribute to the equalisation of women and men. 

These beliefs are complemented by further declarations, which 

clarify that PSOE is a strong supporter of the European pillar of social 

rights and the inclusion of a social protocol in all treaties, which for 

them is a way to ensure an equilibrium between rights and responsi-

bilities, and more concretely, a path to elevate social entitlements to 
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the same degree of importance as the economic freedoms enjoyed 

in the EU.

Secondly, similarly to the other sister parties, PSOE recognises 

that this is a historic moment marked by confrontations and confl icts. 

Through these lenses, they agree that the Russian attack on Ukraine 

represents an attack on democracy, rights and freedoms and will af-

fect families and enterprises across Europe. So, while the party sees 

that helping Ukraine and others to join the EU is a moral obligation and 

geopolitical necessity to protect our system of freedoms, values and 

social and economic development model – the Union itself requires 

reforms to be able to deliver on that responsibility. This is what PSOE 

calls for in the section “More federal Europe”, marking that the adjust-

ments are essential to prepare for an EU of 35 member states. This 

section is complemented by statements that are included in another 

part of the text “Solutions for the open and democratic societies”. 

There, it is elaborated that the EU, since the beginning, stands on the 

fundamentals of democratic values and respects of the fundamental 

rights and freedoms, equality between men and women, against dis-

crimination of the minorities. Hence, also, our European project can-

not continue without these freedoms, and we need to reinforce them. 

The sense of urgency to do so is a real one since PSOE argues there 

is a continuing global tendency that shows a democratic regress, as 

well as the emergence of populist movements and ultraconservative 

parties, which – with the consent of traditional right-wing parties – in-

fi ltrate the political systems. This makes the party reiterate their call to 

rise and defend rights and freedoms. The same understanding is also 

embodied in another PSOE document, namely, the national election 

manifesto from the preceding year in the chapter “Bloque IV – La 

España de las libertades y la conviviencia”.13

Thirdly, for PSOE, it is also important to emphasise that, though 

these are turbulent times, there should not be compromises made 



on the achievements of the European project. This is the motivation 

with which the section on “Guarantee security” is drafted, whereby it 

is stated how much importance it carries for the EU to be a space of 

freedom, security and justice. Here, more specifi cally, the free move-

ment of people is mentioned to illustrate the point. In the opinion of 

PSOE, it needs to be preserved and cherished, but the best way to 

do that is to ensure equilibrium in a dispute on how to protect the 

freedoms of citizens and, at the same time, protect them against 

terrorism and organised crime. This is a very relevant question, es-

pecially amid all the recent controversies and tensions around the 

Schengen zone, which saw some member states restoring border 

checks with temporary permission to do so.

The fourth policy area that PSOE applies the value of freedom to 

is related to democracy, media and digitalisation. One fi nds that, in 

the party’s opinion, “to defend liberty is to fi ght disinformation and 

radicalisation by promoting political debates and spaces for social 

exchanges”. PSOE recognises that European democracy has not 

been immune to manipulations and disinformation, so more must 

be done. One step is to defend media against populism while guar-

anteeing freedom of expression and freedom of the press, media, 

newspapers and other means of communication. This calls for 

a European media law with provisions that also safeguard editorial 

independence, set clear rules for social platforms, fi ght against dis-

information online, and ensure transparency when it comes to media 

and digital sphere ownerships. Online or offl ine, the same principles 

must be upheld, such as respect for privacy, rules that guarantee 

cybersecurity and the protection of minors, the defence of freedom 

and pluralism, and cultural diversity.

Finally, freedom must also apply to policy areas focused on 

progress innovation. On one hand, this means defi ning the param-

eters within which research and developmental projects are being 
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conducted. And on the other, within the arts sectors, protecting the 

liberty of creation, respect for the work of authors, and freedom of 

expression and from censorship. Rights to and within culture should 

be guaranteed by EU legislation.

5. The Dutch Labour Party: Fight for 

freedom that is multidimensional 

and transcends borders

The Dutch Labour Party (PvdA) went into the European elections 

jointly with GroenLinks. At that point, the parties were not united, but 

just presented a common list and electoral platform. This represented 

an attempt to bounce back within the exceedingly volatile and pro-

gressively fragmenting party system, which was successful, since the 

joint forces won the battle. This was one among many, which may 

see further drift to confrontational politics in the Netherlands.14

The PvdA-GroenLinks election programme was entitled “Sterker 

met elkaar. Voor een hoopvolle toekomst in een groen en sociaal 

Europa”15 with the subheader that could be translated as “a secure 

and free existence for all, now and in the future, demands a social 

and green Europe”. The document consisted of 68 pages, and free-

dom (“vrijheid”) appeared 19 times within it. The tone of the docu-

ment, set by the introduction signed by Bas Eikhoudt, was very af-

fi rmative towards European integration. It began with the following 

words: 

Our country has become great because of its orientation towards the 
outside and towards international cooperation. [Within it w]e respect 
one another and we are free to be who we are. It is precisely in these 
values of solidarity, openness, cooperation and freedom that our coun-
try is bound with the other free countries in Europe.



Furthermore, however, the text points to the fact that Europe has 

changed, as extremists undermine efforts against climate change 

and European cooperation. Eikhoudt underlined that, 

it is enough to look at their friends – Trump, Orban and Putin – to know 
what they want. This is what makes 2024 a crucial election for the 
Greens and Progressives to have their voice heard. Because together 
we can defend our democracy and protect freedom, while making our 
life together fairer and more sustainable.

Subsequently, the concept of freedom appears within fi ve policy di-

mensions. First among them is the plea to defend freedom. The PvdA-

GroenLinks manifesto states that rights and freedoms are for everyone 

and cannot be limited because of people’s origins, identity, sexual ori-

entation, gender or sex. For them, this is also a matter of repeating that 

this is a question of belonging, and as they wrote, “Everyone belongs 

here”. This may sound rather defensive, but, to be accurate, it is a mo-

tivation that prompts them to propose both an overarching European 

antidiscrimination law and punitive sanctions which would ensure that 

governments breaking democratic principles would no longer receive 

funds from the EU. Their position here is fi rm and categorical, spelled 

out as “there is no place for the autocrats”. In the strive to defend free-

dom, PvdA-GroenLinks argues that this fi ght doesn’t end at the EU’s 

borders, but, on the contrary, has to be extended beyond, especially 

while recognising the nature of the confl icts and war, in Ukraine and 

Gaza particularly. The statement points out, “The support of the US 

as a partner is much less self-evident. We keep supporting our allies in 

Ukraine, who fi ght for freedom and security”, and one has to remem-

ber that it was coined before the US presidential elections and the 

return of President Trump to the White House.

The second policy dimension within which PvdA-GroenLinks 

defi nes freedom is amid the diagnoses of the state of democracy, 
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how to make it resilient and how to stand up for rights. Chapter 2 of 

the manifesto refers to the fact that Europe is a democratic project, 

which came to be after learning very hard historical lessons and 

is constructed to enable everyone to be themselves, while putting 

shared interests fi rst. While this is a principle, it should mean that 

citizens can trust in the project and that the government will protect 

them from injustice, which currently is not the case across the Union. 

PvdA-GroenLinks observes that, while “an independent judiciary, the 

rights of minorities and freedom of the press are crucial pillars of our 

democracy that we cherish […] these foundations of our democ-

racy are increasingly under pressure”. While they reaffi rm that they 

stand fi rmly for the rule of law in the Netherlands and Europe, more 

needs to be done to disempower the attacks of the right on these 

very principles. The manifesto states that these parties are adopt-

ing their extreme and anti-democratic ideology and projecting it on 

democratic institutions, including in the EP. And that their ambition 

remains to polarise, divide and make the EU a scapegoat for their 

accusations. PvdA-GroenLinks is convinced that the best defence is 

to offer real solutions by making the EU more democratic and effec-

tive. In their agenda, this translates into strengthening the protection 

of freedom and human rights, safeguarding free speech, and free 

media overall in the EU, building a democratic resilience and boost-

ing civil society. 

The third context to apply freedom is the dimension of secu-

rity, prosperity and solidarity across borders – as outlined mainly in 

Chapter 3 of the manifesto. PvdA-GroenLinks offers the diagnosis 

that there is a progressing fragmentation and promptness to global 

confl icts, and that the EU must be the political player that is ready to 

maximise its infl uence, striving for international peace and showing 

leadership in the era of confrontation. They write as well that “the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine is a crosspoint for Europe. […] Ukrain-



ians fi ght not only for their own freedom and security. They fi ght 

to protect our European values. And they deserve our unwavering 

support”. To accomplish its mission of being a global stakeholder, 

the EU must keep upgrading in a number of areas. It starts from 

ensuring its strategic autonomy, security and human rights (Section 

3.1), which should be synonymous with Europe being sovereign and 

independent, with the capacity to act (whereby Dutch progressives 

argue for 2% spending on defence and NATO). What is important 

is that the text emphasises that this strength should be built for the 

sake of having a say, continuing to pressure other actors to follow 

agreements on conventional and nuclear weapons disarmament, 

and especially to have a nuclear-weapons-free world. Moreover 

(as Section 3.4 reads), in the times when peace is no longer self-

evident, deepening and expanding the EU gains further importance 

and meaning. The Union, in their opinion, has a bigger responsibility, 

and while the majority of neighbouring countries want a democratic 

and free future, the EU is obligated to provide them with support and 

a clear path towards potential accession. 

The fourth dimension in which the concept of freedom is applied 

is connected to media, digitalisation and academic freedoms. With 

regard to the media, the manifesto stresses that media freedom is 

a key ingredient of a democracy. Henceforth, the EU should ensure 

media independence and conditions for both pluralism and editorial 

freedoms, fi ght against disinformation, media monopolists (oligarchs) 

and practices that lead to intimidation, hacking and attacks on jour-

nalists, politicians and activists. This argument is repeated in the text, 

but for anyone familiar with the Dutch context, this will not be a sur-

prise.16 What PvdA-GroenLinks demands is that EU legislation (such 

as the SLAPPs directive) and funds are used to service that fi ght, with 

more being done to protect freedom of speech and the right of ac-

cess to information (see, for example, manifesto point 2.1.4).
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When it comes to digitalisation, PvdA-GroenLinks remains 

consistent in the rhetoric that brings forward progressive thinking 

against monopolies and unfair competition, as well as in favour of the 

progress translated into universally available public goods. There-

fore, much attention is also spent on the question of “open source” 

(see point 2.3.7), which is explained in the following words: 

The EU should stipulate that software developed or co-fi nanced on be-
half of a government is always published under free and open licenses. 
That makes the government less dependent on the tech giants and 
mainly stimulates European small and medium-sized IT companies that 
develop and maintain this software in an open manner. Governments 
are also encouraged to use existing open source softwares.

And with regard to academic freedoms (see point 2.6.5), PvdA-

GroenLinks puts forward a demand that the EU steps up in its efforts 

to protect academic and artists’ freedoms. They recall that there are 

countries in which scholars fi nd themselves under pressure (point-

ing here to Hungary), and make a connection between the freedom 

to create and express and humane development. In that logic, the 

document also presents a longer list of how they would then also not 

only safeguard the supply side but also for demand, by making cul-

ture and sports in particular more accessible (via tickets for concerts, 

museums and others).

Finally, the fi fth area within which Dutch progressives embed their 

interpretation of freedom refers to the laws that already exist inside 

of the EU. The fi rst block is connected to the right to free move-

ment. There, PvdA-GroenLinks writes (see point 3.5) commenting 

on “work migration”: “the right to move freely and work in the EU is 

a great good, but it should and cannot be abused”. This statement 

is followed by recommendations on how to fi ght unfair competition, 

rise to the bottom and exploitation of what then becomes cheap 



labour. The second block of questions connected to existing EU 

laws relates to consumer rights and consumer protection. PvdA-

GroenLinks expresses the view that, with all the progress and modi-

fi cation in production methods, consumers must be protected and 

guaranteed free choice, and to that end have a right to be provided 

with adequate information on all products available.

6. German SPD: Freedom as the 

foundation for a better world and 

internal democracy

The German SPD went to the European elections at a challeng-

ing time. The governmental coalition, with SPD as the lead, was poll-

ing poorly, and internal confl icts escalated to the point of threaten-

ing a possible snap election. This happened at the end of February 

2025, following the failure to agree on the budget in autumn 2024. 

To that end, the party was aware of internal and external challenges, 

as well as of the fact that the unpopularity of the Chancellor at that 

time might have a further spillover effect and lead to voters punishing 

SPD for the situation at hand.

As a response to these and other concerns, SPD approached 

the elections with the program “Gemeinsam für ein starkes Europa” 

(Together for a Stronger Europe).17 In the introduction, it is clearly 

stated that this is a crucial document for the SPD, which sees itself 

as a Kanzlerpartei, and hence, also carries much of the responsibility 

for the European future. They emphasised that this was a time to stay 

together (at home and in the EU), and not to let divisions rip Europe 

apart. The robust manifesto of almost 50 pages was divided into an 

introduction and three chapters (“Europe of the future”, “Stronger 

Europe in the world” and “Europe of respect”). Each of these was 

divided into fi ve sections, and freedom appeared in the headers of 
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the last two of them: “Ensuring a society without discrimination”; and 

“Protecting security and freedom”. The words free and freedom are 

used in the document 44 and 25 times, respectively.

To start with, for SPD, protecting our freedoms in an insecure 

world is one of the key missions of the EU, and this is the ration-

ale for them to convince citizens to take part in European elections, 

lending their legitimacy to the EU. SPD reiterated that 

the EU must be a community of peace, freedom and prosperity to be 
able to face the challenges of contemporary times, to remain resilient 
against the rising wave of the right-wing populism and to offer to all the 
citizens the chance for a better, fairer future. 

The above-mentioned EU mission should be seen as having im-

plications for both domestic and international politics. SPD argued 

that the times, which are marked by a growing number of confl icts 

and by people’s demand for more security (understood as protection 

and as life opportunities), were calling for a stronger Europe in the 

world. The manifesto argues that the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

the war and the crisis of multilateralism require that the Union stands 

up in the name of our common values of peace, freedom and de-

mocracy, trying to preserve and restore these globally. This EU re-

engagement should be prolifi c, including an agenda to fi ght against 

poverty and exclusion, as well as for development and human rights. 

This is also the departure point for revisiting the EU enlargement pol-

icy, which should be seen as a powerful transformative instrument. 

To prepare for a larger Union, the EU, however, must also reform, 

and it should not delay the ambition to equip itself with strategic au-

tonomy, cutting off the dependencies from external suppliers (when 

it comes to, for example, strategic resources). 

Consequently, the EU striving for freedom and democracy is – 

according to SPD – also a Union that stands with Ukraine. The pros-



pect of enlargement towards it is a clear sign and response to the 

aggression of Putin’s Russia, but the EU will have to dare more. It will 

have to take responsibility for rebuilding Ukraine and enabling it to 

consolidate in peace, freedom, the rule of law and democracy. And 

while the question of Ukraine is one within the EU neighbourhood, 

the obligation to support freedom fi ghters is more of a universal one 

for Europe (exemplifi ed in the manifesto by the description of the 

purpose of the Feminist Foreign Policy and extending help to free-

dom fi ghters in Iran, for example).

Furthermore, the SPD manifesto allows three dimensions to be 

distinguished in which the party translates the concept into con-

crete policies. The fi rst relates to the freedoms already established 

in the EU, the second to the questions that are brought by diverse 

modernising processes and the third to broader anticipation of the 

challenges of democratic regress.

When it comes to existing EU legislation, SPD writes that “the 

free movement of goods, services and people is an achievement of 

the EU”. By acknowledging this, the party makes several promises 

when it comes to working towards improved infrastructure to help 

transport and mobility, fi nancial support to broaden access (espe-

cially for young people), and to advance social rights and labour 

standards that would apply across the Union’s market. 

In relation to modernisation processes, there are two that SPD 

correlates with a need to defi ne and reiterate freedom. The fi rst is re-

search and in particular the processes that lead to the genetic modi-

fi cation of plants and, by extension, food. Embracing this debate 

within a larger context of disputes on the reform of the Common Ag-

riculture Policy, SPD argues for the freedom of choice for consumers 

and users, who may not want to use these products. The second 

set of questions derives from digitalisation. SPD elaborates on it in 

the sections on “the protection, confi dence and sovereignty in digital 
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space” and “open and free internet”. They argue that digital or ana-

logue, both spheres should have the same principles that protect 

citizens against discrimination and guarantee them the right to priva-

cy, as well as to freedom of expression and assembly. The Internet, 

the services it can render and networks should be accessible in the 

same way for all. SPD writes, “the digital sphere has to be organised 

so that people can trust it and believe that the basic principles, rights 

and freedoms will also be represented/upheld there”.

Finally, as stated in the introduction of the SPD manifesto, free-

dom is the EU’s core value, and that belief is also reiterated in the last 

chapter, which pertains to a Europe of Respect.18 It is repeated there 

as well that Europe has to stand together for freedom, democracy, 

peace, justice and welfare for all. It should guarantee that everyone 

deserves and receives respect and solidarity, alongside the same 

chances, right to education and good jobs. There should be the 

same rights, and the text elaborates further what this means when it 

comes to equality of men and women, as well as of the LGBTQIA+ 

community (arguing for the recognition of same-sex partnerships 

and rainbow families across the EU, regardless of where they have 

been legalised and if the respective other states have a provision to 

do that). SPD sees these principles as being close to their heart and 

part of the common European understanding. They write, “we are 

German, and thus regionally anchored, Europeans”.

7. SPÖ: Freedom refl ected in the 

ambition for a democratic, social 

and open to fair trade Union

The Austrian Social Democratic Party (SPÖ) was looking at both 

the European and national elections in 2024 (in that order). The polls 

fl uctuated in the preceding months, with the major question being 



which party would end up fi rst, and the numbers indicated it might 

have been SPÖ, ÖVP or FPÖ � the last of which was a scenario 

many warned against. The end results were the inverted order, but 

all three parties were very close on the podium, with a difference of 

up to 2% between them.19 SPÖ must have been anticipating that 

the European elections would be a type of grand rehearsal; how-

ever, it does not mean that the sequence of the two was treated as 

one marathon, and as time showed, the party ran two very different 

kinds of campaigns. It is important to add that this was also the fi rst 

test for Andreas Babler, as newly elected leader, who secured his 

position in a very gripping inner-party contest, and who had previ-

ously commented rather critically on diverse aspects of European 

integration.

The SPÖ programme for the EP elections was entitled “Europa 

fair gestalten”,20 with 28 pages that featured an introduction and four 

thematic chapters. Freedom appeared 11 times in the document, 

starting with the introduction by Andreas Babler, where he argued 

that: 

On 9th June, there is much at stake […] in the past years, we as So-
cial Democrats in the EP stood against the rise of conservatives and 
right wing and their policies. […] They are a danger. […] Social policy 
achievements are threatened as much as basic freedoms and human 
rights.

For SPÖ, the EU remains a promise of peace, security and free-

dom in Europe, together with the common values – democracy, hu-

man rights and basic freedoms – as a central pillar of our European 

community. Consequently, the party translates the concept of free-

dom predominantly into three political dimensions of the integration 

process: a strong democratic Europe; a social Europe; and a Europe 

of fair economy and trade. 
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When it comes to the proposals in the chapter “For a strong, 

social and democratic Europe”, SPÖ believes that the right and the 

radical right try to instrumentalise the crisis that the EU (and global 

politics) fi nds itself in. Examples of that are their assaults on and 

attempts to subordinate democratic institutions, as well as their ten-

dency to spread false information, to divert from the fi ght against 

climate change and undermine social security systems, to attack 

justice systems and the free press, to try to dismantle women’s 

rights and the rights of minorities. It is not only rhetoric, but a set 

of actions that take place in member states when they seize power. 

SPÖ believes that all these can lead to the destruction of the com-

mon Europe, and hence, appeals to stand together – reminding that 

together we are stronger. Later in the text, the party also refers to 

the need to strengthen European democracy by taking measures 

to defend the rule of law and the justice system, to fi ght corruption, 

while also safeguarding media freedom and pluralism.

In the context of a social Europe, SPÖ reaffi rms the importance 

of European integration’s achievements, such as freedoms that 

came with the common market. These, however, must be embed-

ded strongly in social provisions, and herewith, the need for a Social 

Progress Protocol is imminent. The party is worried about different 

examples of the existing race to the bottom, which is a type of com-

petition with no winners in the end. This leads them to articulate 

an agenda that would restore public goods and services, pointing 

out that their liberalisation and unleashed sales based on a limited 

understanding of what frames consumer choice have been proven 

harmful.

Finally, SPÖ strives for a Europe of a fair economy and trade. In 

that section of the manifesto, similarly to the one on a social Europe, 

there is much focus on what happens when freedoms are effectively 

abused. This is echoed in statements such as 



We have to break free from the liberalisation, unfair competition, and 
credo “the market will solve everything”. We are for civilised markets 
and free trade, as long as it is conducted in a fair manner. Workers’ 
rights and ecological and social standards have to be implemented, 
along with tariffs and trade barriers. Only with the fair trade agreements 
can we fi ght inequalities, as prevent environmental destruction. 

8. Nowa Lewica: Right to freedom 

and freedom of choice

In Poland, the European elections were held after the national 

ones, which in October 2023 made the country break out from the 

authoritarian path and saw a coalition government established. The 

centre left entered it, but in the position of a junior partner and af-

ter a split (since Razem, whose candidates stood on common lists, 

took the decision not to join). For the EP elections, however, yet an-

other alliance was formed under the banner “Lewica” – uniting four 

parties: Lewica Razem; Nowa Lewica (formerly SLD and Wiosna); 

Labour Union (UP); and Polish Socialist Party (PPS).21 It agreed on 

a common programme, “The European Programme of the Left”,22 

a document that was 54 pages long and divided into 150 propos-

als. References to freedom appeared in it six times, starting from the 

third paragraph of the introduction, which spelled out the coalition’s 

mission to strive for 

a democratic, free, just and safe Europe. That guarantees human rights 
and dignity for all the inhabitants. […] and shall see democratisation of 
the decision-making processes to halt the rise of the eurosceptic right 
and to become a real civic community.

There are three policy proposals that illustrate how Lewica un-

derstands the concept of freedom. The fi rst of them refers to the 
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Protection of democracy and citizens’ rights (point 7), which con-

fronts the danger coming from the authoritarian tendencies that arise 

in member states. The answer they propose includes provisions to 

safeguard Article 2 of the Treaties (points from which are listed in the 

text as the right to dignity, freedom, democracy, the rule of law and 

equality). Measures then would include the establishment of a Co-

penhagen Commission by the European Court of Justice to look at 

violations. 

Subsequently, freedom is very prominent as a value that should 

be imprinted in the rules framing Digital transformation for society 

(point 82). The language of the manifesto is very bold in this sec-

tion, as it states that “instead of the digital dystopian overpower, 

the strive must be to create a digital society that respects human 

rights”. Lewica is determined to ensure that technological develop-

ment benefi ts all citizens, leaving no one behind and helping all fulfi l 

their needs and aspirations. Complementary to this, efforts must be 

made to ensure that people and their rights (to privacy, security and 

freedom of choice) are protected. 

Finally, Lewica also refers to freedom when deliberating on the 

future of EU trade policies (point 143). They point out that “trade 

must be fair, and not just free. The current model brings profi ts to 

corporations and losses on the social and environmental sides”. 

Consequently, they argue that free trade agreements as they stand 

with the Global South must be phased out and replaced by those 

that respect international conventions and treaties.

Three aspects complete the list of points in which Lewica uses 

the term “freedom” in their manifesto. For the sake of comparison, 

in the earlier national election, the only other example for which the 

electoral programme referred to it was connected to the struggle 

with the “clause of conscience”, which would allow doctors and 

pharmacists to take decisions “in accordance to their belief sys-



tem” to provide patients with contraceptives, for example. Lewica 

remained vehemently against the existence of such a rule.23 

9. Labour Party: New freedoms and 

trust in politics

The Labour Party’s “Manifesto 2024”24 foresees that the upcom-

ing elections could be a chance for national renewal and rebuilding 

of the UK. As the Labour Party stated, this would be the moment to 

turn the page after 14 years of ideas that “consistently left us more 

vulnerable in an increasingly volatile world”. This suggested that con-

trol was slipping away, which was a sentiment broadly discussed not 

only in the UK but across the globe by the time the document had 

been drafted and adopted. What is interesting, however, is that on 

more than 140 pages that followed, “freedom” as a word appears 

four times. Firstly, in the context of a mission that Labour recog-

nises as re-establishing trust in politics. The reference is made to 

the times of the COVID-19 pandemic when people (were) sacrifi cing 

their freedoms, while at 10 Downing Street parties were organised. 

That contrast eroded trust and the sense of “we are in this together”. 

The second time “freedom” appears as a term is in the paragraphs 

that debate relations with the EU and how to make Brexit work. La-

bour has an ambition to work on it. However, it also declares bench-

marks here – namely, that any future relationship between the EU 

and the UK would not see a return to the single market or freedom 

of movement. The third time the Labour Party writes “freedom” in 

its manifesto is in the context of housing policies. The text speaks 

about funds, new freedoms and fl exibilities when using grants. This 

is not further defi ned. And fi nally, the fourth time that freedom is 

used is in the context of LGBTQIA+ people. The text speaks about 

the ban of “the so-called conversation therapy”, while protecting the 
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freedom of people to explore their sexual orientation and gender 

identity. For the sake of being very prudent, the manifesto was also 

analysed for potentially substitutive words. The term “emancipation” 

is not used in the text at all, and the word “empower” appears four 

times in sentences about empowering local communities and lo-

cal leaders, women and girls (amid an economic downturn), and 

persons in danger of eviction (to be able to challenge unreasonable 

rent increases). 

10. Conclusion: It is not too late 

to reclaim freedom as a core 

progressive value, but it is 

time to translate freedom into 

a transformative value 

The fascinating journey through an empirical study of the pro-

grammatic documents that became the electoral manifestos of eight 

progressive parties in Europe allows us to answer, at least partially, 

the questions that were asked at the start and inspired the delibera-

tions in this chapter. To start with the initial one, it does not seem 

that the social democratic parties have abandoned the concept of 

freedom. It is referred to in all the materials that have been quoted, 

even if its exposure varies. In the case of the Dutch PvdA (PvdA-

GroenLinks), it is very present; this may be explained by the political 

culture and traditions of the Dutch political system. At the same time, 

it seems less prominent for SPÖ, the UK Labour Party and Lewica. 

In all cases, however, freedom is determined very differently and re-

ferred to in different contexts. It would be most challenging to briefl y 

answer what the common European progressive defi nition of that 

term actually is.



The subsequent observation is that in the understanding of sev-

eral of the parties, the manifestos of which were analysed here, in 

the current context freedom(s) has come under attack. Several par-

ties refer to the fact that the Russian invasion of Ukraine is an assault 

on the European way of life, values and freedom, and here provides 

the motivation and diverse responsibilities to remain solidaristic with 

Ukraine. This represents part of a changing global reality, which also 

sees growing tendencies to confrontations and confl icts, which, 

with the rise and consolidation of the global radical right, may further 

threaten what seem to have been indispensable rights and shared 

core values. While the diagnosis isn’t wrong, this induces a feeling 

that progressives are alarmed and strive to protect freedom – which, 

yes, is an essential action, but it shouldn’t be seen as the end game. 

The worry here is that it is a very defensive approach, without much 

refl ection on what to do to promote and provide more freedom(s) at 

the same time.

Evidently, this is partially because of the tension around what 

types of freedom are emancipatory and socially desirable, and which 

ones are not and can be corrosive. The latter for social democrats 

are usually the ones that are imposed by neoliberal hegemony (and 

on that several parties, like SPÖ or PS France, have well-articulated 

criticism) and are embodied in many of the trade agreements, for 

example. This is a very traditional narrative, which comes with the 

caveat that progressives usually also disagree amongst themselves 

about the actual defi nition of what trade is, just free, and what trade 

is free and fair. Though it has always been a strategic vulnerability 

not to unite on the question, such as what to do about the equation 

“freedom – the EU – trade”, the situation is getting worse, as it seems 

that the list of uncoordinated and unclear issues is growing. Only 

from the analysed texts, it would appear that similar diffi culties would 

be there to unite behind a common understanding of the freedom 
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of consumer choice, the freedom of expression and its limitations in 

the digital media, and the balance between freedom and security. 

Now, there is an excuse because the contexts have been chang-

ing quickly, and the answers that would befi t contemporary times 

take time to elaborate instead. But one should not be complacent 

about the sense of urgency, because, while the documents speak 

about how these concerns are being instrumentalised by the radical 

right-wing parties, they do not always offer a convincing, prolifi c and 

alternative narrative that could be used to counteract them. 

Moreover, one of the diffi culties in comparing the material was 

that sometimes freedom appeared as a synonym of liberation (i.e., 

SAP argued for freedom from dependencies on fossil fuels and free-

dom from oppression), sometimes it was framed as non-discrimina-

tion (i.e., when SPD argued for women’s and LGBTQIA+ rights) and 

sometimes it was about principle statements (such as expressing 

support for media freedom or academic freedoms). This diversifi ca-

tion posed a challenge, but also prompted a refl ection that across all 

documents, there were not too many links between freedom, on one 

hand, and, on the other, the two other core values of the progressive 

movement –equality and solidarity. They infrequently appear in very 

specifi c contexts, for example, when SPD, SPÖ and PSOE speak 

about the EU, the freedom of movement and the necessity to bal-

ance freedoms with binding social legislation to prevent a race to the 

bottom, social dumping and abuse. But what is striking is that there 

are just a handful of examples in which progressive parties analysed 

here would take the concept of freedom and apply it to areas of their 

core political competence – economy, labour and social dimensions. 

This seems to be rather a serious shortcoming that would call for 

radical efforts to reclaim that ground.

And to that end, there is also a point to be made about the fact 

that there is something almost conservative in the way that the pro-



gressive parties apply freedom. Indeed, in the previous paragraphs, 

it has already been mentioned that part of the problem is that the 

focus is on defending much more than promoting freedom. What 

is missing now is how freedom can be framed as a concept that 

provides a way to fulfi l aspirations. There are some fragmentary 

proposals – PSOE is a good example here, which is trying to ap-

ply freedom, in an incomparably complex manner, as a compass 

in the era of digital capitalism. So are SPD and PvdA-GroenLinks, 

when they state their support for freedom as access to culture, sport 

and transport infrastructure, for example. Several of the parties re-

fer, though rather concisely, to the freedom of expression, creation 

and research. These are all important pieces of a puzzle, but do not 

give an answer for how progressives see freedom as a concept that 

would determine opportunities and be guaranteed for all to make 

free choices about and for their own future. While the radical right 

advocates a return to the past, and everyone keeps repeating the 

disempowering mantra about how the next generation will have it 

worse than previous ones in these turbulent times, it would seem 

rethinking and reframing freedom to offer an alternative may be a de-

cisive asset within the progressive narrative. 

And that leads to the fi nal point. The research conducted here 

cannot help answer the question about the correlation between the 

gender-based split of votes among young cohorts and the way free-

dom is defi ned in the programmatic documents of social democ-

racy. Yes, perhaps, social democracy leans towards using freedom 

when referring to collective principles and standards, but it cannot 

be proven that it is exclusive in its approach, as it also clearly pays 

attention to individual ones (speaking about freedom of expression, 

freedom enshrined in the right to privacy etc.). But what is striking 

is that only two parties see guaranteeing freedom as a responsibility 

that governments and political stakeholders have in keeping their 



111Freedom – is the struggle nowadays with it or for it?

part of the agreement, when it comes to the social contract. This 

is something to ponder, and for social democracy, which has ambi-

tions to halt the march of the radical right wing, to answer. Much 

time and ink have been spent on citizens’ trust in politics and its 

stakeholders fading away, but, as in any relationship, trust must be 

mutual for it to work. So perhaps, amid all the previously mentioned 

troubling scenarios and appeals to safeguard, defend and protect – 

also accusations from opponents that traditional parties are the very 

ones to limit freedoms – it is time for progressives to ask themselves 

this question: with what kinds of freedoms, what kind of expansion-

ary and emancipatory defi nitions of them, are we ready to trust and 

equip our citizens with? And how do they pave the way to a fairer, 

better, more solidaristic and egalitarian society of the future? 
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1. Introduction

Since the aftermath of the Brexit/Trump momentum, commenta-

tors, political analysts and academics have focused on explaining the 

triggers of populist support as either a “cultural backlash” or an “eco-

nomic explanation”. As populist support – both from the left and right – 

continues to gain momentum, and as almost as a decade has passed 

since Brexit, we are compelled to ask the same question all over again: 

what is driving support for populism? I argue in this piece that both the 

“cultural” and “economic” camps have excluded some key explana-

tions; most importantly, both camps are based on an artifi cial division 

between economic and cultural spheres that does not refl ect the in-

terconnections between cultural and economic elements of people’s 

lives. To overcome this limitation, I use other concepts from political 

sociology, particularly studies on insider/outsider divisions, recognition 

and meritocracy. Through this more framework, I articulate how sup-

port for populism – which takes the form of support for radical populist 

right (RPR) and radical populist left (RPL) parties – is connected by 

feelings of insecurity that refl ect both material and cultural changes. In 

the last section, I suggest that social democratic parties could chan-

nel rising insecurity into political support by adopting a dual strategy: 

adopting a collective-focused political script and by supporting policy 

interventions that restore the capacity that the state, the family and the 

market have in providing security to individuals.1

2. Populism: Culture versus 

the economy

Despite having attracted a good number of critics, “the cultural 

backlash” argument remains very persuasive in political discussions 

on populism. In short, the theory by Norris and Inglehart suggests that 



votes for right-wing populism are fundamentally driven by support for 

anti-migration and a general backlash against the promotion of liberal 

values (e.g., gender equality, LGBTQI+ or post-secularism).2 While 

this study has empirically shown the link between right populism and 

support for such attitudes, the connection between populist (right, in 

particular) support and support for such values is also tautological, as 

suggested by Inglehart himself in his last book.3 In other words, the 

opposition to these attitudes is simply the manifestation that populist 

right-wing support takes. Although Inglehart himself suggests that inse-

curity occurs earlier in the explanation chain of what is driving populist 

support,4 we lack a conceptual understanding of how the “economic” 

and “cultural” are intertwined and result in widespread insecurity. Fur-

thermore, it is unclear why such cultural attitudes would lead citizens 

to distance themselves from the three established political groups that 

have dominated politics in Europe since the end of WWII (Christian 

democrats, social democrats and liberals) and endorse new political 

agendas that revolve more explicitly around the will of the people and 

target more directly the elites as opposed to the people (the two ingre-

dients to defi ne a populist agenda, according to the ideational litera-

ture, see Hawkins et al.5).

One of the fundamental assumptions behind Norris and Inglehart’s 

cultural backlash argument6 is the theory of post-materialism – namely, 

the idea that we live in post-materialist times when the material no 

longer matters. We have plenty of evidence to intuitively think this is not 

the case – from the cost-of-living crisis to growing work insecurity, ma-

terial concerns are growing, and recent evidence shows that fi nancial 

issues are at the forefront of voters’ concerns.7 However, the economic 

camp has not been more persuasive: dominated by economists, this 

part of the literature has mostly investigated the link between the econ-

omy and populist people looking at macro-economic policies, such as 

trade shocks8 or public cuts.9 Intuitively, we can imagine individuals’ 
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political behaviour to be driven by people’s everyday circumstances 

of infl ation and the cost-of-living crisis, rather than by remote macro-

economic phenomena such as trade shocks. Political theorists have 

identifi ed the passage to precarity capitalism as the macroeconomic 

change behind the diffusion of micro-level insecurity.10

This pushes us to investigate socio-economic concerns at the in-

dividual level. But here as well, the majority of political scientists have 

operationalised this in a limited way, purely as the fear of job loss.11 

This conceptualisation of insecurity as the fear of job loss is rooted 

in the insider/outsider economic division that has been the base of 

much policy interventions, namely the emphasis on bringing people 

into work because it’s the loss of work that creates insecurity. Fear of 

job loss is certainly growing, but it is still relatively limited to a portion of 

people, although we know that work conditions are on the decline in 

Europe. Trying to open up the conceptualisation of insecurity, a grow-

ing number of studies are looking at how the declining work conditions 

among insiders and the fi nancial insecurity faced by voters (e.g., the 

inability to cover unexpected expenses, make savings or pay bills) are 

driving populist support.12 

It is not just work that is on the decline, the material decline in 

individuals’ socio-economic conditions and their insecurity are also ex-

pressed via fi nancial insecurity. A growing number of individuals are 

economically insecure – it is not just the working classes that struggle 

to pay for everyday expenses. The base of political support in Eu-

rope, the middle class, is also declining. The middle class identifi es 

not just a specifi c socio-economic group (e.g., the OECD defi nes it as 

the group that earns between 75% and 200% of the median national 

income), but a specifi c sociological group of workers who are not em-

ployed in manual jobs, but in the service sector, and who increasingly 

struggle to meet expenses that are attached to the middle-class status, 

for example, paying for a mortgage, paying for the higher education of 



young people in the family or facing unexpected expenses. The idea of 

a declining, squeezed middle with anti-establishment sentiments13 also 

gives us the opportunity to revisit classic studies in political sociology 

by Lipset,14 according to whom each social group – upper, middle and 

lower – found extremism (into which populism could possibly enter) 

appealing for different reasons, with the middle ultimately driving the 

government agenda because the bulk of the voters came from this 

segment of the population.

Based on this, we could simply conclude that looking at material 

economic concerns at the individual level would be enough to explain 

populist support. I would argue, however, that cultural values are key 

to understanding how insecurity is channelled towards either populist 

right support or populist left support and why it is taking this shape. 

If political voting for the right and left by those who feel insecure or 

who feel that their social status is under threat is logically explained by 

an instrumental link between citizens’ conditions and parties’ agendas 

(i.e., RLP/RPL agendas generally offer a radical form of redistribution 

and build support from post-austerity fatigue in Europe), support for the 

RPR among those who feel that their status is in decline is usually at-

tached to a symbolic and instrumental link between voters’ conditions 

and RPR parties’ agendas that is mediated by a number of cultural 

schemas. In more simple terms: why should insecure individuals vote 

for RPR parties based on their material concerns? RPR parties offer 

a security to voters that is instrumental – for example, stopping migra-

tion and keeping citizens secure. While it would be simplistic to refer 

to RPR agendas as welfarist and leftist, alongside proposing an exclu-

sionary and selective approach to welfare state access,15 they also of-

fer a new set of interventions around the state-market-family nexus that 

aims, in principle, to address socioeconomic security gaps.16 While 

what they propose does not translate into policies that are actually 

able to reduce insecurity, RPR formulate political agendas that offer 
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an explicit political response to voters’ micro-level insecurity in a po-

litical climate when established centrist parties have prioritized market 

responses. 

Cultural values here mediate the support for the RPR, but not in 

a rational-based way – to understand this, we need to dig into the cur-

rent cultural schemas.

3. Beyond post-materialism: 

A cultural sociology for the Trump/

Brexit momentum

In political science, whether it agrees with cultural backlash theory 

or not, the understanding of culture is based on a limited set of at-

titudes that are understood to refl ect a society’s culture, such as atti-

tudes towards migration, views of gender equality and LGBTQI+ issues 

(see Norris and Inglehart,17 for a classic operationalisation of culture in 

political science research). Prominent research in cultural sociology has 

stressed, instead, other elements of what defi nes contemporary cul-

tural scripts, such as the reduced recognition felt by a growing number 

of workers and a perceived threat to social status – which have both 

been strictly connected to socioeconomic transformations.

Work and fi nancial security not only have an intrinsic meaning in vot-

ers’ lives of supporting their lives in a material way, but they also have an 

extrinsic value with respect to the status and recognition that men and 

women have in society and that bring them security. Overcoming the 

simplistic opposition between culture and the economy, sociological 

research on culture tends to stress the continuum between economic 

and cultural factors behind populism and a self-reinforcing pattern be-

tween the two. Lamont18 and Bonikowski,19 for example, have noted 

that the rise of right-wing populism in the USA is connected to sta-

tus threat and recognition gaps that emerge from economic neoliberal 



shifts. Drawing on sociological research, Hall and Gidron link the loss 

of social status to deindustrialisation and the economic passage to the 

knowledge economy and the rise of insecurity;20 they interpret the loss 

of social status particularly among (low-educated) men as both an eco-

nomic process of losing material resources and a cultural process of 

reduced status that drives men in particular towards RPR support. This 

empirical work builds on the fi ndings of classic studies in sociology that 

had found a loss of recognition and social status to be particularly rel-

evant among working-class men.21 This is not to say that women could 

not also experience a loss of recognition, coming from the increasing 

pressures that they face both at work and in their family lives; indeed, 

we know that, despite the focus on men, a large and growing portion 

of voters of populist right parties are actually women.22

In this framework, social status is a key sociological concept to 

overcome the materialist and utilitarian focus in the study of political 

behaviour and formulate a better theory of why, for example, low-in-

come individuals do not necessarily support political parties that do 

not propose policies in their favour.23 The connection between social 

status and populism remains fairly untheorised but is intuitive. Current 

research on status threat resonates with the framing of populism as 

a political movement against the status quo and that intervenes to fi x 

the gaps of recognition experienced by common voters.24 More deep-

ly, status is a sociocultural schema that creates both a collective sense 

of belonging to a certain group that is being ranked, and a competitive 

and individualistic focus on comparing ourselves to others.25 This in-

terdependent and individualistic focus of status connects well with the 

core oppositional element inside the defi nition of populism. Populism is 

indeed built on the idea that the ordinary people (possibly as a group 

sharing a similar declining position and relatively low social status) 

should be central and are not, and are in opposition to the elites, as 

a group with high social status. In this sense, populism becomes a po-
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tential fi xer of the social status threat and the collective loss of social 

status and a response that offers a new sense of recognition to “the 

people” compared to what has been offered by established parties.26

A fi nal component of culture that is central to understanding the 

changing nature of European societies is the popularity and use of 

meritocratic beliefs, which have been understood as a cultural frame 

to justify existing inequalities. At its core, a meritocratic belief is a belief 

that society operates in a way that awards those who work harder, 

no matter the level of inequalities in the society.27 Hence, believing in 

meritocracy contributes to the collective acceptance of inequality, and 

it occurs, paradoxically, in a time of growing material inequalities.28 

Here, I note an important conceptual connection between meritoc-

racy and the idealist defi nition of populism. The ideational defi nition of 

populism conceptualises populism to be based on two ideas: the cen-

trality of the people; and the opposition between the people and the 

elite. The construction of “the people” implies a form of othering and 

categorisation shaped by socio-economic/moral values. These values 

are mediated by people’s view of “the other” that is shaped by values 

of merit and individualism more generally. As an example of the diffu-

sion of the meritocratic script, a recent study by Ivaldi and Mazzoleni 

investigates the diffusion of “producerism” among citizens in Europe 

(i.e., how much people believe that one has to be productive to have 

value in a society).29 Producerism creates a moral distinction between 

makers and takers that reinforces the division between deserving and 

undeserving individuals. In the study, the authors fi nd that, fi rstly, Euro-

pean citizens are strongly in favour of producerism, as much as their 

American counterparts; secondly, right-wing producerists in Europe 

are more likely to support RPR parties. 

How has producerism infi ltrated European societies? We could 

interpret the popularity of producerism as a manifestation of the wide-

spread popularity of the meritocratic script in Europe, but also of the 



reforms of the welfare state that have reproduced – through interven-

tions and through the political legitimation of such interventions – an 

emphasis on the individualised competition between individuals to ob-

tain the scarce resources delivered by the state based on deserving-

ness, merit and worth.

4. An integrated framework to 

understand populism with respect 

to culture and the economy

An integrated framework for understanding why individuals support 

populism implies shifting the current focus in two ways. Firstly, moving 

from an understanding of macro-economic factors to an investigation 

of micro-level and individual material lives, for example, how do people 

live; how do they feel, not just their “objective” conditions (which tend 

to investigate numbers, such as income and wealth). This implies ask-

ing individuals how they feel about their working lives and how/if they 

feel they can cover fi nancial security, for example, cover all their costs 

and make savings; these indicators are considered and dismissed as 

“subjective” – at the same time, there is no other way to investigate 

individuals’ conditions without exploring them via personal questions. 

The second shift implies integration of the economic with the cul-

tural and understanding how individual conditions of insecurity are 

not necessarily articulated through political demands for more secu-

rity in a rational-based way. This link is mediated by cultural schemas 

among social groups and in the society in general. In particular, the 

link between insecurity/rising inequality and RPR support is mediated 

by a complex set of cultural schemas and socio-economic values, 

such as a vision of society that is dualised between ethnic insiders 

and ethnic outsiders and a more general division between deserving 

and undeserving citizens. Cultural schemas are present both at the 
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voter level and in the discourses and strategies that parties use. For 

example, a society that has a low belief in meritocracy will have a more 

encompassing view of “the people” than a society where meritocratic 

values are very high. A society that strongly believes in meritocracy and 

productivism will include in the category of “the people” only those with 

merit and will create discourses to exclude other individuals that are 

not considered to be deserving of belonging to a shared vision of “the 

people” for ethno-racial reasons or economic notions of productivity, 

such as migrants or welfare claimants.

Cultural schemas can include value-based forms of recognition 

(e.g., how populist movements can make specifi c groups/classes feel 

recognised), cultural constructions of insider/outsider-ness (e.g., how 

Trump and other populist leaders defi ne themselves as outsiders, see 

Lamont et al.30) and the socio-economic values that parties promote 

reinforce and reproduce the cultural script of voters (e.g., how much 

voters will feel that their hard work is valued, recognised and promoted 

by a certain party if we look at the meritocratic script). As inequalities in-

crease, meritocratic beliefs also increase,31 determining a spiral that can 

only be interrupted by the adoption of alternatives frames and policies.

Divisive 
pull-in 

Meritocratic 
values 

Recognition 

Social status 

Radical populist 
right 

Radical populist 
left 

Solidaristic 
pull-in 

Individual 
work-based &

 

financial 

 

insecurity

Figure 1. A framework to understand the interconnections between economic 
and cultural drivers of populism.



The framework in Figure 1 suggests that cultural frames intervene 

to determine the type of pull in towards left and right populism – as 

well as determining the pull-out from established politics, which does 

not offer a solution to insecurity and reproduces the current cultural 

frames. Current research on RPR shows that support for RPR parties 

is strongly associated with forms of ethno-nationalism and xenophobia 

that tend to exclude migrants and non-white citizens from belonging to 

the people;32 this form of distinction is also directed towards undeserv-

ing citizens, as attitudes to welfare have increasingly become divisive 

and targeted against the undeserving citizens who use state sources. 

The populist response of RPL is generally one more oriented towards 

a solidaristic notion of politics that addresses insecurity towards a more 

radical form of redistribution. 

5. Politics and progressive values: 

How to articulate an agenda that 

addresses insecurity

The meritocratic script is not used just by populist parties; main-

stream parties have made signifi cant use of meritocratic scripts to 

gain political support. Mainstream parties (Christian democrats, social 

democrats and liberal parties) have endorsed the shift towards a social 

investment welfare state that is based on an individualistic and merito-

cratic vision of the society, favouring higher means testing and condi-

tionality in social security interventions, endorsing individual-based in-

terventions for deserving citizens in various areas (labour market, edu-

cation etc.) and using meritocratic language in policy reforms.33 Hence, 

an important step towards reversing the meritocratic and productivist 

turn would be to adopt a political and cultural frame that is solidaristic-

based rather than individualistic-based. How does such a frame look 

like? Adopting a solidaristic-based script means building support via 
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in-group solidarity (e.g., appealing to different groups of voters who 

have been affected – to different degrees – by insecurity), as well as 

through oppositional out-group dynamics (e.g., establishing a distance 

from political or socio-economic actors that endorse a concentration 

of economic resources). The most diffi cult step for social democrat-

ic parties would be to establish a convincing distance between the 

old individualistic-based script and a new collective script, given that 

the language of meritocracy and individualism remains still prevalent. 

In concrete terms, this means changing the frames used in political 

communication, as well as in the formulation of political agendas, by 

privileging references to micro-level issues of insecurity that individu-

als and groups face over references to macro-economic and abstract 

issues (e.g., including more references to specifi c issues in facing 

everyday fi nancial commitments or paying for unexpected expenses 

over macro-economic notion of infl ation). It also means referring more 

to collective diagnoses and solidaristic responses (e.g., references to 

shared experiences of fi nancial anxiety or issues with work-life balance) 

over individualised-focused diagnoses and privatised solutions (e.g., 

enhancing individual competition in individuals in the labour market 

through work-based activation). 

Secondly, at the policy level, alongside the more macroeconom-

ic solutions proposed by economists to eradicate inequalities (e.g., 

a progressive and global tax on wealth, initiatives to reduce tax dodg-

ing), political actors need to intervene to restore the balance between 

the three providers of security: the state; the family; and the labour 

market. Some of the key policy proposals formulated to address in-

equalities also serve to reduce insecurity, particularly if they consist of 

micro-level solutions that touch on the availability of family resources 

to navigate security. For example, the implementation of changes to 

progressive taxation that permit low- and lower-middle-income families 

to retain more resources to navigate insecurity, and the expansion or 



creation of a temporary universal basic income for children or young 

people to equalise the distribution of resources to navigate insecurity 

early on. State interventions could be revised to consider the secu-

rity of the family unit (broadly defi ned) throughout life, rather than just 

individual conditions. Other policy solutions have to be more explic-

itly targeted to address insecurity not just via state interventions, but 

through the redefi nition of state and market responsibilities in working 

conditions, as well as in managing fi nancial insecurity. On working con-

ditions, new negotiations between the state and employers have to 

take place to address the decline in work-life balance, the rise of work 

pressure and the overall decline of working conditions. With respect to 

fi nancial insecurity, the state can play a more active role in limiting the 

use of private providers to navigate short-term insecurity through con-

sumer debt. Instead, contributions from workers, states and employers 

can be pooled to fund short-term cash-based mechanisms to address 

fi nancial insecurity (e.g., security-based basic income schemes).

6. Conclusion

The now dated issue of “who is voting for populist parties?” de-

serves new answers. Overcoming the Lipsetian separation between 

the cultural and the economic, and the anachronistic post-materialist 

vision of the populist momentum, we fi nd that both socio-econom-

ic individual factors affecting people’s work and lives, as well as the 

dominant cultural scripts of meritocracy and producerism, play a role 

in explaining the direction that populism is taking. My proposition for 

a political agenda that addresses insecurity and can block the vicious 

cycle of disengagement from anti-establishment politics is one that 

engages with both the material and cultural components of the cur-

rent dissatisfaction. At the level of culture, established progressive par-

ties that want to tap into the new politics of insecurity to gain political 
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support should engage with the adoption of solidaristic narratives and 

cultural scripts that underline shared condition of insecurity among the 

population. Furthermore, they could gain a support base by intervening 

on the socioeconomic concerns of voters at the micro-level, namely, 

not by drafting agendas on remote macroeconomic reforms, but with 

social policy interventions that address individual fi nancial concerns in 

more concrete terms (e.g., through ad hoc policies and redistributive 

interventions). 
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Contemporary social democratic parties face a seemingly para-

doxical challenge: on one hand, European citizens show more and 

more progressive attitudes when it comes to controversial topics, such 

as climate change, migration or gender roles. Furthermore, citizens 

understand that these topics carry diffi cult political choices to be made, 

as widely diverging social interests need to be balanced. Consequent-

ly, social democratic parties could be, in principle, considered the most 

likeable and sympathetic political party family by many citizens. On the 

other hand, this does not translate to progressive shares in the voting 

booth. Quite the contrary. Here, I argue that, in the contemporary con-

stellation, progressive policy proposals for future reforms and more just 

societies require especially high levels of trust in political leaders and 

parties – a leap of faith that has grown increasingly elusive. This is both 

good and bad news for progressive actors. 

When revisiting electoral achievements of the past, it is necessary 

to emphasise that any social democratic or progressive political move-

ments’ success during the last fi ve decades has depended on how 

they were able to balance and equalise increasingly heterogeneous 

voter (and member) demands. From the onset, social democratic poli-

tics aimed to provide change and was rooted in the expectation to re-

form (or even revolutionise) societies and to facilitate a better and more 

just tomorrow. However, electorally, the social groups that advocated 

thorough change were not enough, mathematically. Social democratic 

and progressive successes were only made possible by a carefully 

balanced coalition between those parts of society longing for substan-

tive change and those parts craving protection from hardships and 

a more conservative take on change and transformation. And by high-

lighting a professional political management capable of providing this 

carefully balanced social change. 

The famous electoral majorities, for instance, of Austria’s Bruno 

Kreisky throughout the 1970s highlighted this recipe: form coalitions 



that twin the progressive parts of society with, on one hand, the eco-

nomically more vulnerable social strata, and, on the other, the more 

conservative middle classes or even elites that were open to but more 

sceptical of any ambitious ideas of social transformation.1 And even the 

most recent electoral victories, such as the majority for the UK’s Labour 

Party in 2024, became possible when the proposed thorough change 

and reform were coupled with an outreach to those parts of UK society 

that were sceptical of wide-reaching social transformation. 

Yet, these coalitions and the need for balance in itself transformed 

social democratic parties all over Europe: progressive political parties 

became co-designers of their respective societies. The more they 

succeeded in implementing progressive frameworks and social poli-

cies, the more they were confronted with the task of safeguarding past 

achievements. This turned them into forces of the social and political 

status quo. Therefore, balancing progress and reform, on one hand, 

with security and status quo, on the other, has become the circle es-

pecially social democrats are expected to square. 

Furthermore, since their beginnings, political and economic equal-

ity have always been the hallmarks of social democracy’s policy ambi-

tions. However, notwithstanding great progress in reducing inequalities 

in the past, during the last four decades, within-country inequality levels 

have stalled or are even on the rise again.2 As progressive struggles 

of the past remained incomplete (or even unsuccessful), whole social 

groups did not experience the change and mobility they were hop-

ing for but faced growing socio-economic inequalities and decreasing 

social mobility. To them, social democratic promises of a more just 

transformation increasingly sounded hollow and led to socio-economic 

security and promises of social mobility becoming even more important 

topics. Consequently, today, the sometimes contradictory demands 

of progressive change and socio-economic security are often voiced 

in parallel.3 The gap and perceived tension between, on one hand, 
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those that have already benefi tted disproportionately from progressive 

achievements and, on the other, those that have yet to see economic 

and social promises materialise have led to diagnoses such as an in-

creasing polarisation between “somewheres“ and “anywheres“ – be-

tween social groups that understand the world as an open playground 

of opportunities and those that are more rooted to where they were 

born and raised, and in comparison are more security- and stability-ori-

ented.4 Thus, progressive movements are now increasingly confronted 

with demands for change and reform, while they are also expected 

to cushion and protect vulnerable groups from too much change in 

today’s crises and tumultuous and complex world. Especially topics 

such as migration, climate change and economic inequality show 

patterns of increasing tension within potentially progressive or social 

democratic constituencies.5 

Here, I take a closer look at contemporary voter demands in various 

European societies with regards to the sweet spot between change, 

reform and security, especially voiced towards progressive parties. 

I then compare how different European social democratic parties seek 

to address this balance between change and protection. 

1. Are voters more progressive 

than expected?

Recent research on how European voters perceive of political chal-

lenges, such as climate, migration and economic inequality, show that 

they are well aware of the political task of equalising the confl icting or 

inconsistent demands of different social groups.6 Citizens have learned 

that representative democracy is, in its liberal understanding, a proc-

ess to fi nd the middle ground between the interests and demands of 

many different social groups. Additionally, many study results show that 

a social democratic policy approach focusing on balancing the inter-



ests of diverse social groups, and thus, facilitating a careful transfor-

mation might be considered the most favourable and attractive among 

many voter groups. Social democracy as a label for an idea providing 

change and reform, yet safeguarding previous achievements and pro-

viding social security and justice, is considered the most sympathetic 

and credible. Yet, currently, this does not automatically transfer to votes 

for actual social democratic parties and contenders (anymore).7

For instance, a majority in most European societies accept that cli-

mate change requires swift and comprehensive action and demands 

a careful eye on the social effects ambitious climate policies will have.8 

The number of citizens not believing in human-made climate change 

has been continuously decreasing – and most people are aware of the 

fact that the climate crisis will make a thorough transformation of our es-

tablished economic models and forms of living necessary. They know, 

not without worries, that this will bring about many changes for their 

lives, their security and social position, and for the welfare and life pros-

pects of their children. Public opinion on issues of climate change has 

been shifting, and notwithstanding changes in this support due to other 

pressing issues or crises to be dealt with, a strong majority of European 

citizens would clearly support the notion of a socio-ecological trans-

formation. However, citizens differ in the way they prioritise (and how 

strongly they welcome) far-reaching changes to their personal lives.9

Similarly, a majority of Europeans show a thorough understanding 

of the necessity to welcome migrants seeking asylum or employment, 

yet wish their governments to safeguard their societies’ welfare states, 

education and health systems, and their own social positions.10 Citi-

zens throughout Europe increasingly accept that European countries 

are countries of immigration and need to come to terms with the fact 

that societies will need to fi nd a way to integrate migrants in the long 

term. Especially younger Europeans have come to grow up in socie-

ties that increasingly see migrants as natural members.11 What is more, 
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a growing number of citizens also welcome migrants not only from an 

economic, welfare state and workforce-oriented perspective, but also 

emphasise the cultural contribution they make. 

Lastly, some of the most controversial topics in public discussions 

on social changes in the last decades have been shifting gender roles 

and the politics around them. But also here, data and surveys show 

that, notwithstanding a considerable polarisation of gender-role atti-

tudes – along the lines of education, income and religione2 – expecta-

tions for traditional gender roles and marriage models have decreased 

throughout European societies, and an overwhelming majority of Euro-

peans strongly support gender equality, policies reducing the still exist-

ing gender pay gap 3 and LGBTQ+ rights (although for the last of these, 

less so in Eastern Europe; see Fitzpatrick 4).

Furthermore, especially the radical right-wing parties in Europe, 

which are electorally on the rise and appear to be spearheading the 

public political discourse, meet a strong and increasing dislike and re-

jection from at least 50% of the population.15 This is noteworthy, as 

especially in the runup to the 2024 European elections, the seem-

ingly irresistible ascent of the populist radical right dominated headlines 

and public debates. However, alongside the rise of right-wing parties, 

their rejection is also strongly growing in many social groups of EU 

societies.16 There is – notwithstanding growing support – a growing 

rebuff of a right-wing project of transforming European democracies 

into fatherlands of illiberal national sovereignty. As the 2024 elections in 

France, the UK and Austria, but also in German regions, have shown, 

a signifi cant majority of European citizens can (still) be mobilised for 

political projects opposing the reactionary far right. 

Thus, through this lens of attitudes, European societies have be-

come ever more progressive. Contrary to what recent electoral trends 

seem to insinuate, there is hardly a unanimous social development 

towards reactionary, exclusive or right-wing values.



2. …but not convinced by 

contemporary social democracy

However, what is striking is that, notwithstanding this great untapped 

potential, surveys and results in the voting booth also show many citi-

zens’ decreasing belief that progressives and social democracy will 

be able to balance the seemingly inconsistent expectations between 

facilitating change and reform, on one hand, and much-needed se-

curity and protection for the vulnerable, on the other.17 Whereas there 

seems to be a growing demand for a social democratic equalisation of 

social demands, safeguarding equal opportunities, curbing inequalities 

and providing mobility for the many,18 social democracy and progres-

sives are less than ever considered credible facilitators. Those political 

forces that in the past were able to thrive on the promise of a progres-

sive balance and equalisation of interests in the contemporary appear 

to have lost their appeal. 

Transformations and substantial changes are psychologically com-

plex processes. And to decide on them, electorally, is a bet on the 

future. To debate and discuss necessary future climate politics, socio-

ecological transformations, migration regimes, income redistribution, 

gender-equality rules or healthcare policies, they have to be judged 

upon their credibility or plausibility to prospectively address the prob-

lems they seek to solve. For this, the credibility of those suggesting the 

policies are key. 

In the face of increasing complexities of the modern and confusing 

world, the trustworthiness of politicians has become ever more im-

portant. Citizens need to trust in the capabilities and the authenticity 

of those representatives we deem able and worthy of solving future 

crises and problems affecting our lives. And in the case of the above-

mentioned topics, voters need to trust the ability of politicians and ad-

ministrators to fi nd the much-needed balance between thorough trans-
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formation and security, between reform and safeguarding the status 

quo. This is especially the case with topics that many citizens perceive 

as a potential trade-off that might affect their lives. 

Knowing that climate change will require transformations, but fear-

ing that any more ambitious change might curb individual or societal 

economic outlooks, requires a considerable leap of faith to trust politi-

cal leaders to take the right (progressive) decisions. It is this shortcom-

ing that is (at least in a major way) responsible for the substantial gap 

between theoretical sympathy for social democracy as an idea and 

concrete support for social democratic politicians: the missing belief 

that social democratic parties can deliver the balance they carry in their 

name and program. 

Generally, many surveys highlight two developments. Firstly, de-

spite the fact that democratic institutions still receive a comparatively 

stable level of trust by voters and citizens,19 in almost all European 

countries, citizens voice a decreasing and already strikingly low trust 

in the established political elites. Whereas, for instance, in Poland and 

the Netherlands half of the citizens still believe that political elites and 

elected politicians care about what they think, in all other European 

countries this number is substantially lower.20 The trust in political elites 

to act upon and take decisions that benefi t most of society and – most 

importantly – those that feel worse off has decreased constantly. What 

is more, in qualitative research, we can observe that citizens specifi -

cally lack trust in politicians’ abilities and willingness to achieve a fair 

and just distribution of the burdens that come with crisis politics.21 

Many citizens favour more progressive climate, migration or gender 

politics – but they do not believe that politicians advocating them would 

be able to achieve a just and fair compromise or fi nd a societal bal-

ance. This scepticism is fuelled by many citizens’ past experiences 

with social democratic politicians and politics. They fear that any poli-

cies addressing the multiple crises of the contemporary would repeat 



the well-established mechanisms of catering to the better off and not 

hearing those that do not feel listened to.22 Against the background of 

social democracy’s long-established narrative of equality and justice, 

the concrete results of their own politics are especially destructive for 

the credibility of progressive and social democratic movements. In par-

ticular from the perspective of those social groups that feel they are still 

waiting for social mobility to happen in their favour and that have come 

to experience that material prosperity has been administered to other 

groups within their society fi rst. 

Furthermore, notwithstanding the measured approval of societal 

balance, compromise and societal equalisation of interests, processes 

of individualisation for several decades might have undermined the 

willingness to accept compromise in a democracy among citizens.23 

Citizens and voters would like to see broad compromises and a true 

balance of interests, but feel less able to accept forgoing parts of their 

own interests in the name of compromise. As a result, the political 

organisation of the societal compromise and balance, which, on one 

hand, appears to be so desirable, might become ever more diffi cult, 

on the other.24 

3. Right-wing role models?

There is a glimmer of hope, though, that these shifts are not nec-

essarily set in stone but can indeed change. Of course, any political 

organisation must consider existing social preconditions. In the case 

of present-day Europe, social democrats have to deal with more and 

more individualised societies, as well as societies that experience 

a democratic exclusion of the less well-off, and have to adapt their 

organisational structures accordingly.25 Organising political empower-

ment and installing trust – this is what the recent right-wing populist 

successes have shown – might work differently than in the past. As 
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a consequence of the individualisation and fl exibilisation of identities,26 

empowerment and self-effi cacy, as drivers for engagement and mo-

bilisation, are more focused on the individual rather than on ascribed 

social groups. And this is exactly what contemporary parties of the far 

right have been doing: promising security by exclusion of those that 

are perceived as “undeserving“, and promising revenge on those that 

citizens perceive as the culprits for their dissatisfaction and grievances. 

Empowerment of grieving individuals today has been framed as a right-

wing characteristic.27 Social democrats should look very closely at how 

“modern“ opportunities for belonging are organised on the political 

right. To do this, progressives need to take into account two things.

Firstly, and this might make it easier, social democratic supporters 

in particular demand a stronger legitimation and orientation of political 

measures, as well as their own organisation through a credible and 

visible political narrative.28 Sympathisers of progressive parties typi-

cally differ considerably from right-wing supporters in that they prioritise 

concrete policies and programs over protest and emotion. Therefore, 

social democrats need to visibly ask: what should a balanced climate 

politics, or a fair and just migration regulation, look like? How do we 

guarantee progressive and liberating gender politics without scaring 

those afraid of change? A huge share of European citizens appear to 

be very receptive to narratives answering these questions in a tangible 

and socially balanced way. 

On one hand, recent debates around social democratic narratives 

have emphasised the need to provide more “radical“ perspectives. This 

way, the party could credibly connect to its own history by challenging 

aspects of economic and social systems that have proved time and 

again to undermine principles of social justice and equality. In the fi eld 

of climate politics, for instance, this could mean developing narratives 

around alternative economic production, ending economic growth and 

reformulating the 1980s concept of eco-socialism (see, for instance, 



Scherer 9 or Magnette). On the other hand, from the perspective of 

this article, more radical narratives could quickly jeopardise one of the 

most important (potential) strengths of social democracy: squaring the 

circle between providing reform and transformation while, at the same 

time, facilitating protection and security for those most in need. There-

fore, instead of emphasising the most radical policy solutions, the bal-

ance between change and shelter might provide the most convincing 

starting point. This does not necessarily mean foregoing radical social-

ecological transformations. But it would mean beginning by underlining 

the different perspectives on climate-change-induced transformations 

among social groups, and by acknowledging that thorough societal 

reform necessarily bears different consequences for different social 

groups. What might an empowering future look like, in particular for 

those that fear economic and material hardship? And what role can 

they as individual citizens play within social democracy to bring about 

these changes?

Secondly, beyond the political narratives, putting an emphasis on 

concrete political solutions is key. We have learned that to reverse 

shrinking political trust, the experience of the quality of government 

has the biggest effect.30 This means that delivering concrete answers 

to the aforementioned problems, together with a narrative that binds 

these answers back to their own values and orientations, might be the 

most promising social democratic perspective of today. In contrast, 

the experience of crises and hardships easily shatters trust in political 

decisionmakers. Whereas this loss of trust is not automatically follow-

ing crises, as in many cases citizens might turn to the executive in 

a rally-round-the-fl ag effect, it can undermine confi dence and trust if 

politicians and elected offi cials do not show the capabilities neces-

sary to address what is needed. For the case of climate change, this 

would mean outlining what exactly life, especially for the vulnerable and 

exposed groups in society, might look like in a transformed society, 
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and especially, how and where they can be facilitated (and experience) 

to be empowered and have agency. What are policy instruments that 

credibly protect the socially weaker strata from carrying disproportion-

ate burdens of necessary social-ecological transformations? What are 

concrete social policies under conditions of social-ecological transfor-

mations?

Taken together, delivering concrete policies that provide mate-

rial progress and security to a majority of the population needs to be 

a core ingredient of any future social democratic strategy. Here, the 

good news is that, on many core issues, Europeans might be less 

polarised than expected. But any strategy needs to be accompanied 

by a narrative that provides empowerment and self-effi cacy for the in-

dividual citizen. Only if citizens have the impression that by supporting 

progressives they contribute to a (positive) change that benefi ts and 

provides agency to themselves and many others will they step up and 

vote. 
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1. Introduction

Our European democratic societies faces a myriad of new, com-

plex risks and threats to its security that are increasingly diffi cult to 

defi ne solely in terms of defence policy or national security. It is sug-

gested that one of the available options to address these challenges is 

to employ the concept of resilience – redefi ned not just as a capacity 

to endure shocks, but as a commitment to safeguard and enhance 

social and economic security, and build truly inclusive and resilient so-

cieties. At the same time, strengthening our societies’ resilience must 

also encompass addressing vulnerabilities of our critical infrastructure, 

supply chains, energy systems, cyberspace and other key aspects 

our society relies on. Moreover, it is essential to recognise that the 

wellbeing of people and communities is vital for our security. It should 

be understood in broader terms and should not be narrowed down 

only to national security. Ensuring security in a democratic society also 

requires continuous public scrutiny and debate, preventing a narrow, 

expert-driven approach from sidelining democratic oversight and civic 

engagement. 

From geopolitical shocks, including the resurgent ambitions of 

Russia, the systemic challenges posed by China violence in the Middle 

East, and last but not least the global political and economic disrup-

tions caused by the second Trump administratioto the far-reaching se-

curity implications of climate change, the rapidly advancing emergence 

of new technologies and risks to economic stability, our Union must 

navigate an unprecedented landscape shaped by geopolitical and ge-

oeconomic tensions, as well as complex global societal transforma-

tions. Given this context, it is no surprise that people across Europe 

are increasingly anxious – about how these profound changes, often 

beyond their control, will infl uence their lives and, more importantly, 

about the risks they cannot address as individuals or households.



The 2024 European elections have underscored that security is 

among the key priorities for citizens. They are increasingly expecting 

the EU to provide solutions that will enhance their security and protec-

tion, especially in reducing, mitigating or socialising the risks of po-

tential external shocks that negatively affect their lives – from physical 

safety to welfare and socio-economic conditions, but also increasing 

uncertainty about the future economic and social development of Eu-

rope. However, as we confront these new challenges, it is imperative 

to recognise that the traditional notion of providing security, including 

the role of the public sphere, is no longer suffi cient to address complex 

challenges and needs to evolve.

The multifaceted nature of today’s threats makes it unrealistic to 

prevent all potential risks, as the security landscape grows increasingly 

unpredictable, where “surprise is always a potentiality”.1 This acknowl-

edgment does not signify surrender, but rather calls for a nuanced, 

progressive approach to address the complexities of today’s world. 

It is an opportunity to move beyond the conservative focus on “hard” 

security. It also allows us to move beyond the neoliberal approach 

that often considers security as a protection of the status quo, which 

leaves many people vulnerable, if not in terms of physical security, then 

in terms of degrading social and economic conditions, or elementary 

stability and certainty in their lives. The shared anxiety over the future 

and the loss of security in its broader meaning are fuelling authoritarian 

tendencies and growing support for the far right within our societies.

This contribution seeks to reframe the concept of building societal 

resilience based on progressive values and a broader understanding of 

whole-of-society security. To achieve this, we must fi rst reject the neo-

liberal concept of resilience, which emphasises individual responsibility 

and self-capacitation, while selectively defi ning vulnerability.2 Instead, 

we should advance collective resilience strategies that enhance the 

agency of individuals and communities, addressing the root causes 
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of vulnerabilities and making our society more resilient to external 

threats.

Furthermore, we need to strike a new balance between promising 

protection and controlling risks, hence providing security, while also 

recognizing that we are facing complex and often unpredictable threats 

that heighten general anxiety and uncertainty about the future. As we 

navigate these challenges, we must also ensure that the burden of ad-

aptation is shared fairly - supporting people through economic transi-

tions, reskilling for new opportunities, and ensuring that the benefi ts of 

investment in infrastructure, jobs, and security are broadly socialized. 

At the same time, it is necessary to avoid replacing the promise of se-

curity, which is no longer fully credible in these complex circumstances, 

with the non-promise of resilience.3 Instead, we need to explore how 

progressively employing resilience can make our efforts to strengthen 

the security and protection of people credible again. Especially, we 

should focus on how we can fairly increase societal capacity to adapt 

to both anticipated and unforeseen risks. 

This contribution focuses on the critical intersection of resilience 

and security, while also examining how resilience is constructed as 

a governance discourse that not only frames the democratic debate 

but also defi nes what is considered legitimate, acceptable, and priori-

tized in policy and public discourse.. So far, the resilience has been 

used to legitimize the neoliberal governance model. The contribution 

questions whether there is a progressive alternative to this model and 

seeks to offer a reframed notion of resilience rooted in solidarity and 

social justice.

Finally, by reframing resilience as an integral part of a progressive 

governance model, we can better operationalise the connection be-

tween social and economic justice and the need to enhance European 

security. Contrary to the neoliberal argument that prioritising security is 

a prerequisite for ensuring social welfare, we must demonstrate that 



security is inseparable from social and economic justice. Our European 

social model depends on ensuring security and effectively investing in 

the capacities needed to address new threats in a challenging geopo-

litical environment. By redefi ning societal resilience as whole-of-society 

resilience, we can address both internal and external risks facing our 

societies and safeguard European democracy itself.

2. Rethinking resilience: From 

buzzword to progressive framework

Before delving into the criticism of the so-far-dominant neoliberal 

approach to resilience and outlining a possible progressive reframing 

of the concept, it is necessary to start by stressing that the term re-

silience can have different meanings in different contexts or from the 

perspectives of different disciplines.4 Resilience, a term that originated 

in environmental science to describe the capacity of organisms or 

ecosystems to adapt to changes in their environment, has over the 

past decade gained signifi cant traction in other fi elds, from psychology 

to security studies, international relations or geopolitics.5 Within these 

later domains, resilience has become a cornerstone concept, often 

framing responses to threats against national security and democratic 

structures. These include challenges like disinformation campaigns, 

hybrid warfare, cyberattacks, and other tactics aimed at destabilising 

governance and public trust. While this focus is a valuable starting 

point, it refl ects a narrow understanding of resilience – one that is in-

spired by a neoliberal approach that prioritises defence against a broad 

range of national-security-related risks. A progressive approach must 

go beyond this. Resilience cannot be confi ned to a singular domain, 

as it is inherently interdisciplinary and multi-dimensional. Importantly, its 

construction – or erosion – occurs within a broader socio-economic, 

cultural and political context.
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This contribution, therefore, explores this rather holistic approach 

to resilience, while accepting the understanding of resilience as relying 

on ideas of self-organisation, institutional innovation, adaptation, trans-

formation and survival in the face of adversity or crisis.6 Resilience, in 

this context, is seen as essential for society to manage changes in the 

security environment. These changes encompass not only imminent 

security threats but also long-term security trends from increased geo-

political and geoeconomic tensions, growing climate insecurity or the 

rise of asymmetric threats ranging from hybrid and infl uence operations 

to targeted cyber operations.  The impacts of these trends can be an-

ticipated only to a certain extent, increasing overall uncertainty. Europe 

is also facing substantial transformative processes – green transforma-

tion, digital and AI revolution, transformation of global trade, which can 

represent shocks for individuals, households or whole communities 

when the society as a whole is not resilient and capable of adapting 

and managing these processes. On the contrary, these trends and 

transformative processes can represent an opportunity and turn into 

benefi ts for European society in the long run if Europe could further 

develop its capacity to turn shocks into positive change. 

At the same time, it is important to recognise that while we should 

not resign in our attempt to control negative changes or mitigate po-

tential threats, there is a need to accept that European society cannot 

fully determine the dynamics and evolutionary momentum of the glo-

bal security environment and global transformative processes, which 

are increasingly complex. This means acknowledging the limitations of 

our ability to fully shape the global security landscape, in broader than 

national security terms, we will be living in. Instead, we must develop 

strategies that allow us to react to the world as it is, not as we wish it 

to be. 

Resilience also builds on the understanding that we cannot predict 

or prevent every risk or mitigate every threat. Instead, we can better 



prepare for a wide range of possible scenarios by applying a whole-

of-society approach. Here comes the notion of vulnerability, which is 

central to both our understanding of the dangers of the neoliberal ap-

proach of resilience and to the presented attempt to reframe the con-

cept in line with progressive values. In general, the existing literature 

accepts that vulnerability is associated with susceptibility to harm or 

powerlessness when facing changes or risks. However, it is the dif-

ferences in the views of what causes the vulnerability, and whether 

we can address the root causes of vulnerability in the complex global 

security system. Moreover, it is also suggested, in contrast to tradi-

tional approaches, that vulnerability to risks is not distributed equally 

throughout society. Hence, it is not about the unequal ability to adapt or 

unequal capacity to deal with risks or shocks of different social groups 

or communities. Some groups and communities are more vulnerable 

or exposed to causes of vulnerability than other groups, in particular 

for socio-economic reasons, but also due to their minority status or 

place of living.

3. Neoliberal governance and 

resilience: The critique

Many critical thinkers consider the concept of resilience as an inte-

gral part of recent neoliberal governance discourse.7 This is particularly 

evident in the emphasis on individual responsibility to address change, 

uncertainty, different kinds of new risks and the need to adapt to adver-

sity. In these approaches, resilience aligns with contemporary neolib-

eral governance, particularly in terms of its individualistic approach, its 

shifting of responsibility from the public to the private sphere, as well as 

transferring the risks onto individuals and communities, and the promo-

tion of refl exive self-governance through strategies of awareness, risk 

management and adaptability.8
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At the same time, the neoliberal perspective neglects systemic 

problems and structural vulnerabilities. Moreover, systemic solutions 

dealing with structural vulnerabilities can prove to be more effi cient 

than shifting the responsibility to deal with risks to the level of individu-

als or communities. By doing so, the neoliberal perspective ignores 

the root causes of vulnerabilities, especially social, economic and 

political inequalities too. Moreover, while acknowledging the exist-

ence of different forms of vulnerability and their link to security, its 

understanding is highly selective and instrumental, often defi ned by 

the political or economic interests of better-off social groups. In do-

ing so, the dominant discourse legitimises certain social and eco-

nomic practices, while delegitimising others that might better refl ect 

the needs of more vulnerable groups or communities.9 In effect, it can 

result in policies and practices that fail to address the root causes of 

insecurity, leaving marginalised groups disproportionately affected or 

exposed to higher risks.

Neoliberal resilience often reinterprets what makes society suscep-

tible to security risks, prioritising certain risks over others based on se-

lective economic and political agendas. For example, European liberals 

and conservatives may overemphasise the impact of third countries’ 

disinformation campaigns on the EU’s political process. This is not to 

say that such disinformation is not a problem, but it shifts focus away 

from other causes of declining trust in public institutions and decision-

making processes, such as the failure of the dominant neoliberal gov-

ernance model to address the social and economic aspirations of 

a large part of the European population. 

Additionally, the neoliberal approach tends to resign attempts to 

control change or address the emergence of risks, instead promoting 

the idea that individuals, communities and society as a whole must fi rst 

and foremost adapt to new risks and future changes.10 This can be 

seen as the reluctance to address economic risks and anxieties asso-



ciated with the negative impacts of economic liberalisation. Neoliberals 

expect individuals and communities to adapt, take responsibility for their 

future, and self-capacitate without a fair distribution of costs to address 

these new risks in general, or costs to adapt to shocks or extraordinary 

security situations. In addition, the neoliberal approach overfocuses on 

adaptation as a way to maintain the status quo. In doing so, it ignores 

the promotion of positive structural changes that could shape both the 

security landscape and increase social and economic justice by ad-

dressing the key causes of vulnerabilities at the same time .

This approach extends beyond economic governance into the 

realm of security and security-related policies, where individuals and 

communities are often expected to adapt, for example, to climate-

change impacts by employing local resources fi rst. For illustration, let 

me list two examples of resigning control or preventing risks. One can 

be seen in the increasingly reluctant view of many proponents of the 

neoliberal perspective to make the effort to reform and strengthen ex-

isting multilateral security frameworks, not to mention a lack of willing-

ness to support multilateralism as an organising principle for address-

ing at least some security challenges, including disinformation. Another 

is in the wave of “green backlash”, where many representatives of the 

far right, but also centre-right, call for stepping down efforts to mitigate 

climate change, while knowing that there is a clear link to the future of 

European security. 

Lastly, the neoliberal approach to resilience undermines collective 

action in strengthening security. By promoting individualism and self-

reliance, it questions the importance and feasibility of collective action 

to address the root causes of structural vulnerabilities. It also under-

mines the fabric of solidarity, which is central to the ability of any society 

to support individuals or communities unable to shoulder the costs of 

adaptation to changes. The resulting lack of solidarity weakens so-

cial cohesion, leading to societal fragmentation and polarisation. From 
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a security perspective, this makes it much more diffi cult for society to 

agree on the main threats and strategies to address them. In essence, 

less solidarity, less social cohesion and less strategic convergence 

within society hinder effective resilience-building efforts that foster mu-

tual support and create truly resilient societies.

To conclude this part, the assessment of the neoliberal approach 

to resilience can be captured by what many critical scholars and think-

ers expressed in their work: making resilience a buzzword represents 

a nihilistic moment in the evolution of neoliberalism and its governance 

model, which capitulates on addressing root causes of vulnerabilities 

and shifts responsibility to individuals or communities to tackle existing 

or emerging risks.11

4. Progressive reframing: Building 

resilience by addressing structural 

causes of vulnerabilities

In the contrast to the neoliberal approach, the progressive resil-

ience-building strategy has to focus on vulnerabilities and its root caus-

es, instead of symptoms and results of vulnerabilities. Moreover, the 

strategy needs to aim at promoting collective action rooted in principles 

of solidarity, respect and mutual responsibility, as well as in the deeper 

systemic changes that strengthen and promote social justice and so-

cial security, instead of limiting it to the self-capacitation of individu-

als or communities. It should be considered a long-term process, in 

which we both evaluate risks and threats, including how to face them, 

but also assess what makes some social groups more vulnerable to 

potential harm when change, especially change in the security environ-

ment, emerges. Importantly, “resilience also requires an understanding 

of the needs and expectations of society, and how these needs and 

expectations are developing over time”.12 



The progressive approach can be inspired by Bouchard’s frame-

work of adaptability and transformation, which distinguishes three po-

sitions.13 Firstly, resilience should not retreat into passivity or fatalism 

in the face of change. It should not be about giving up on attempts 

to control change. On the contrary, it should be seen as a way to re-

sist external shocks, or to mitigate or prevent them, through deliberate 

action that addresses social, economic and systemic vulnerabilities. 

In this regard, we must explore the potential of resilience-building as 

a proactive tool to prevent shocks, especially those driven by structural 

forces such as technological disruption or climate change. However, 

resilience is not just about withstanding shocks – it also involves ensur-

ing that certain risks do not disproportionately fall on individuals. This 

raises critical questions: what role should the state play in preventing 

such outcomes, and how can we equitably share the costs of resil-

ience building? It is clear that building a whole-of-society resilience also 

requires strengthening our political will, building institutional capacity 

for foresight, and making informed, democratic decisions about our 

collective future. Moreover, the progressive resilience framework must 

ensure that the burden of addressing risks as well as building and 

sustaining resilience does not fall disproportionately on individuals or 

vulnerable communities. Instead, it needs to be based on a political 

vision and agenda that distributes the burden fairly, avoiding a situa-

tion where individuals or vulnerable groups bear the brunt of systemic 

failures. It must reinforce solidarity and ensure that public institutions 

play an active role in the just distribution of both the costs and benefi ts 

of resilience. 

At the same time, we should explore whether we can build a form 

of progressive deterrence through resilience. This would involve dem-

onstrating societal strength and cohesion in ways that deter external 

actors from actions that could undermine our security. For example, by 

strengthening the social cohesion of our societies, we can limit societal 
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fracturing and fragmentation, reducing vulnerabilities that external ac-

tors could exploit against us.

Secondly, we should evaluate resilience as an effective capac-

ity to adapt to new situations. In doing so, we need to avoid shifting 

the responsibility for adaptation to individuals only. Instead, we need 

to promote adaptation as a whole-of-society process, rooted in the 

principle of solidarity and guided by a renewed social contract—one 

that ensures everyone, especially those most vulnerable, is supported, 

protected, and empowered.  A truly progressive approach to resilience 

demands that we go beyond compensatory measures and invest in the 

capabilities of all individuals and communities to thrive amidst change. 

In this respect, the resilience-building requires the development of 

credible instruments that address socio-economic sources of anxiety 

of the most vulnerable parts of our societies. Moreover, the progressive 

approach must involve long-term policies that enable people not just 

to cope, but to participate in shaping the transitions ahead. Resilience, 

in this sense, must be not only protective, but aspirational—a means 

of unlocking both individual as well as collective potential in the face 

of uncertainty.

At the same time, it also involves strengthening the agency of vul-

nerable social groups and different communities to be able to contrib-

ute relevantly to the decision-making on security issues, to be able to 

be part of the compromise, not to feel excluded, and hence, less able 

to adjust when change arrives. Moreover, it will require more empathy 

and willingness for dialogue on the side of the political and economic 

elite, as well as on the side of the security community, to voices that are 

often excluded from the process of threat assessment and evaluation 

of strategic options. 

Thirdly, Bouchard claims that we can understand “resilience as the 

opportunity to creatively respond to new challenges, demonstrating 

innovation and thriving in the face of adversity”.14 Instead of a neoliberal 



way, which frames resilience as making individuals cope with risks and 

eventually hardship or shocks, the progressive way would mean resil-

ience as the ability to deal with a problem, be it changing the situation, 

not letting us be affected so much, or being able to address it or adapt 

to it in a way that results in positive change or in improvement of our 

security situation or welfare in the end. 

I believe that the progressive resilience-building strategy presents 

an opportunity to organise a broader coalition and network (also epis-

temic community, discursive community) that joins forces to propose, 

introduce and work on the implementation of key social innovation that 

can substantially reduce vulnerabilities and provide a long-term frame-

work for addressing their root causes. In doing so, we can imagine 

integrating innovations targeting existing problems – such as affordabil-

ity of housing; job insecurity; inequalities in the education system; the 

development of public services; or reshaping the existing economic 

model, including burden sharing, within European society – into the 

resilience-building strategy. 

In a more specifi c way, the progressive approach to resilience 

should emphasise three principles that have to navigate both the way 

we speak about resilience and political, economic and security prac-

tices. Firstly, we need to promote resilience as a community-centred 

approach. Unlike the individual-centric neoliberal approach, a progres-

sive resilience model should focus on empowering whole communities 

and try to strike a balance between individual freedoms on one hand 

and the need for collective action on the other. It can involve support-

ing deliberative processes in society to increase ownership of citizens. 

It also expects that strategic communication aims to be as inclusive 

as possible. Or it involves, among other possible options, investing 

in local leadership; fostering community networks; and encouraging 

grassroots, bottom-up participation in decision-making processes. In 

the historical tradition of social democracy, we should also develop 
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a framework where mutual aid and support networks can thrive. And 

again, it is not about transferring the responsibility of the state to com-

munities to take care of risk preparation by themselves; instead, it 

means that the state and communities need to be partners, the state 

needs to provide tangible support to these mutual aid initiatives, com-

munity support networks and grassroots organisations.

Secondly, we need to organise a resilience agenda around social 

and economic justice. While the security of our democratic societies is 

threatened by external pressures and risks, it is even more questioned 

because internal processes where trust in institutions, and more impor-

tantly in political actors and stakeholders representing them, as well as 

mutual trust and solidarity among individuals and different communi-

ties, is on the decline. To reverse this trend and reinvigorate the internal 

force of our democracy, we need to tackle the causes of inequalities 

and to provide social and economic justice to all. It should be at the 

centre of progressive resilience discourse and practice.

Thirdly, the progressive model must emphasise the central role 

of infrastructure in achieving whole-of-society resilience. However, 

unlike the existing neoliberal approach, the progressive alternative 

cannot limit its strategy to addressing the vulnerabilities of physi-

cal infrastructure, which faces numerous risks, such as attempts by 

strategic competitors to get control over critical it; cyberattacks; and 

climate-change-induced disasters that damage our transport, energy 

and communication networks. We need to prioritise the progressive 

development and protection of European social infrastructure, which 

remains underdeveloped, underfunded and insuffi ciently accessible to 

the most vulnerable groups. Firstly, the Covid-19 pandemic laid bare 

these shortcomings, while also revealing the critical role of both na-

tional capacity and EU-level solidarity. The ability of different member 

states to support individuals and communities was largely dependent 

on the state of their social infrastructure. However, it was also the Euro-



pean Union’s coordinated response—including the mobilisation of joint 

fi nancial instruments like NextGenerationEU—that helped to cushion 

the socio-economic impact across member states, especially those 

with weaker domestic infrastructures. This moment proved that social 

infrastructure—particularly healthcare, education, and social care—is 

not a luxury, but a precondition for resilience and cohesion across the 

Union. Another example is education, which still has barriers that pre-

vent it from fully developing European talent and contributing to a more 

resilient European democratic society. By improving access and quality 

in education, we can better equip our society to face future challenges. 

This is not merely a matter of fairness or welfare—it is a strategic im-

perative. As Europe debates its path toward a stronger Defence Union 

involving increased military and defence spending, it is necessary to 

resolutely reject the false dichotomy between defence and social in-

vestment. Social democrats must make it unmistakably clear: there 

is no viable transformation of European society toward enhanced de-

fence capacity without a robust and inclusive social infrastructure. Pro-

gressive resilience must strike the right balance between internal cohe-

sion and external preparedness. Without this balance, Europe risks 

drifting toward internal fragmentation and a gradual erosion of societal 

solidarity—or, conversely, being caught off guard by external security 

shocks that could undermine its prosperity and jeopardize the sustain-

ability of the welfare state.

By fostering resilience through stronger social cohesion within the 

Union, we lay the groundwork for enhancing the EU’s geopolitical posi-

tion in this turbulent era of polycrisis. The EU debate has focused, so 

far, mainly on the insuffi ciency of our resources and strategic capabili-

ties to address geopolitical risks and other major security contingen-

cies. Resilience can also strengthen the European will to strategically 

use our existing or newly developed resources and capabilities, which 

is a precondition for European strategic autonomy. A resilient Europe is 
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better equipped to withstand geopolitical shocks, such as confl icts in 

our neighbourhood or the challenges posed by global power competi-

tion. While it may be impossible to fully mitigate or prevent all geopoliti-

cal risks from impacting the EU and its citizens, a truly resilient Europe 

can absorb and adapt to these pressures more effectively. At the same 

time, resilience should be reimagined by progressives as a cooperative 

rather than a competitive instrument, aligning with our values of soli-

darity, inclusivity and mutual benefi t. By doing so, resilience becomes 

a tool for fostering partnerships and collaborative solutions to global 

challenges, resisting the divisive and confl ictual tendencies that often 

characterise international relations.

Moreover, a deeply resilient European democracy becomes inher-

ently less vulnerable to both internal and external risks and threats. For 

instance, the costs of hybrid operations by adversaries rise signifi cantly 

when societies are cohesive, institutions are robust and public trust is 

high. In this way, resilience is not only a passive or defensive concept. 

It can serve as an active component of progressive prevention or de-

terrence of shocks. By demonstrating societal strength and reducing 

exploitable vulnerabilities, resilience becomes a critical tool to deter ex-

ternal threats and maintain the EU’s security and stability. Strengthen-

ing democratic institutions, enhancing digital literacy, improving media 

transparency, and securing vital digital infrastructure - such as election 

systems - are essential steps in reducing these vulnerabilities. A pro-

gressive approach must not only prioritize access to high-quality public 

services but also ensure sustained investment in social infrastructure. 

For example, access to education is key in equipping individuals with 

the skills and competencies necessary for personal and professional 

development. Expanding digital literacy programs is also crucial to en-

sure that low-income or vulnerable populations can navigate online 

public services, such as healthcare, social benefi ts, and education. 

These initiatives foster democratic participation by enabling citizens 



to engage more effectively with public institutions and contribute to 

policy-making. By ensuring that no one is excluded from the digital 

transition, we reinforce the social contract, strengthen societal cohe-

sion, and protect vulnerable groups from technological exclusion.

5. Conclusion

The progressive movement has long refused to employ the con-

cept of resilience. It is not surprising. It has been predominantly used 

by neoliberals over the past couple of decades. It can be seen as 

a neoliberal approach to governance, including in the security area. 

Yet it is important not to throw the baby out with the bathwater. This 

contribution argues that we should instead progressively reframe and 

redeploy the concept of resilience; one that addresses, at the same 

time, the need for positive social and economic changes in our society 

and the provision of security in broad terms. It could be the progressive 

answer to new risks and the complexity of challenges we are facing 

today. Resilience, from this perspective, should be seen not as a mere 

reaction to crises, but as a proactive, inclusive strategy that equips 

societies to confront risks in ways that promote social and economic 

justice and equality.

The neoliberal focus on individual self-capacitation has failed to 

recognise the differing abilities within societies to address risks, cre-

ating deeper inequalities. The progressive approach, by contrast, fo-

cuses on the root causes of vulnerabilities rather than their symptoms. 

It aims to promote systemic change, social justice and collective secu-

rity through policies that empower communities and reduce structural 

sources of vulnerability. 

A progressive resilience-building strategy should not be limited to 

adapting to change, but should resist shocks, mitigating them through 

proactive measures that address vulnerabilities unequally distributed 
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in European society. Drawing on Bouchard’s framework of adaptability 

and transformation, this contribution outlines three key areas where 

progressive resilience can offer solutions: (1) resistance to external 

threats; (2) adaptive capacity in the face of new situations; and (3) 

creative innovation in response to adversity. By applying these princi-

ples, progressives can reclaim ground in the political struggle not only 

against neoliberals and conservatives but also against populists. This 

approach enhances the credibility of our political competence, dem-

onstrating that the progressive movement can effectively address both 

the evolving challenges of national and European security in a chang-

ing geopolitical landscape, while also offering concrete solutions for 

improving social security, promoting active labor market policies, in-

vesting in innovation, and making European society aspirational once 

again.

The concept of resilience must be integrated into the progressive 

movement’s broader storytelling. We must emphasise that resilience is 

a long-term process, focused on empowering communities and ad-

dressing socio-economic sources of insecurity. It should involve a col-

lective effort to build agency among vulnerable groups, promoting soli-

darity and empathy from the political and security elites, and including 

marginalised voices in decision-making processes.

In reshaping the resilience narrative, we have the opportunity to or-

ganise a broader coalition to introduce key social innovations – such as 

affordable housing, job security and public-service development – that 

address the root causes of societal vulnerabilities. The progressive re-

silience strategy, therefore, aligns with social democracy’s core values 

of solidarity, justice and collective action, ensuring that our societies are 

not only prepared to face future crises but are made more equitable 

and cohesive in the process.

Finally, this contribution proposes that the progressive approach 

to resilience should be based on three guiding principles. Firstly, resil-



ience must be community-centred, supporting grassroots efforts and 

empowering and emancipating communities, including by increasing 

their capacity to contribute to decision-making on a broad range of se-

curity issues. Secondly, the resilience must be organised around social 

and economic justice, tackling inequalities as a means of strengthen-

ing democracy and social cohesion. Thirdly, resilience must focus on 

the development and modernisation of social infrastructure, which is 

critical for supporting the most vulnerable groups during times of crisis. 

However, these principles need to be employed not for the purpose of 

merely protecting or maintaining the status quo. The resilience concept 

is the way for progressive movement to regain its position as a key 

aspirational force in Europe. The social infrastructure is central for the 

empowerment of individuals and communities. It fosters opportunity, 

enables social mobility and creates opportunities for economic and 

social advancement. Progressives must lead with a vision that is not 

only about safeguarding the most vulnerable but also about building 

a future that is inclusive, innovative, and full of potential. In doing so, 

social democracy becomes not just a safeguard against adversity, but 

a credible and dynamic force for positive societal transformation of Eu-

rope.

In doing so, this contribution proposes a resilience strategy that 

goes beyond neoliberal self-reliance and crisis management, advocat-

ing for a more just, equitable and inclusive approach. By reframing 

resilience as a progressive, long-term, whole-of-society effort, we can 

ensure that our societies are not only secure in an increasingly turbulent 

geopolitical landscape but also thrive in the face of future challenges.
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1. Introduction

A knife-wielding immigrant from Syria assassinates peace-loving 

locals gathered to celebrate their city’s history and its diversity. It soon 

emerges that the attacker should have been deported some time be-

fore his heinous act, yet EU rules and administrative delays blocked 

the process. The country’s Social Democratic prime minister reacts in 

shock and pledges changes to the country’s migration rules to prevent 

future attacks. The far right, emboldened by the crime, gleefully warns 

the worrying public of a continuation in such random attacks, unless 

“political change” comes to the country. 

This scenario may read like an election manifesto of a far-right party 

somewhere in Europe, in its attempt to sow divisions and manipulate 

people’s fears. It played out exactly as described in the small town of 

Solingen in Germany in August 2024 and encapsulates many of the 

dilemmas that progressives across Europe and beyond face when the 

issue of regulating or controlling migration comes to the fore.1 A few 

weeks later, Germany reinstated border controls with its nine neigh-

bouring states, reopening an earlier debate as to the principle of free 

movement. This is only the latest of a series of examples, whereby 

member states do not hesitate to go beyond commonly agreed posi-

tions and policies. 

Migration seems to be one of those unwinnable policy issues for 

progressives. They tried to keep it off mainstream politics for years, 

but eventually it broke loose and became one of Europe’s foremost 

concerns. Whenever such disturbing events take place, and their fre-

quency in several EU countries is a cause for major concern, the focus 

returns to what has been described as Europe’s inability to deal with 

the migration problem. From an electoral point of view, the benefi ci-

ary is almost always the right and the far right, the growth of which in 

the years following the 2015-2016 migration and refugee crisis is far 



from coincidental. For progressives, on the other hand, and in contrast 

to issues such as the welfare state, employment or social protection, 

migration policy is a deeply divisive issue. It is “owned” by other politi-

cal families and constitutes a symbolic reminder of social democracy’s 

internal divisions between cosmopolitans and communitarians, or liber-

als and traditionalists. The peak of such divisions took place during the 

2015/2016 migration and refugee crisis in Europe, when progressives 

got uncomfortably squeezed between the liberal approach adopted by 

Angela Merkel and the rejectionist, racist attitude of Eastern Europe. 

Although the situation has calmed down in subsequent years, not least 

due to Europe’s externalisation of its migration governance to Türkiye 

and other neighbourhood countries, Mediterranean member states 

continue to face pressure through legal and illegal migration waves 

from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), while those that do not 

(say Poland or the Scandinavians) have hardened their policy stance, 

an issue that was not discussed at EU level. 

In this context, this contribution outlines the broad contours of what 

a progressive migration policy should look like. It adopts a normative 

approach, cognisant of the diversity of approaches that exist on the 

issue, as well as the fact that each member state faces a unique com-

bination of opportunities and challenges in dealing with it. The start-

ing point of this contribution is that the current progressive approach 

to migration has proven inadequate and that, at the very least, better 

coordination among progressives across the EU is a precondition for 

a more successful approach. The issue is unlikely to ever constitute 

a “winnable” policy item for progressives, yet this contribution argues 

that a principled stance can reduce the damage and hinder attempts 

by the right to portray progressives as “out of touch” on this issue. Sec-

tion 2 discusses the repercussions of the 2015-16 migration and refu-

gee crisis, which became the catalyst for subsequent developments, 

while Section 3 surveys popular attitudes today, before some concrete 
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suggestions for what a progressive migration policy could look like are 

made in Section 4.

2. Setting today’s migration debate 

in context: The 2015-16 crisis 

The 2015-16 migration and refugee crisis was a watershed mo-

ment in Europe’s recent history. Although migration has always been 

a feature of modern societies, and Europe was well accustomed to 

it, migration numbers used to be much smaller and considered more 

manageable by politicians and the public alike.2 Moreover, the existing 

legal framework was seen as too restrictive in terms of human rights, 

particularly on the issue of humanitarian protection. The relevant Dublin 

Convention (which determines the obligations of states of fi rst con-

tact and that binds member states) was seen as problematic in that 

it did not defi ne the concept of illegal entry clearly enough and often 

forced individuals to separate themselves from their family due to an 

overtly strict set of standards concerning family reunifi cation in a recipi-

ent country.3 

The 2015-16 migration crisis changed all that. The images of 

tens of thousands of migrants and/or refugees seeking to enter suc-

cessive European states shocked the public and the political class 

alike. The early response of solidarity and attempts to assist people 

fl eeing war and/or prosecution, mostly from Syria, soon led to me-

dia reports of a massive “infl ux” of people that threatened to upend 

European societies. For every major political fi gure, not least then 

German Chancellor Merkel, who proclaimed that their country owed 

solidarity to vulnerable people, and that humanitarian concerns ought 

to be front and centre in trying to cope with the problem, there were 

four or fi ve politicians, from the alt- and far right, eager to link terror-

ism, crime and misbehaviour to dark-skinned migrants from far away.4 



Moreover, the legal and institutional instruments employed since the 

crisis have shown little effectiveness to date, not least since several 

member states systematically refuse to comply with them, such as 

the voluntary resettlement of migrants/refugees in the context of the 

EU-Türkiye deal, or the implementation of the Common European 

Asylum System.5

Over time, the discourse on migration shifted from humanitarian-

ism to securitisation, and the issue of “illegal migration” became the 

mantra around which far-right parties across the continent could unite 

in attacking mainstream parties. Progressives were split on the best 

way to respond. In the immediate aftermath of the crisis, a west-east 

divide within social democracy emerged, with the former in favour 

of Merkel’s open-border policy and the latter adopting the opposite 

stance.6 Over time and as the far right played on people’s fears over 

the issue, such divisions broadened and now encompass progres-

sive parties across the EU, with social democrats in the Nordic coun-

tries adopting a particularly restrictive stance on issues of migration 

and asylum.7 Frequently, progressive governments also inherit migra-

tion policies that they do not agree with, but they are “stuck” with 

and need to make into a virtue. Within this larger context, one should 

also add the persistent failures of Western foreign policy, especially 

in the MENA region, over the last few decades, which has acted as 

a major migration driver, and has made it yet more diffi cult to articulate 

a progressive stance on the issue. This is not for the lack of concrete 

suggestions; however, as Tim Soutphommasane argues, it should be 

perfectly possible to develop feelings of genuine patriotism and love 

for one’s country combined with classical liberal values centred on 

tolerance and mutual respect.8 
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3. Popular attitudes on migration 

and the social democratic dilemma

Numerous studies have been conducted, especially following the 

watershed events of 2015-2016, as to popular attitudes to migration, 

depending on age, gender, socio-economic profi le, religious affi liation, 

education and so on.9 They have depicted the hardening of attitudes 

on migration in line with the gradual increase in issue salience on mi-

gration and the increasing capacity of the right and far right to anchor 

their political agenda on this issue, while simultaneously weakening the 

mainstream centrist parties’ capacity to fend it off. 

Party political affi liation plays an important role in that studies 

have depicted a broad division according to which left and green 

party voters demonstrate a broadly positive attitude to immigration,10 

perceiving it more positive than not, whereas right-wing party vot-

ers demonstrate an anti-immigrant political attitude.11 Yet for social 

democracy, things are a lot more complicated, and have become 

more so in recent years. On one hand, the set of progressive politi-

cal values, which encompasses transnational solidarity, the respect 

for human rights and fundamental dignity, makes social democrats 

inclined towards a display of positive attitudes to immigration.12 At the 

same time, the transformation of social democracy since the 1990s 

through the adoption of a more centrist political agenda meant that its 

policy convergence with the centre-right made it almost indistinguish-

able from it.13 Moreover, the new social democracy that emerged in 

that period means that the largest share of its electoral base today 

encompasses well-educated, middle-class voters with generally tol-

erant and positive migration attitudes.14 This, however, is no longer 

the case among the shrinking share of progressive party voters that 

stem from the old industrial working class, and whose attitudes with 

regard to immigration have been infl uenced by two main factors in 



recent years. Firstly, the systematic targeting of this voter segment 

by the far right, which has made anti-immigrant a dominant political 

force in most EU states. Secondly, the rise of neoliberal globalisa-

tion and the neoliberalisation of industrial relations, which has made 

such voters more vulnerable in the labour market, not least through 

the decline in power and infl uence of labour unions, and has often 

set them in direct competition with immigrant labour on the basis of 

a wage-dumping spiral.

Since social democracy continues to aspire to a broad-based 

electoral coalition that will allow it to retain the role of a mass party, its 

dilemma on migration is clear-cut. How can it make sure that it can 

appeal both to the cosmopolitan, liberal, urban voter, whose migration 

experience is mostly positive, and to the more traditional voter, who 

is more fearful and, at least potentially, more negatively infl uenced by 

sizeable migration waves to erstwhile small, close-knit communities? 

This divide between cosmopolitan and communitarian attitudes is an 

obvious simplifi cation, since these two groups are by no means the 

only ones within the social democratic camp, and a large number of 

voters fall in between such categorisations. However, they are indica-

tive of some of the electoral and political dilemmas that social demo-

crats have to contend with, as they try to come to terms with the dif-

fi cult political reality on migration policy, and underscore the trade-offs 

that inevitably emerge between traditional notions of solidarity and the 

reality of enhanced diversity in modern Western society. 

4. The contours of a progressive 

migration policy

Process and substance are two sides of the same coin when it 

comes to migration policy. Below, I elaborate on a set of recommenda-

tions divided into these two categories.
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1) Progressives cannot accept compromises with respect to the rule 

of law and fundamental human rights in implementing migration 

policy. Not doing so risks confusing its fundamental message on 

migration and making it indistinguishable from other parties. Trade-

offs are inevitable in such a diffi cult policy domain, but red lines 

on key values can serve as unitary factors across the progressive 

political family.

2) Develop a clear set of criteria as to when and how migrants will be 

accepted in the EU, and ensure that these criteria are accepted 

by all progressives. Exceptions on the basis of nationally specifi c 

conditions are certain to occur, but they ought to be time-bound 

and respect the fi rst criterion. At the same time, a crackdown on 

people with no citizenship rights who fl agrantly violate national laws 

is to be accepted as fully compatible with a progressive approach. 

The Pact on Migration and Asylum offers a platform through which 

to turn such principles into legislative/policy reality. The declared 

intention of some EU governments not to implement the Pact is yet 

another example of an idealized solution that dares not speak its 

name getting in the way of a feasible and practical solution.

3) Make sure that policy works. Social democrats frequently lose 

the battle when it comes to perceptions on migration because of 

lone-wolf incidents, such as the example mentioned in Section 1, 

and because the issue is framed in a way that suggests incompe-

tence and ineffi ciency on the part of policymakers. Social demo-

crats need to make sure that the electorate knows full well (1) what 

measures are being taken; (2) why they need to be taken; and (3) 

what difference they have made in the lives of all residents in the 

country, “natives” and immigrants alike. Migration is, among other 

things, a competence issue and that is where mainstream politics 

needs to show its superiority with respect to populist alternatives. 

Moreover, this type of competence gets the chance to shine at lo-



cal level, where progressives at local, municipal or regional level are 

able to showcase their ability to take care of people. 

4) Do not allow migration to be framed only as a cultural issue. Pro-

gressives cannot win the battle the moment migration becomes 

about cultural values, because the issue is intertwined with a set 

of values (religion, skin colour etc.) that, by default, appeal to high 

emotions and unspoken bias. There is no denying the cultural 

“baggage” that issues of migration carry today, especially when 

newcomers come from societies and settings fundamentally dif-

ferent from the native ones. A monopolisation of the issue along 

cultural lines, however, is both dangerous and potentially distorting, 

concealing the basic humanity that unites us all. 

5) Focus on the economic and political aspects of migration. Pro-

gressives need to remain sensitive and emphasise in their public 

pronouncements on the issue that the vast majority of people who 

end up migrants do so because of objectively harsh conditions. 

Migration, in other words, is fundamentally a political economy 

issue, and answers to it ought to be given from such a perspec-

tive. This is not to deny the trade-offs mentioned before: there 

will be and tough compromises will need to be made. However, 

progressives can only articulate a tough stance on migration to 

the extent they demonstrate full commitment to support countries 

of origin in tackling war, ethnic confl ict, climate change effects 

and so on. 

5. Conclusion

In the summer of 2024, the EU concluded a four-year prolonged 

process to conclude a new Pact on Migration and Asylum, which is 

meant to manage migration policy according to a clear set of rules and 

criteria. It is also an attempt to overcome the frequent problem of the 
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given discrepancy between member states’ rebuttal of EU policies and 

procedures in favour of national pathways. 

A compromise pact that was narrowly accepted by the European 

Parliament, and which has met with fi erce opposition from both the left 

and right, the pact sets up an updated asylum and migration database 

to speed up processes and make them more effi cient, clarifi es which 

member states will be responsible for asylum processing, strengthens 

border management capacities, and institutionalises partnerships with 

partner countries and organisations like the UN in seeking to prevent 

smuggling. It is also noteworthy that the pact sets up, for the fi rst time, 

an EU talent pool to make Europe a destination of desire for highly quali-

fi ed persons from around the world.15 The pact represents a typical EU 

compromise, in that it leaves no one fully satisfi ed but can be accepted 

as the common denominator on which to rebuild a relationship of trust 

between citizens and political leaders on the issue of migration and 

asylum in Europe. By supporting the pact and voting in its favour, social 

democrats can ensure consistency in their approach and clearly differ-

entiate themselves from far-right interpretations. Moreover, by adopting 

the set of recommendations discussed in Section 4 (which broadly fall 

within the parameters of the pact), they can minimise the political and 

electoral damage that the issue has been causing in recent years. 
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1. Introduction

The fi scal rules for EU member states that have been reintroduced 

in 2024 are a disaster for the EU’s progressives – as well as for Euro-

pean workers, the poorer strata of the population and weaker member 

states. They only marginally improve upon the previous version of the 

Stability and Growth Pact, and they still imply an austerity turn, after 

a few extraordinary years post-pandemic, for most EU countries for 

several years to come.1 It is said that now the struggle is to create fi scal 

space at the EU rather than national level – like the Commission has 

tried to do for defence spending (but even there, pushback from frugal 

member states imply plans largely fi nanced by the single countries, 

with the exact share that will be jointly fi nanced and jointly managed still 

under discussion at the time of writing). Typically, the rationale for this 

position, for example, in the Draghi report,2 is that public resources will 

be needed to meet a number of collective challenges: climate change 

and the green transition; defence and security; and a competitive envi-

ronment that is increasingly challenging for European fi rms, while also 

being increasingly politicised.

To some extent, a “division of labour” within different levels of gov-

ernance, where the federal government has more leeway than the 

states, is what happens in the USA and other well-designed federal 

democracies. However, attempts to grow the EU budget are as old as 

the Union itself, and what is missing is a true vision based on values 

and shared priorities. 

What I propose here is that social democrats lay out fully and explic-

itly the progressive values that make a meaningful common EU fi scal 

capacity, not just another policy goal but actually an urgent necessity. 

These values could be summarized in the goal of economic democ-

racy: both in a formal sense, of respect for the will of the majority, and 

of rebalancing the public and the private after many years of suffocation 



of the public sector. This does not imply that EU fi scal capacity is exclu-

sively a left-wing goal, and indeed, large political alliances are inevitable 

to reach this aim, but it does affect the “why” and “how” to organise 

a larger joint fi scal capacity. 

There are two main levels at which a progressive vision for joint 

fi scal capacity should be based. Firstly, at the constitutional level of im-

proving the EU institutional and fi nancial architecture, there is an issue 

of enlarging the “democratic space” by reducing the (fi nancial) markets’ 

ability to constrain democratically agreed upon economic and social 

policies and their ability to even infl uence the process of government 

formation in many member states. Secondly, at the policy level, the 

goal is to rebalance the market and public spheres of the economy, 

and to allow the public sector in a wider sense (that is, considering 

both the member states and the EU as a whole) to contribute to meet-

ing the EU citizens’ needs in the face of objectively reduced public 

capacity after several years of (pre-pandemic) austerity.

Concretely, a proposal to marry the two levels of debate could 

be to create a joint EU-wide and EU-managed program of unemploy-

ment insurance, with or without a minimum income scheme. This need 

not be entirely fi nanced with new debt, but that should not be ruled 

out, depending, for example, on the stage of the business cycle, as 

achieved during the Covid-19 crisis with the SURE programme. The 

debate on making the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) funds 

permanent will probably be driven by necessity more than expediency, 

but social democrats should instead embrace all the instruments cre-

ated with Next Generation EU and argue for their full integration in the 

normal governance of the EU well beyond periods of crisis. With all due 

respect, we should reverse JFK’s famous quip: stop allowing national 

governments to ask their citizens and fi rms for sacrifi ces in the name of 

the EU, and start asking what the EU can do for its citizens now. 
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2.  The constitutional level: Member 

states have their hands tied 

Concerning fi scal policy, the EU – even beyond the eurozone – 

has an institutional architecture that puts member states in a condition 

similar to weak developing countries.3 As seen during the euro crisis, 

member states do not cooperate: each follows a virtually independent 

policy, and all move toward the same general goal of reducing both 

public defi cits and public debts. Member states fi nance nearly any dis-

bursement over and above their cash infl ows by issuing bonds on the 

market, which are not bought by their central bank – if not for its own, 

independent goals and rationale – and the possibility of a default is not 

ruled out in principle. The European Central Bank does not explicitly 

target the interest rates of single member states (or the differences 

between their interest rates, so-called spreads), except in “emergency 

mode” situations of panic. Most member states are too small to ex-

ert a strong market power, in particular, they do not enjoy a “liquidity 

premium” on their bonds (that is, some countries pay a lower interest 

rate than what would be expected given their “fundamentals”, because 

their bonds are very sought-after in international markets: in the most 

glaring case, this is the US dollar’s so-called exorbitant privilege). 

Even the euro as a whole remains a second-class international 

reserve currency, far away from the dollar and even challenged by the 

renminbi. The analysis by Arslanalp et al.4 spurred a lively debate on 

this point, showing that, despite the retrenchment in the international 

use of the US dollar, the other major currencies did not really increase 

their shares, for example, in the billing or settlement of international 

trade or in international reserves. Notably, as the dollar fell from over 

70% of international reserves in 1999 to less than 60% in 2021, the 

euro grew from 19% at the onset to almost 30% in 2009 and then 

quickly fell back to 20% during and after the euro crisis. Such a fall 



is understandable given that the austerity-driven crisis was largely 

self-infl icted and caused by recalcitrant nationalism and lack of co-

operation (let alone solidarity) among member states.5 But even opti-

mistically assuming that international markets demanded more euro-

denominated fi nancial assets today, where would they fi nd them? 

The lack of joint European bonds at any meaningful scale is a major 

obstacle here.

In short, several reasons for this state of affairs have been discussed 

in previous rounds of FEPS Next Left Focus Group discussions and 

books. Let me summarise two key points here. Firstly, in terms of fi scal 

policy (public revenues and public expenditures), member states face 

hard limits on the level of defi cit they can allow, enshrined in the fi scal 

rules discussed in the next section, and they face soft limits on how 

much they can raise taxes too, given the constant push for so-called 

structural reforms, which in practice means market-friendly liberalisa-

tions and privatisations aimed at compressing the scope and reach of 

the state in the economy. As a consequence, public expenditure just 

cannot increase over its current level, independently, for example, of 

an assessment of whether it is satisfactory or even too high in some 

countries, or too low in others. Secondly, in terms of monetary policy 

(interest setting, and banking and fi nancial markets supervision) the 

European Central Bank (ECB) traditionally interprets its mandate as im-

plying that eurozone infl ation is its only target, and it shies away from 

supporting any single member state until it has literally no other option 

if it is to preserve the integrity of the eurozone. 

The political consequences of this institutional architecture are dire. 

Let us focus here on a single, important point: the question of where 

the limits of democracy are in our countries, and who sets these limits. 

Greece (and maybe Cyprus, to some extent Italy etc.) is a case in point 

from the last decade, but we do not need to go that far back – the 

problem is very much still there. 
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During an interview in the middle of the political campaign for the 

French National Assembly, François Villeroy de Galhau, governor of the 

Bank of France, stated that “it will be important that, whatever the out-

come of the vote, France can quickly clarify its economic strategy and in 

particular its budgetary strategy”.6 Words like these are ambiguous, and 

the usual TINA message (that “There Is No Alternative” to the fi scal rules), 

whoever would go on to win the elections, is perhaps a benign interpre-

tation. European central banks and the ECB (de Galhau is a member of 

its governing council) cheer their formal independence and supposed 

political neutrality, so it is rather surprising to hear such an overt call, 

especially focused on a specifi c party – Marine Le Pen’s Ressemble-

ment National (RN) – to modify its position during the campaign, in light 

of what then was perceived to be probable electoral success (indeed, 

the party did not have much to clarify at the time, but soon after, it 

moved towards a more “responsible” stance on fi scal policy). The move 

was probably suggested by the sharp market reaction to Macron’s an-

nouncement of snap elections, and both facts are suggestive of the 

extreme uncertainty, if not panic, felt by fi nancial market operators and 

institutions concerning the far right’s plans on fi scal policy. 

Something less dramatic happened in Italy, where Giorgia Meloni 

had been reassuring markets and cultivated a personal relationship 

with Mario Draghi, a stalwart of stability, for months before her much 

anticipated election as the new head of government. But it is fair to 

say that this perceived uncertainty – evidently caused by the populist 

movements’ confused and superfi cial policy platforms, and possibly by 

some cultivated ambiguity – is a European phenomenon. Indeed, there 

are many cultural and political reasons for worrying about the far-right 

surge in Europe, but fi scal profl igacy does not seem to be the most 

relevant one.7 

The markets’ overreaction in these cases is indeed a feature of the 

European economy, which by design lacks an effective central govern-



ment and likes to tie the hands of its central bank as much as possible. 

So, tightening the market’s capacity to constrain democracy in the EU 

is the main argument for creating a European safe asset and a func-

tioning support mechanism for the member states’ sovereign bonds (it 

should not matter that this time it was the right that the markets were 

concerned about).

In conclusion, changing the EU’s fi nancial and institutional archi-

tecture should be a goal, and to that aim, eurobonds are certainly an 

instrument in the toolbox. However, joint fi scal capacity does not (only) 

mean more EU common debt: it could and should imply more com-

mon revenues too. How much of a public defi cit there should be at the 

EU level should be a separate decision, presumably informed by mac-

roeconomic considerations, from the issue of expanding the EU pro-

vision of common public goods and services. Therefore, eurobonds 

should be seen as complementary and not an alternative, for example, 

to an EU-wide wealth tax.

3. The policy level: Are we really 

waiting for the populists to win 

everywhere?

The problem is the institutional architecture of EU public fi nances, 

and therefore, structural to a large extent, but it is even more of a prob-

lem in the current context. In a high-interest-rate environment (or at 

least with interest rates higher than they were until 2019), for the mem-

ber states, simply rolling over their existing debt will be more costly 

and challenging than in the past. The new fi scal rules agreed upon al-

low for a minimum degree of fl exibility, connected to structural reforms 

and other considerations – though not much for the most indebted EU 

countries, which happen to be large eurozone countries with econo-

mies that are more driven by internal demand than the others.
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The main goal of these rules remains to reduce public debts and 

defi cits indefi nitely, and certainly below certain arbitrary thresholds (the 

infamous 90% and 60% debt-to-GDP ratios) devoid of scientifi c value 

or validation from fi nancial markets.8 In a nutshell, after the temporary 

suspension of the Stability and Growth Pact due to the Covid-19 cri-

sis, a new set of rules has been devised that focuses more on joining 

“structural reforms” with budget policy: for example, because a country 

can slow down its necessary path of fi scal retrenchment, from four 

to seven years, if it plans a set of reforms to accompany it. The new 

set of rules also focuses more on the quality of revenues and expen-

ditures by focusing on the new concept of “net expenditure”, which, 

compared to the fi scal defi cit, excludes non-structural sources of rev-

enues or expenditures and some other entries that are beyond the 

government’s control. Finally, there is an attempt at preserving public 

investments to some extent (e.g., excluding from net expenditure the 

national co-funding of RRF investments). This approach markes an-

other step back from democracy, in the sense of lack of transparency 

and accountability: obscure and unmeasurable concepts such as net 

expenditure (earlier it was the primary balance adjusted for the impact 

of the business cycle) imply obscure and very technical estimations, 

which a large degree of arbitrariness and even backdoor bargaining. 

However, what I would like to focus here is that, on top of the old 

3% defi cit-to-GDP ratio, there is now a new rule capping the increase 

in net expenditure to 0.5%. Early estimates suggest that EU member 

states might need to undergo fi scal consolidation of up to 1% of GDP 

annually for four years or 0.6% annually for seven years, depending on 

the country.9 In a word, it is milder austerity, version 2.0. Strict enforce-

ment of fi scal rules would leave little room for industrial policy, the green 

transition or managing migration fl ows, which will remain as imminent 

challenges, regardless of our ideas on fi scal policy. Indeed, one can 

apply the same forecast model used by the European Commission to 



predict that this new round of austerity will, again, be self-defeating.10 

From a progressive point of view, there are two main consequenc-

es. Firstly, a return to stagnation, and therefore, lacking an expansion of 

economic activity, any meaningful job creation would again have to be 

founded on lower labour costs, lower real wages and poorer job qual-

ity – a return to the old normal that neither European workers nor social 

democrats should look forward to.11 And secondly, given a stronger 

desire to preserve investment (and their low value, excluding the RRF), 

austerity efforts under the new rules will have to focus on current ex-

penditure, that is, largely on social expenditure (for more details and an 

assessment, see D’Ippoliti12). In a word, the ghost of Pasokisation, the 

drastic fall in the electoral fortunes of the left, has returned. 

More fl exibility exists at the EU level, where the 2020 joint response 

to the Covid-19 crisis, in terms of collective debt issuance for the sake 

of investments and recovery (the “Next Generation EU”), broke with 

a previously untouchable taboo. Today, there is a clear need for in-

vestments – from energy to defence and Ukraine, to innovation and 

healthcare, not to speak of the remote but not impossible event of 

EU enlargement to cash-needy countries such as Ukraine, Moldova 

or Albania. And there is a growing understanding that, at some point, 

joint debt and expenditure instruments will be ineluctable. This too, 

however, comes with different proposals: from new EU-level taxes to 

the repurposing of legacy instruments, such as the European Stability 

Mechanism (ESM), created during the previous euro crisis; or the RRF 

and the other funds created during the Covid-19 crisis, which have 

substantial dry powder; to the issuance of new collective debt instru-

ments.

Indeed, already before the Covid-19 crisis, the Commission is-

sued, on a very small scale, joint bonds to fi nance some activities of 

the EU external action; these have increased in scale, as aid to Ukraine 

has also partly been fi nanced this way. But except for the one-shot and 
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temporary experience of Next Generation EU, by far the most signifi -

cant issuers of joint bonds are the European Investment Bank, and in 

the future, possibly the ESM. Both issue bonds with their own capital 

as the main guarantee for investors. There is a lack of eurobonds is-

sued on a large scale against the EU’s own resources and/or a guar-

antee from the ECB, as highlighted in the last year alone by the Draghi 

report,13 the Letta report14 and the ECB itself.15 

Such technocratic consensus, however, does not necessarily re-

sult in policy changes. The fragmented landscape of EU politics could 

prove an insurmountable obstacle on the road to joint bonds. 

4. Prospects for a fi scal union: The 

example of eurobonds 

Where it is already in power within the EU, the far right has not led 

to a fi scal crisis.16 Our continent was spared the nightmarish scenario 

of far-right parties leading the governments of both France and Germa-

ny on top of Italy. But we got (deservingly) lucky in 2024-2025, it does 

not mean that we should always continue testing the voters’ patience. 

A different approach should quickly be found. 

If one wishes to investigate the political feasibility of a certain policy, 

understanding the internal divisions within and those between main-

stream parties, and where they might fi nd support from other parties on 

major issues, is more important than guessing the political-economic 

preferences of far-right movements. Indeed, in the current European 

Parliament, a possible coalition of the European People’s Party (EPP), 

Renew, and the Socialists and Democrats (SD) would secure roughly 

400 of the 720 seats, achieving a slim majority of around 40 MEPs if 

and when there are no internal divisions within these parties. But the 

drama around the confi rmation vote of the new Commission proposed 

by President von der Leyen clearly showed the EPP’s determination to 



proceed on a case-by-case basis, potentially siding with the European 

Conservatives and Reformists (ECR) whenever it is more convenient. 

On the other hand, it would be diffi cult for the EPP-SD-Renew coalition 

to pass any signifi cant new legislation without coopting a fourth group 

– which sometimes could possibly be the Greens. 

We should therefore expect variable alliances to emerge in this 

legislature, depending on the issue. But it is unclear what sort of coali-

tion or alliance could bring forward the permanent establishment of 

eurobonds at scale. In Europe, one must always consider both redis-

tribution among individuals and among countries. Concerning interper-

sonal redistribution, let us consider two dimensions: groups’ positions 

on taxes (and social contributions, and other revenues in general, both 

national and pan-European), and on expenditures, with a focus on the 

welfare state.17 One could then locate the main European families as 

in Table 1. 

Table 1. European parties’ positions on fi scal policy: interpersonal 

redistribution.

Lower taxes Keep or raise taxes

Lower social 
expenditure

Conservatives;
some liberals 

Some liberals;
some social democrats

Keep or raise 
social expenditure

Far right Some social democrats; 
greens; radical left

The fi rst notable feature of a thought experiment like this one is – 

with all the limitations, given that we do not know exactly how these 

groups will vote in the new legislature – the sheer diffi culty in drawing 

a map like this one, and in making sense of it, as a result of the inter-

nal divisions within mainstream groups. The internal division among 

progressives, between the traditional social democratic position that 

wishes to keep or raise social expenditure and third-way positions that 
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seek to contain it, appears to be slowly disappearing, with a shift back 

to the old social democratic position. By contrast, the EPP will likely 

try to appeal to the liberals by proposing not to increase any spend-

ing program, and to woo the far right (and liberals) by opposing new 

taxes.18 

We thus have two fronts: on the main diagonal, between the con-

servatives and liberals for a small government, and the left and greens 

for big government; and on the antidiagonal, between the so-called 

populists for bigger defi cits and liberals and (alas) some social demo-

crats for lower defi cits. The fi rst issue will possibly be decided on an 

issue-by-issue basis, sometimes possibly seeing the convergence of 

the left and the far right in the attempt to preserve social expenditure 

and protect the welfare state. 

But the levels of public defi cits and debts are a macroeconomic 

issue and must be decided once, at least for a whole year. Here, there 

is less scope for improvisation and fl exibility, except in moving between 

the national and the EU levels. As shown in Table 2, on the EU-level 

budget, the traditional political families are even more divided along 

ideological and national lines than on most other topics.

Table 2. European parties’ positions on fi scal policy: international 

redistribution.

National debt Common debt instruments

National 
investments

Most conservatives; 
some liberals; 

far right

Some conservatives; 
some liberals;

some social democrats

Common 
investments

Some social democrats; 
greens; radical left

The conservatives traditionally oppose common debt because of 

the fear of „moral hazard” (that is, some member states starting to hap-

pily spend other countries’ hard-earned money), but over time a myriad 



of proposals have been put forward for joint bonds that do not nec-

essarily imply risk-sharing.19 And some conservatives are starting to 

accept the idea, especially if debt can be sold to their voters as an in-

vestment in security and defence (this is also the main approach taken 

in the Draghi report). The liberals are traditionally even more opposed 

to debt (public debt, that is), but with Macron steering in the opposite 

direction in the name of Europe, it will remain to be seen what happens 

now that he is seriously weakened. 

The far right, as mentioned, has a menu of new expenditures and 

lower taxes and should, therefore, favour any easing of the fi nancing 

constraint for member states.20 However, it mostly ends up rejecting 

common debt, due to its nationalist and anti-European stance. Finally, 

eurobonds and common investments are the backbone of left eco-

nomic platforms in Europe, but not all social democrats happily jump 

onboard. So, unless (or until) a new crisis hits, despite all the talk about 

an existential crisis and a “mortal” EU,21 the most likely scenario re-

mains more of the same: that is, tight controls on national fi nances, and 

mild and insuffi cient expansion at the EU level. This will, from what is 

understood at the time of writing this essay, imply a small fraction (pre-

sumably 150 million euros) of the new expenditure on defence, and 

nothing else. Among other things, this implies that the EU continues, at 

least for a while, not to compete seriously with the USA and China, and 

not to invest in industrial policy or the green transition.

5. Progressive values and joint 

fi scal capacity

Eurobonds are just an example, though a relevant one, but joint 

fi scal capacity should encompass more own resources for the EU too 

(this should be the topic of another paper though). The main point, 

more generally, is that we can expect some fi scal austerity at the na-
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tional level and possibly some fi scal stimulus – but most likely not too 

soon nor too much – at the EU level, provided progressives become 

truly instrumental in bringing it forward.

To play this role, remaining open to possibly variable alliances on 

this topic will prove key. Some main arguments in favour of true EU fi s-

cal capacity can and should cross political boundaries: (1) democracy 

requires the ability to meaningfully choose and affect outcomes, so it 

is necessary to dampen the role of the “bond vigilantes”; (2) there are 

such things as continental “public goods”, such as fi nancial stability, 

security and defence; and (3) there are some objective gaps in the 

European fi nancial architecture, for example, the euro is a currency 

without a fully operational government, and even the ECB has a lim-

ited mandate. There are reasons for optimism too: the reaction to the 

Covid-19-induced crisis was distinctly better than that to the Global 

Financial Crisis, with expansionary policies, joint procurement and re-

distribution of vaccines, solidarity in the use of healthcare infrastructure, 

and so forth.

But to play this role, it is important to both appeal to voters and 

overcome internal differences. Hopefully, a basic premise can help with 

achieving both goals: it should be a common, agreed upon value that 

unites progressives, that there should be a minimum level of wellbeing 

that the EU ensures to all citizens. To this aim, using a joint fi scal capac-

ity, for example, to create an EU-wide unemployment benefi t scheme, 

will be necessary. If we do not win this battle, the future of the EU in 

its current composition and as a democratic union is at risk, both con-

cerning formal democracy, and substantial, economic democracy.
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“Despite all my rage, I’m still just a rat in a cage”

The Smashing Pumpkins

1. Introduction

In 2013, journalist and author Jackson Landers wrote a piece in 

The New York Times1 about getting bitten by a black widow spider 

while fi shing. Black widows are not necessarily fatal but are almost cer-

tainly temporarily paralysing. Despite knowing that, Jackson continued 

fi shing and tried to continue his day, until he had to go to the hospital. 

When trying to explain the reason for avoiding going to hospital for 

such a long time, he described it as 

a failure to accept a radically new reality – […] most of me feels fi ne 
right after a bit, it felt like a bee sting, and the sun was still shining, and 
everything looks and feels the same. And, when everything looks the 
same, it is very diffi cult to accept that reality has just changed. 

He added: “It is very easy to be just sort of paralysed by an unwilling-
ness to accept that”.2

If this depiction looks all too familiar, it is because it has become 

recurrent in describing most people’s feelings when facing the period 

of profound and fast transition in which we currently fi nd ourselves. 

The rise of climate or eco-anxiety is a testament to the overwhelming 

feeling of “distress about climate change and its impacts on the land-

scape and human existence. That can manifest as intrusive thoughts 

or feelings of distress about future disasters or the long-term future of 

human existence and the world, including one’s own descendants”.3 

This feeling can be applied to other areas of so-called transition, 

mainly the digital, which tends to happen quickly and with long-lasting 

impacts.

Over the last few years, confronted with rapid transformations, 

the political right has braced itself and vowed to defend and uphold 



the status quo. Unsurprisingly, the conservative response has been 

to promise that everything can stay as it once was. In the progres-

sive fi eld, however, there has been a lack of clarity as to what so-

lutions best accommodate the unavoidable course of time with the 

responses to the anxiety that people inevitably feel. Moreover, after 

the hegemonic triumph of neoliberalism, which materialised in West-

ern democracies over the last four decades, the progressive fi eld has 

failed to distance itself from it and to provide a clear alternative model 

of society, especially in the socioeconomic dimension. In many cases, 

this has led to the need for more distinction by the electorate as to 

what separates the centre-left from the centre-right while, at the same 

time, giving way to the emergence of populistic responses to overall 

complex problems.

This contribution attempts to fi nd alternatives to the dominant eco-

nomic model, in line with social democratic values and principles, thus 

addressing the impact of change in voting behaviour. Is it still pos-

sible to make social democracy appealing to the mainstream again 

and show that it remains the best and most viable socioeconomic and 

political option?

2. The hegemony of neoliberalism 

and the rise of inequalities

Neoliberalism thinking emerged in the aftermath of the Great De-

pression. Curiously enough, neoliberalism started to present itself as 

an alternative to the different responses to the enormous economic 

crisis of the 1930s – socialism, fascism(s) and the New Deal. “Neolib-

eralism, never too often repeated, is not an insistence on laissez-faire, 

but rather the thought of a regulatory construction following the spread 

of market power in capitalism, protecting it from egalitarian and demo-

cratic regulatory incursions”.4
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It is hard to argue that any other economic thinking has had more 

infl uence and dominance over the world’s political thinking and actors 

than neoliberalism. 

The realisation of a hegemonic apparatus, while creating new ideologi-
cal terrain, determines a reform of consciences and methods of knowl-
edge; it is a fact of knowledge, a philosophical fact. In Crocian5 lan-
guage: when you manage to introduce a new morality following a new 
conception of the world, you also end up introducing that conception, 
that is, an entire philosophical reform is determined.6

Despite emerging as an alternative and a counterpoint to other po-

litical views, neoliberalism succeeded in asserting itself as the hegem-

onic politico-economic ideology worldwide, initially through ordoliberal-

ism and later with the rise to power of Ronald Reagan and Margaret 

Thatcher, leading to a decade of global dominance. Since then, and 

particularly after the end of the Cold War, the hegemony of neoliberalism 

has led to profound transformations in the political alignment of almost 

all major European political parties. Tony Blair and his Third Way, which 

later came to be followed by most European social democratic parties, 

contributed the most to the centre-left’s drift towards a vision that offers 

little more than different shades of the same colour, with more or less 

stark contrasts, depending on the period or national context.

The effects of these policies can be perceived in almost every area, 

but the increase in inequalities might be the most visible consequence 

of 40 years of neoliberalism’s undisputed triumph. Hans Rosling, a no-

torious Swedish doctor famous for his statistics presentations, widely 

spread the idea that economic development became widespread 

since the Industrial Revolution and the advent of capitalism, leading 

to wealthier and healthier people worldwide.7 Even though acknowl-

edging the existence of national and regional inequalities, Rosling’s 

presentations successfully linked the spread of capitalism and poverty 



reduction. It is widely undisputed that “the share of the world population 

living in extreme poverty has never declined as rapidly as in the past 

three decades”.8

Figure 1. Share of global population living in extreme poverty, including and 
excluding China.

According to the most recent fi gures, the world’s population living 

in extreme poverty is at its lowest point since comparable data were 

available (Figure 1). This reduction is accompanied by an increase in 

life expectancy (Figure 2).

However, when we go into a more in-depth analysis of the evolu-

tion of worldwide inequalities, the numbers tell a very different story. 

After World War II and until the end of the 1970s, Europe and the 

USA went through the starkest and most unprecedented reduction in 

inequalities that there ever has been (Figure 3). As of 1980, inequalities 

in both blocks started to rise again, as Piketty demonstrates.9 Suppose 

we relate these fi gures to the corresponding political events. In that 

case, we can quickly identify that the creation and implementation of 
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Figure 2. Global life expectancy (1770-2021).

Figure 3. Income inequality in Europe and the USA (1900-2020).



the welfare state matches the period of steep inequality reduction, and 

that the emergence of Reaganomics and Thatcherism, more broadly 

speaking of neoliberalism, matches the period when inequalities again 

began to increase.

The neoliberal vision never had the issue of inequality at its core, 

nor were its policies developed to create a more just society: 

Such concern with economic inequality is inexistent in the neoliberal 
vision of the two features that, in addition to universal public services, 
historically contributed most to its reduction in developed capitalism 
between the end of the Second World War and the 1970s: labour 
relations marked by strong unions and robust labour legislation, both 
capable of reducing the employer’s arbitrariness, and strongly progres-
sive taxes on income and wealth.10

This is not a critical appreciation of neoliberal thinking. This is ex-

plicit in the writings of two of its most prominent ideologues: Friedrich 

Hayek’s Road to Serfdom and Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Free-

dom. In this regard, while recognising the need of the state to fi ght 

poverty, Friedman considers that “the recognition ‘with reservations’ 

that it would be necessary to complement private charitable action with 

mandatory public action in the fi ght against poverty should not be con-

fused with an illiberal effort to equalise results”.11 Moreover, suppose 

we dive even deeper into the thinking of an ever-growing infl uential 

author among many neoliberal politicians, Ayn Rand. In that case, we 

would fi nd that objectivism was the complete denial of any selfl ess in-

terest and the recognition that individuals should only pursue their own 

interests without regard for others.

As Figures 4 and 5 clearly indicate, inequality has not ceased to 

increase over the last four decades. Since neoliberal thinking became 

hegemonic in the Global North and then lost its main arch-rival in the 

1990s, with the end of the Soviet Union, inequality has not ceased to 
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Figure 4. Top 10% pre-tax-income shares in Europe, 1980 versus 2017.
Source: Gethin, 2019.

1980

2017



Figure 5. Top 10% income shares.
Source: World Inequality Database.

increase. After a steep decline after WWII, by the end of the 1970s, 

inequality started to grow in the Global North, especially concerning the 

top 10% of income share.

According to the UBS Global Wealth Report for 2023,12 in Europe, 

the bottom 50% of the population possesses 1.6% of all wealth, the 

next 30% holds 15.8%, the following 10% retains 15.9% and the top 
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10% commands 66.7%. Looking further into the top 10%, we observe 

that the top 5% of the population controls 52.7% of all wealth, and the 

top 1% has 29.3%. These staggering fi gures show a large concentra-

tion of wealth in the hands of very few. Moreover, according to Statis-

ta, there are currently 3,194 billionaires in the world – persons whose 

wealth is worth at least 1 billion units of a given currency (usually euros 

or dollars).13 Elon Musk is the wealthiest person in the world, with an es-

timated net worth of $242.6 billion. For the human mind to grasp what 

$242.6 billion constitutes, Ingrid Robeyns uses a pungent example:

In 2022, Elon Musk, the owner of Tesla and SpaceX, was ranked fi rst 
in the billionaires list published by […] Forbes. At that point, his esti-
mated assets were worth $219 billion. […] what’s the lifetime hourly 
wage-equivalent of Musk’s assets? The answer: $1,871,794 per hour. 
Almost two million dollars per hour. Every working hour for forty-fi ve 
years.14

Figure 6. The global wealth pyramid 2023.



The post-war period presented an opportunity to create and con-

solidate the welfare state in most of the Global North. The basis for it 

was solid labour rights and protections, demanded and enforced by 

strong trade unions, together with a mixed-market economy, where 

companies in several economic sectors remained state-owned. The 

neoliberal hegemony, from the beginning of the 1980s, as developed 

further down, aimed to destroy the foundations of the welfare state and 

the mixed-economy model, as well as weakening labour rights. Neo-

liberalism went from a minority intellectual school of economic thought 

pre-WWII to become hegemonic in roughly 40 years. Forty years after 

its fi rst political applications, we are reaping most of its consequences 

and effects.

3. Addressing the impact of change

“De futuris contingentibus non est determinate veritas»15

Aristotle 

I received my fi rst computer when I was about 4 or 5 years old. 

I remember catching chickenpox and spending my days confi ned at 

home, playing Space Invaders. This was right at the start of the 1990s. 

By Portuguese standards, owning a computer like the ZX Spectrum 

in 1990/91 was quite unusual and, compared to the average Portu-

guese household, relatively early. Nonetheless, the fi rst ZX Spectrum 

appeared nearly ten years earlier, in 1982, and the fi rst modern per-

sonal computer emerged in 1971.

In the Global North, in a general way, and overlooking noticeable 

regional or national differences, the mainstreaming of personal comput-

ers happened in the mid-late 1990s at a breakneck pace. Computers 

have taken over so many aspects of our lives that one of the biggest 

fears in entering the new Millennium was whether we would survive the 
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“Year 2000 problem”.16 In a few decades, especially since the 1980s, 

digitisation became part of our everyday vocabulary, and we entered 

what became commonly known as the digital revolution.

While my generation grew up watching the big boom in the use 

of personal computers and all the paraphernalia that followed – no-

tably, the mainstreaming of mobile phones and tablets – my young-

est brother’s generation, born in the 2000s, grew up hearing nonstop 

about environmental issues. Recycling, reusing and reducing were the 

fi rst concepts that soon introduced a broader notion of climate change 

and other ecological concerns. My children, on the other hand, born 

after 2020, will be growing up deep in the idea of irreversible climate 

change and all the anxiety derived from it.17 As if this weren’t enough, 

the spectre of a global war is once again looming over us, with many 

countries – including the EU – reverting to the days of an arms race.

However, discussions about the environment and climate did not 

emerge only in the 2000s. The fi rst IPCC18 report on climate change 

is from 1990, but “scientists demonstrated the heat-trapping nature of 

carbon dioxide and other gases in the mid-19th century”,19 coinciding 

with the advent of the Industrial Revolution. We have been hearing 

about the impacts of humans on climate for a very long time, and 

consistently since the 1950s. During Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency, 

the Environmental Pollution Panel from his Science Advisory Commit-

tee produced the widely known report “Restoring the quality of Our 

environment”. The report was presented in November 1965, and it 

already warned of the harmful effects of fossil fuel emissions and the 

greenhouse effect:

The part that remains in the atmosphere may have a signifi cant effect 
on climate; carbon dioxide is nearly transparent to visible light, but it is 
a strong absorber and back radiator of infrared radiation, particularly in 
the wave lengths from 12 to 18 microns; consequently, an increase of 



atmospheric carbon dioxide could act, much like the glass in a green-
house, to raise the temperature of the lower air.20

Therefore, our time is one of apparent contradiction. On one hand, 

there is the impression of a long, endless transition period marked by 

climate change, environmental challenges and the digitalisation of our 

economies. On the other hand, there is a general feeling that those 

technological transformations – especially considering the develop-

ments in artifi cial intelligence – are happening at an almost impossible-

to-follow pace. Can both be true? Is this exclusive for our time?

Reinhart Koselleck makes a compelling argument that it is not:

The future contained in this progress is characterized by two main fea-
tures: fi rst, the increasing speed with which it approaches us, and sec-
ond, its unknown quality. Unknown because this accelerated time, i.e., 
our history, abbreviated the space of experiences, robbed them of their 
constancy and continually brought into play new, unknown factors, so 
that even the actuality or complexity of these unknown quantities could 
not be ascertained. This began to be apparent well before the French 
Revolution. […] this self-accelerating temporality robs the present of 
the possibility of being experienced as the present, and escapes into 
a future within which the currently unapprehendable present has to 
be captured by historical philosophy. In other words, in the eighteenth 
century, the acceleration of time that had previously belonged to es-
chatology for worldly invention, before technology completely opened 
up a space of experience adequate to this acceleration.21

Koselleck argues that, since the 18th century, the way we have 

used history to predict or infl uence the future has changed due to 

the rapid technological advances that started to emerge. Quoting Toc-

queville, he sheds intense light on the feelings of the contemporary 

working class: “As the past has ceased to throw its light upon the 

future, the mind of man wanders in obscurity”.22 The evolution of tech-

nology over the last two decades, alongside its mainstreaming into 
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a wider group of people, created the idea of endless or continuous 

innovation. What is new today will soon become obsolete.

There is a valid argument that, in abstract terms, technology is nei-

ther inherently good nor bad, and that the increased digitalisation of our 

economies does not have solely positive or negative impacts. None-

theless, it is also worth noting that there are associated risks with this 

trend. Considering some consequences of our increased dependence 

on technology and digitalisation, as well as the fact that it has become 

increasingly dominant in our personal and professional lives, we can 

already identify several signifi cant reasons for concern. The capacity for 

global distortion by single actors – mostly due to a high concentration of 

global power and wealth in the hands of two or three major countries – 

can greatly disrupt the world order, as we have recently witnessed with 

trade wars or supply chain crises, such as a pandemic. Secondly, tech-

nology and, in particular, social media have contributed to the rise of 

misinformation and the overall mistrust in democracy and elected repre-

sentatives. Connected to this is the concentration of economic power, 

which places the control over information in the hands of very few, thus 

limiting or infl uencing the general public’s access to reliable and inde-

pendent information. Lastly, increased digitalisation of work processes, 

or even a different organisation of labour, can lead to more effective 

ways to hinder workers’ engagement and their ability to organise.

Despite these effects, the increasing presence of technology and 

the continuous digitalisation of our economies have led political actors 

– including in the progressive fi eld – to increasingly push for workers 

to invest in their skills and qualifi cations thoroughly. Sandel argues that 

this steered contemporary democracies into technocracies and meri-

tocracies: 

At the heart of this fail [increasing populist discontent] is the way main-
stream parties conceived and carried out the project of globalisation 
over the past four decades. Two aspects of this project gave rise to 



the conditions that fuel populist protests. One is its technocratic way of 
conceiving the public good; the other is its meritocratic way of defi ning 
winners and losers.23

Thus, the meritocratic trap exacerbates the feelings of those who 

succeed in our current economic system by fostering the notion that all 

success is deserved and stems from one’s efforts while implying that 

those who fail have only themselves to blame.

Social democrats must create a more effective alternative to tech-

nocratic and meritocratic traps. The objective should be to dismantle 

the existing, often psychological barriers between “winners and losers” 

and restore faith in democracy’s ability to uplift the most disadvantaged 

members of our societies, particularly those who feel they have lost 

all hope and belief. This is especially relevant given the stigmatisation 

of a signifi cant portion of the electorate – the term “the deplorables, “ 

used by Hillary Clinton during the 2016 US elections to refer to Trump 

supporters, serves as a poignant case study. Can Social Democrats 

once again present themselves to the electorate as an uplifting force? 

As the political party that can articulate a new vision of society, one 

that does not divide but instead brings people closer together in fulfi ll-

ing their aspirations through fair compensation for work and a dignifi ed 

standard of living?

4. Planned obsolescence 

– the erosion of social Europe

With some adjustments to time and context, what Marx and Engels 

wrote in the 19th century about the relations of production can still very 

well apply to our current relations of work:

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the in-
struments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and 
with them the whole relations of society. Conservation of the old modes 
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of production in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the fi rst condition 
of existence for all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolutionizing of 
production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlast-
ing uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all 
earlier ones. All fi xed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and 
venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new formed 
ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts 
into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face 
with sober senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his 
kind.24

If we look at the example of the USA, which has been at the fore-

front of these transformations, we can observe how the value of work 

has been constantly eroded over the last decades. A classic example 

is the widening of the gap between average workers and their respec-

tive CEOs: “In the late 1970’s, CEOs of major American companies 

made 30 times more than the average worker; by 2014, they made 

300 times more”.25 But it is also visible in the fact that it has consist-

ently become more challenging for workers without a degree to be 

employed, and their remuneration has downgraded: 

The median income of American males has been stagnant, in real 
terms, for half a century. Although per capita income has increased 
85 percent since 1979, white men without a four-year college degree 
make less now, in real terms, than they did then.26 […] In 1971, 93 
percent of white working-class men were employed. By 2016, only 80 
percent were. […] Of Americans whose highest academic qualifi ca-
tion was a high school diploma, only 68 percent were employed in 
2017.27

In the UK, a similar trajectory took place. British Prime Minister Mar-

garet Thatcher made it clear that she would wage a war against trade 

unions and their power to regulate the labour market. “We had to fi ght 

the enemy without in the Falklands. We always have to be aware of the 



enemy within, which is much more diffi cult to fi ght and more dangerous 

to liberty”.28 In 2013, when Thatcher’s Cabinet Archives were released, 

the strategy she employed to weaken the power of the Unions became 

even more evident. 

The Downing Street papers from 1983 show she [Thatcher] told 
Ferdinand Mount, then head of her policy unit, that she agreed that 
Norman Tebbit’s gradualist approach to trade union reform was too 
timid and that they should ‘neglect no opportunity to erode trade union 
membership’.29

Since the 1980s, trade union density has decreased across Eu-

rope, impacting nearly all EU nations.30 Notably, former Soviet countries 

have experienced drastic drops in membership following the dissolu-

tion of the Soviet Union and their accession to the EU31. France is 

another key example, demonstrating a steady decline in trade union 

membership, which currently stands at around 8%, the lowest along-

side Lithuania.

This decline in worker representation continued into the new mil-

lennium. In Portugal, following the subprime crisis, the government was 

compelled to seek international assistance from a troika of institutions 

– the International Monetary Fund, the European Central Bank and the 

European Commission. This doctrine was enacted to varying degrees 

in most countries severely affected by the crisis. The memorandum 

of understanding on specifi c economic policy conditionality for Por-

tugal, established in 2011, highlighted several key aspects regarding 

“reforms” of labour market regulations.32 A non-exhaustive list of these 

“reforms” serves as a classic textbook example of neoliberalism and 

includes:

• “[…] the 2012 Budget will include a budget neutral recalibration of 

the tax system with a view to lower labour costs and boost com-

petitiveness”.
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• “Reform unemployment insurance on the basis of detailed meas-

ures listed below under ‘Labour market and education’, yielding 

medium-term savings of around EUR 150 million”.

• A reduction on severance payments and a fi ght against labour sta-

bility by promoting open-ended contracts: “The Government will 

prepare by Q4-2011 a reform proposal aimed at introducing ad-

justments to the cases for fair individual dismissals contemplated 

in the Labour Code with a view to fi ghting labour market segmenta-

tion and raise the use of open-ended contracts”.

• Diminishing the protection of the worker against dismissals and in-

creasing the “fl exibility” of the working time: “Individual dismissals 

linked to unsuitability of the worker should become possible even 

without the introduction of new technologies or other changes to 

the workplace”; and the “revision [reduction] of the minimum ad-

ditional pay for overtime established in the Labour Code”.

• There were limitations on wage increases, particularly the minimum 

wage, which remained frozen for the entirety of the troika period.

Weakening labour regulations and trade unions was crucial in im-

plementing neoliberal policies. The disorganisation of the workforce 

became a goal, as evidenced by the numerous struggles of large 

companies in the USA against unionisation and the Thatcher govern-

ment’s crackdown on trade unions. Consequently, the lack of resist-

ance from trade unions and the erosion of welfare-state responses 

– particularly concerning labour protections, such as reductions or 

limitations on unemployment benefi ts, overtime pay, unpaid intern-

ships or extended trial periods – established the conditions for the 

complete implementation of a neoliberal vision of the labour market, 

rendering it more “fl exible”.



5. A new impetus to social 

democracy: Popular not populist

June and November 2024 witnessed the year’s two most pivotal 

electoral moments in the Global North. Within the EU, the shift to the 

right was evident, characterised by the consolidation of the Popular 

Party as the largest group and the rise of far-right populist parties. This 

development led to a power shift and fresh opportunities for political 

majorities, disrupting the longstanding conventional centrist alliances 

among the social democrats, the liberals and the Popular Party. Across 

the Atlantic, Donald Trump solidifi ed his infl uence in multiple ways. Not 

only did he secure the presidency by winning the popular vote for the 

Republican Party for the fi rst time in nearly 40 years, but he also gained 

control of the Senate and the House of Representatives. This super-

majority will enable an extraordinary transformation in the US political 

and economic landscape, particularly when shaped, if not dictated, by 

ultra-wealthy libertarians.

It may still be too early for a thorough analysis of the results of 

these two elections. However, there is a political responsibility for the 

undeniable rise of neoliberalism that rests with the progressive fi eld, as 

Michael Sandel aptly states:

The market-friendly, technocratic conception of globalization was em-
braced by mainstream parties of the left and the right. But it was the 
embrace of market thinking and market values by center-left parties 
[that began in the 1980s] that proved most consequential. […] They 
softened the harsh edges of unfettered markets but did not challenge 
the central premise of the Reagan-Thatcher era – that market mecha-
nisms are the primary instruments for achieving the public good.33

In addition to his case regarding technocracies, the American pro-

fessor also presents a compelling argument against meritocracies and 

even the ethic of meritocracy:
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Mainstream parties and politicians have responded to growing inequal-
ity by calling for greater equality of opportunity – retraining workers 
whose jobs have disappeared due to globalization and technology; 
improving access to higher education; and removing barriers of race, 
ethnicity, and gender. This rhetoric of opportunity is summed up in the 
slogan that those who work hard and play by the rules should be able 
to rise ‘as far as their talents will take them’. […] Meritocratic hubris 
refl ects the tendency of winners to inhale too deeply of their success, 
to forget the luck and good fortune that helped them on their way. It is 
the smug conviction of those who land on top that they deserve their 
fate, and that those on the bottom deserve theirs, too. This attitude is 
the moral companion of technocratic politics.34

As mentioned, Sandel connects technocratic and meritocratic 

rhetoric to the recent rise of far-right populist parties and movements. 

The social divide in contemporary politics has increasingly progressed 

towards a dichotomy of democracy versus authoritarianism or open 

versus closed societies, rather than the traditional ideological divisions 

of left versus right. This shift has diminished the signifi cance of ideologi-

cal discussions and the conventional divide between the two spectres 

of the political arena.

5.1. How do we move forward? A draft 

proposal

Populism can be better described as an effort to oversimplify re-

sponses to complex issues. So far, this has proven successful, nota-

bly, as our attention span has signifi cantly decreased and the space for 

nuanced debates has diminished.35 Consequently, proposing a way 

forward is always challenging, rarely consensual and never the only 

option available. Hopefully, these proposals will ignite a debate and 

encourage others to enhance, reject or adapt them. The core idea is to 

make social democracy popular again without turning it into populism.



To challenge the hegemony of neoliberal thinking, which has not 

only spurred the rise of populist far-right movements, but also tainted 

the language and codes of the centre-left, social democratic move-

ments should concentrate on three key ideas: individual freedom; se-

curity; and hope. Within these three main ideas, crucial and defi ning 

discussions on various topics can help shape the future of social de-

mocracy in Europe and the proposals that its parties present to their 

electorate.

5.2 Autonomy and individual freedom

If individualism is paramount in classical liberalism, then exacer-

bated individualism – Ayn Rand style – serves as a leitmotif of neolib-

eralism. There is a strong belief that, if each person acts in their best 

interest, it ultimately benefi ts the common good. Deconstructing indi-

vidualism can prove not only to be an impossible task but also a coun-

terintuitive one. Is there room for a vision of social democracy that relies 

on individualism and its prominence in contemporary societies?

One of the critical issues for contemporary social democrats is how 

to incorporate individual realisation into a political vision of the world, 

especially when over the last years it seems to have disregarded the 

idea of empowerment and emancipation. This is particularly striking 

when one of the most frequently reiterated concepts in social demo-

cratic discourse is equality and the paths to achieve it – acknowledg-

ing that the underlying idea behind equality is social justice and not 

uniformity – whether of outcome or identity – the right has successfully 

imposed the view that this represents the left’s vision.

One of the most frequent debates among left-wing theorists and 

politicians is whether recent systematic losses stem from an increased 

focus on identity or cultural politics rather than economic issues. A re-

cent study by Tarik Abou-Chadi and Markus Wagner demonstrates 

that
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on the one hand, Social Democrats lost voters to the Moderate Right 
over questions of economic and social policy. On the other hand, So-
cial Democrats lost voters to green and left-libertarian parties that take 
stronger and more credible stances on cultural questions.36

The same authors reinforce this conclusion by showing that “we 

fi nd several consistent pieces of evidence that show that economically 

left-wing voters also strongly support culturally progressive program-

matic appeals and vice-versa”.37

Deriving from this, an important conclusion is that the cultural poli-

tics agenda is not detrimental to social democrats. This is an important 

stepping stone in the build up to the narrative of individual realisation 

or self-fulfi lment under a social democratic view of society. People can 

be whomever they want and have their rights and identities rightfully 

protected. It emphasises equality of rights, not equality of personalities 

or identities, and that difference must always be highlighted.

Another possible conclusion is that the idea of individualism does not 

have to be in opposition to the common good. Three main ideas could 

contribute to this view, all deriving from the concept of redistribution.

The fi rst is the reinforcement of solidarity mechanisms and the wel-

fare state. As part of the neoliberal project,38 the erosion of the welfare 

state has contributed to widening the gap between the highest and 

lowest earners in our societies. Furthermore, the decrease in invest-

ment in several crucial areas of the welfare state directly affects the 

reallocation of funds to other areas that would not require it otherwise.39 

In 2023, nearly one quarter of the EU’s population lived at risk of pov-

erty or social exclusion, with several regions exceeding 35% of their 

population living under these conditions.40 It is high time that social 

democrats go beyond the strong defence of the welfare state. It is 

time to consolidate and innovate in terms of equipping EU govern-

ments with the necessary political and economic tools to act directly 



on their economies, including safeguarding vital sectors and promote 

expenditure in social protection and rights as an investment. As Nicho-

las Schmit recently affi rmed in the European Parliament, referring to the 

liberals’ and conservatives’ obsession with “perfect competition”: 

Only with our joint efforts and commitments can we ensure that our 
European social market economy continues to be successful in Eu-
rope and on a global scale. It’s true, yes, Europe needs to be even 
more competitive. But competitiveness is not an aim in itself. The real 
objective should be quality jobs, which means decent wages, good 
working conditions with social protection and the opportunity for life-
long learning. (sic)41

The second is a solid commitment to rethinking taxation. As Piketty 

and Zucman demonstrated,42 the fi nancialisation and globalisation of 

our economies have resulted in a gradual increase in wealth-income 

ratios over recent decades. This indicates that income and wealth have 

shifted largely from work to capital. In recent years, with the resurgence 

of high infl ation, purchasing power has diminished further, negatively 

impacting those reliant on income from work, while benefi tting those 

who have accumulated capital. Considering this, a potential strategy 

for social democrats is to reconsider the levels and burdens of taxa-

tion, aiming to make it increasingly progressive – that is, fairer in its 

redistributive capacity – by shifting the focus from labour income to 

capital taxation. This involves maintaining the objective of redistribution 

and investing in the common good by reducing taxation on labour and 

enhancing it on capital gains and accumulation, such as extraordinary 

gains, “super-rich” taxes or inheritance taxes, to name a few.

The third and fi nal commitment may prove to be the most challeng-

ing one. Even in left fi eld, the concept of limitarianism – a notion de-

veloped by Belgian-Dutch philosopher and professor Ingrid Robeyns 

– remains far from consensual and is often regarded as taboo in politi-
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cal discussions. Many contend that introducing a limit on wealth ac-

cumulation restricts our individual freedoms and infringes on our rights. 

Others oppose it based on legal grounds, arguing that it contradicts 

most constitutional frameworks in Global North countries. However, 

Robeyns presents a compelling case for limitarianism. The central idea 

is that no one should be excessively rich, and it proposes two limits 

to personal wealth: a political limit, which must be determined collec-

tively; and a personal limit, which is contingent on individual circum-

stances. Among the reasons she provides for imposing such limits, 

I would emphasise four that could translate into transformative public 

policies aligning perfectly with the ideals of social democracy: (1) ex-

treme wealth undermines democracy and breeds political inequalities; 

(2) it contradicts principles of ecological sustainability; (3) it is wasteful, 

as a different distribution of wealth could address many more urgent 

needs; and (4) the current distribution of wealth and the signifi cant ex-

isting inequalities are detrimental, even to the super-rich.

5.3 Security

Following 9/11, arguments prioritising security overshadowed calls 

for privacy protection. Over the next decade, security and defence 

dominated political debates. A decade later, particularly with the out-

break of the Syrian civil war, migration emerged as a key topic in po-

litical discussions, especially in Europe. This shift elevated security to 

a primary concern for politicians and policymakers, despite many polls 

showing that migration was not a signifi cant priority for voters until re-

cently.43 However, the autumn 2024 Eurobarometer Standard Survey44 

reveals that immigration’s prominence in political discourse has grown, 

now ranking as the second-most-signifi cant concern for Europeans – 

a four-point increase since spring.

Immigration has been the most dominant topic for far-right and 

right-wing politicians in recent years. Immigration frequently becomes 



a scapegoat for explaining the poor economic situation of the most 

underprivileged members of our societies, often caught in immigrants’ 

Schrodinger’s paradox: immigrants are said to steal the jobs of locals 

while simultaneously taking their social benefi ts for not working. Despite 

offi cial statistics not showing any direct correlation between immigra-

tion and a rise in insecurity in Europe, this notion has taken hold in the 

hearts and minds of many Europeans. To counter the right-wing’s unity 

and dominance over this issue, many on the left45 have consistently 

argued for a clearer perspective on the subject within the political arena 

– the Nordic social democrats (in Sweden and Finland) appear to be 

considering a shift towards the Danish approach of adopting harshly 

restrictive migration policies, while in Germany, the Sarah Wagenknecht 

movement (BSW) advocates for a more robust state intervention to de-

termine which migrants can and cannot enter the country.

Without a doubt, social democrats need to unite to discuss im-

migration and security, even if the two are not directly related. The 

same goes for its policies regarding international trade, especially when 

the topic has gained such a signifi cant relevance after the reelection 

of Trump. However, suppose the vision adopted by social democrats 

comes at the expense of abandoning their humanistic values and ad-

hering to the same (false) pretences as the far right. In that case, the 

debate is already lost. Not only would this be a betrayal of their core 

values and identity, but it has also proven ineffective:

[T]he results suggest that too much co-optation of the radical right leads 
to gains for these challengers. On the one hand, where other main-
stream parties already occupy restrictive immigration positions, RRPs 
[radical-right parties] gain strongly from parties that choose to accom-
modate. On the other hand, accommodative strategies predict higher 
radical right gains and losses when employed by parties that had previ-
ously assumed restrictive positions on these issues. This suggests that 
vote switching in response to mainstream party policy shifts is most 
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pronounced in the competition of RRPs and mainstream parties with 
a hard-line stance on immigration. Again, we see that the effects on 
gains outweigh the effects on losses. Accommodating radical right issue 
positions does thus not benefi t mainstream parties even if they can claim 
to toughen a stance that they previously advocated. In contrast, voters 
defect from these parties to the radical right in remarkable numbers.46

The fi rst challenge is to deconstruct fear – the fear of the unknown, 

whether it involves cultures, religions or people – its impact on dominant 

cultures and fi nd ways to overcome the resulting challenges. A race to 

the bottom benefi ts only those at the top, and the consequences of 

more restrictive migration policies often increase illegal activities cor-

related with such policies, including human traffi cking, exploitation and 

social dumping. This should be accomplished through education, ac-

tive community integration, and a political narrative that highlights and 

emphasises the benefi ts of intercultural exchanges rather than exac-

erbating fears.

The second challenge lies in achieving consistency. Social demo-

crats require uniformity in their discourse, approach and public policies. 

Instead of merely adjusting to the proposals put forth by the right, they 

need to establish their own vision. This vision should encompass strate-

gies to enhance academic cooperation and innovation, create a talent 

pool, and collaborate with third countries to develop regular migration 

pathways. Crucially, their strategy must be fi rmly anchored in well-fi -

nanced integration policies that acknowledge and address immigrants’ 

immediate challenges and their effects on local communities. Key in-

vestments are needed in affordable housing, language education, im-

mediate access to healthcare and education, and effi cient services to 

manage administrative tasks to ensure immigrants’ peaceful and suc-

cessful integration. Achieving all this necessitates two steadfast com-

mitments: one political, to uphold core beliefs; and one economic, to 

allocate the essential fi nancial resources for implementation.



5.4 Hope

Any individual who has ever led or participated in a campaign, 

whether as a candidate or not, can attest that political communication 

is far more than a tightly constructed set of rational ideas presented to 

the electorate. Emotions and perceptions signifi cantly infl uence voters’ 

decisions, especially among those who typically fall into the undecided 

category. Fear serves as a powerful motivator and can profoundly im-

pact the masses. In recent years, it has been consistently waved as 

a fl ag, particularly by far-right parties, successfully leading to substantial 

political victories in various EU countries. The main consequence of 

the rise of the far right in numerous political systems has been the shift 

of political debate from an ideological focus to a systemic or institu-

tional one. Challenges to democratic systems and the EU have further 

transformed the political discourse from traditional political ideologies to 

a debate on preserving democracy and its institutions. As mentioned, 

the accommodation of the rhetoric – and sometimes even the ideas 

– of the far right leads to its normalisation, with lasting implications for 

people’s perception of reality, and consequently, infl uencing the em-

phasis placed on different areas of public policy.

Hope is also a powerful driver, as potent as fear. I would argue that 

this is perhaps what is most lacking in social democratic campaigns.

Returning to Michael Sandel’s argument about the consequences 

of technocracies and meritocracies, which create “winners and losers” 

within the system, we can fi nd correspondence in many analyses of 

electoral results. Recent analyses show signifi cant differences in voting 

patterns between men and women, which played a crucial role in the 

recent US elections.47 In the same direction, recent studies – notably 

by Case and Deaton48 and King, Scheiring and Nosrati49 – indicate 

that male disenfranchisement, primarily caused by deindustrialisation, 

is one of the most signifi cant factors contributing to the increase in 
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deaths by despair. Additionally, it helps to explain a profound change 

in voting patterns:

The existant research highlighted deindustrialization as a central fac-
tor behind the deaths of despair epidemic, though it is by far not the 
only one. Deindustrialization is a complex, long-term phenomenon. […] 
Deindustrialization creates what economic geographers call regional 
lock-in: a cascade of socioeconomic problems that amplify each other 
over the years. […] The intensity of economic dislocation in Eastern 
Europe was much more severe than in the United States. Deindustriali-
zation in the United States did not result from the collapse of an entire 
political and economic system; it started earlier and was more gradual. 
Technological change plays a more critical role in the industrial decline 
in the United States, though neoliberal policies such as trade liberaliza-
tion contributed in both cases.50

The insecurity arising from the paradoxically long and rapid twin 

transitions, which have fundamentally changed the labour dynamics 

of most working-class people – including the social (de)valuation of 

blue-collar work – requires a response of hope and the ability to set 

a vision for the future. For social democratic parties to differentiate 

themselves from the right, more is needed than mere differences in 

style, grade or level. Mitigating the implementation of neoliberal de-

regulation programmes is not enough to regain voters’ trust. As Abou-

Chadi et al. state: “instead of focusing on how they have lost, social 

democratic parties might be better advised to devise strategies to win 

new voters”.51

The fi rst proposal is to reject the meritocratic trap altogether. We 

must continue to advocate for substantial investment in education, 

training and skills. However, this must follow a debate on the social 

valuation of work. The pandemic and our reluctance to follow through 

with the social recognition of essential workers exemplify our collec-

tive failure towards them. In 2023, with infl ation at its highest in recent 



years, “the most basic living costs, such as housing and utilities, in-

creased up to four times faster than wages across Europe last year, 

new Eurostat data shows”.52 Therefore, in line with progressively shift-

ing taxation from work to capital, salaries must be increased to cover 

the cost of living and ensure dignifi ed living conditions.

The second proposal represents a radical shift away from the ero-

sion of the welfare state and advocates for the reimplementation of 

conditionality mechanisms that underscore the signifi cance of trade 

unions in social dialogue. Investment in essential public services should 

be central to social democratic policies, even if that means reconsider-

ing the concepts of competitiveness and profi tability. Public education 

and health are the primary drivers of social mobility, and access to 

them – or the lack thereof – determines individuals’ life opportunities. 

Thus, investing in quality infrastructure, services, and the careers and 

training of public professionals has a multiplying effect on society and 

must be prioritised.

The third proposal concerns reassurance – that social protection 

mechanisms are fair in the face of hardships and guarantee a swift re-

covery. This is crucial for navigating the twin transition. Forcing individu-

als to make necessary adjustments to socioeconomic transformations 

without the appropriate public fi nancial support will only worsen existing 

inequalities. Support for the transition must be progressive and tailored 

to individuals’ economic circumstances, ensuring adequate access 

based on needs. This is essential to restoring citizens’ trust in institu-

tions at all levels – local, regional, national and European.

The fi nal proposal involves revising the current power dynamics 

between politics and the economy. Neoliberalism’s implementation is 

so deep that it has positioned itself as the only rational choice, making 

it nearly impossible to envision an alternative set of economic princi-

ples. Rather than allowing political decisions to be primarily based on 

supply and demand “laws”, politicians must regain the ability to infl u-
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ence economic decisions. This includes revisiting public ownership of 

essential sectors, determining the direction of state aid or tax benefi ts 

as leverage for enhancing specifi c economic sectors for the common 

good, and implementing effective public services and regulations that 

support the smooth functioning of the economy without overburdening 

citizens or businesses.

6. Conclusion

Since the fall of the Soviet Union, which paved the way for neolib-

eral hegemony, the progressive left and the social democratic move-

ment have increasingly struggled to maintain their infl uence in the Glo-

bal North, particularly in the EU and the USA. Following the enlarge-

ment process of the early 2000s, social democrats signifi cantly lost 

their predominance in the EU’s political decision-making process. As 

of 2024, social democrats have only four representatives in the Euro-

pean Council, meaning there are just four social democratic heads of 

government.53

Social democrats must challenge the prevailing narrative regarding 

their loss of voters in recent years. Evidence shows that there has been 

no signifi cant shift of voters from social democratic parties to far-right 

parties. These losses are primarily to more radical left-wing parties on 

cultural issues and moderate-right parties on economic matters. Un-

derstanding the electorate’s voting patterns and behaviours is a crucial 

step in grasping its aims and expectations.

To revive the popularity of social democracy, social democrats 

must commit to developing new strategies to (re)gain voters’ trust. In 

Section 5, I aimed to establish three fundamental principles that I be-

lieve can serve as a starting point for discussion and foster the nec-

essary engagement between voters and social democracy: individual 

freedom; security; and hope. Beneath each of these principles, there 



are several overarching ideas derived from many years of personal, 

political and academic discussions that can only benefi t from ongoing 

contributions and public debate.
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1. Introduction

In a democracy, it is not enough to be right; it is still necessary to 

convince citizens. In a democracy, politicians cannot impose their own 

rationale either because, in response, citizens may not only reject it, 

but there is a risk that such politicians will also be removed from the 

decision-making process as a result of the next election. For people do 

not like to be told what to think, and this is one of the positive achieve-

ments of emancipation. Paradoxically, in this context, the rejection of 

the dictates of the elites is fuel for a right-wing narrative, in which the 

EU is portrayed as a technocratic and top-down project that organises 

the lives of ordinary citizens without asking them. The EU has become 

convinced of this, for example, with the problems in ratifying the trea-

ties decided at the top level, or more recently, with the Green Deal. 

Necessary, long-awaited and long-negotiated solutions that politicians 

have failed to talk about clearly and convincingly may end up in the 

dustbin. In the third decade of the 21st century, this rejection of le-

gitimate reasons and values that have not been properly articulated, 

adequately explained and accepted by citizens ends in a rising tide of 

criticism, scepticism and resistance.

There are many indications that top-down discourses aimed at 

achieving consensus on the nature and objectives of the EU, or the 

values we share, often ignoring the divergent socio-political dynam-

ics that make EU affairs increasingly contentious, are bound to fail.1 

Indeed, stories about European politics are told and framed by national 

contexts and borrow little from semantic frameworks advocated from 

the top.2 National narratives do not need to be nested and subordinat-

ed to the offi cial rhetoric, not only of EU institutions but also of Europar-

ties, as they are created and received in the national environment and 

remain country-specifi c. The use of EU narratives by political actors is 

never as effective as when they appeal to the interests of social groups 



and national constituencies, but also to their national identity and col-

lective memory to construct emotionally compelling stories and moral 

imperatives.3 This is known to populists and Eurosceptics who, often 

reaching for negative emotions, contest progressive values by making 

them suspect, to say the least. 

However, the progressives should promote their narrative of Eu-

rope, even if this is more challenging for them than for those who sim-

ply deny Europeanness. It is therefore worth considering how to make 

a progressive story successful and which actors will be most effective 

in telling it. To achieve this goal, we fi rst explain why the popularity of 

storytelling as a mechanism for promoting values, mobilising for them 

and gaining political support is so important. Secondly, we identify 

the most serious challenges that progressives face in constructing 

a credible narrative about Europe. Finally, we analyse the conditions 

that a good story should meet and, on this basis, make some recom-

mendations.

2. Importance of stories in politics

Stories are part of the human tradition of communication and help 

people organise ideas through a narrative framework and meaning-

ful context. Facts and developments fi nd a comprehensible meaning 

when structured into a story. The word “narrative” has also gained 

prevalence in the vocabulary of European politics, and EU studies and 

narratives underpinning political discourses about European integration 

are increasingly being scrutinised. As Quincy Cloet points out, “few 

things in life are of more paramount importance than a good story, and 

it is unsurprising that the European Union’s (EU) quest for a narrative 

has burgeoned into political discourse and intellectual thought over the 

past years”4. The EU story is told by the representatives of European 

institutions,5 individual member states and their intellectual elites,6 but 
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also by European political families, such as progressives, liberals, con-

servatists or Eurosceptics.7

Research in cognitive and social psychology has documented 

how storytelling helps to make sense of complex phenomena, how 

it evokes and channels emotions, and how it sustains individual and 

group identities. All of these processes are central to collective ac-

tion and politics. This is why storytelling in politics is the art of craft-

ing a message in a way that connects with people on an emotional 

level. By changing boring statistics or analytical data and turning it into 

a compelling and relatable story that resonates with the audience, poli-

ticians can connect with citizens in a way that facts and fi gures simply 

cannot. Through storytelling, they can break down complex topics, of 

which there is no shortage in the EU after all, into accessible stories 

and create an emotional link, which can be a powerful tool for mobilis-

ing supporters to take action, to get involved and make a difference. 

This is because “(t)he story we believe in infl uences how we react, 

engage, make demands and more generally, seek to shape our social 

and political environment”.8

A concept related to storytelling is framing. Both encompass the 

importance of shaping and presenting information in a way that ap-

peals to the emotions, values and interests of the audience. While 

storytelling is the art of creating and delivering a narrative that connects 

with the public and illustrates the message, framing is the process 

of selecting and emphasising certain aspects of a situation or issue, 

while downplaying or omitting others, to infl uence how the audience 

perceives and interprets it. Framing is a technique frequently analysed 

by social movement scholars as being highly important for mobilising 

followers.9 Robert Benford and David Snow point out that the collec-

tive action frames help to make events or occurrences meaningful, 

and thus, organises experience and directs action,10 as well as serving 

an interpretive function by simplifying and condensing aspects of the 



“world out there” in ways that are “intended to mobilize potential adher-

ents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize 

antagonists”.11

The key to the power of narrative is that we hear stories differ-

ently from other types of messages. This phenomenon is explained 

by Francesca Polleta12 by analysing the narratives used in American 

politics, which, however, are also applicable to Europe. For a long time, 

persuasion scholars believed that we process messages in one of 

two ways: centrally, where we really analyse the message and criti-

cally evaluate its claims; or peripherally, where we absorb the message 

unwillingly, judging it less on its content than on the attractiveness of 

the speaker or our mood. Researchers have shown that peripheral 

processing can change attitudes in the short term, but it is not per-

manent. To really get people to change their opinions, they need to 

process information centrally. The problem is that they can only do this 

if they already have a personal stake in the issue. European issues are 

rarely seen that way. And this is where the narrative comes into play. 

Recent research suggests that we also process stories in a third way. 

We immerse ourselves in the story, trying to vicariously experience the 

events and emotions experienced by the characters in a well-told sto-

ry. This immersion experience can lead to lasting changes of opinion. 

Surprisingly, it happens even when the person is not overly concerned 

about an issue.

The implementation of stories into political discourse also serves, 

more than other discursive forms, to structure the language of one’s 

own group (the community is to fi nd itself in the same process of 

knowledge construction and recognition of issues) and to legitimise it 

as correctly (in a sense, truthfully) defi ning reality. This is especially re-

alised by a whole spectrum of populist Eurosceptics, who consistently 

use the narrative to gradually mobilise the electorates of rival political 

communities, develop electoral niches and employ differentiation strat-
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egies within the political market divide. Eurosceptics provide their vot-

ers with interpretative frames, ready-made formulations and associa-

tions, which are then invoked and repeated in specifi c situations and 

contexts, sometimes even without the involvement of the politicians 

themselves, but only by their supporters. The development of auto-

matic reactions can be observed, for example, among some of Donald 

Trump’s believers, who – relying on conspiracy theories – “know” how 

to interpret political reality, even without his specifi c guidance, and are 

impregnated towards the narrative told by his political competitors.13 

The same was true in Poland when, prior to the 2003 accession ref-

erendum, the Eurosceptic right circulated the slogan “Yesterday Mos-

cow, today Brussels”, which even two decades after accession is still 

sometimes cited as understandable by anti-EU voters.

Narratives are always constructed interactively with audiences and 

in the context of other narratives. This is why telling the story cannot 

be abstract from the narratives of other political actors. Most theorists 

agree that there is a cultural reservoir of plots, and that narratives which 

draw on storylines outside this reservoir, or that are incompatible with 

other ones, are seen as either bad stories or not stories at all. We fi nd 

a story coherent if it resonates with stories we have heard before. On 

one hand, this observation has great potential for European progres-

sives, as many of the progressive stories to tell could be connected 

with stories and plots from their own past. On the other hand, however, 

progressives do not operate in a political vacuum, and nowadays, the 

dominant narratives of other political actors are based on strong in-

dividualism, nationalism or the need for deep change, which is not 

a favourable context for the centre-left.



3. Challenges to storytelling by 

European progressives

Exploring how challenges facing progressive storytelling can help 

us better understand why some political narratives persuade, while 

others do not. Building a progressive narrative about Europe by social-

ists and social democrats is problematic for several reasons. Firstly, 

because storytelling is widely thought of as the opposite of intellectual 

and seems to “persuade through its appeal to emotion rather than 

reason”;14 the bar for telling a credible story may be higher for progres-

sives than for, let’s say, Eurosceptic populists. As Polleta notes, some 

stories are more powerful than others, not because of their content or 

the way they are told, but because of assumptions made about their 

tellers. And the centre-left is perceived in the EU arena as a profes-

sional and knowledgeable mainstream actor who cannot be expected 

to appeal (only) to emotions. The question, then, is how to turn these 

positive qualities into storytelling advantages. Secondly, the discursive 

context of the EU is considered as technical, policy-oriented, informa-

tion-driven and very serious, while stories are seen as, although nor-

matively powerful, rather politically unserious. Thirdly, societies of many 

EU member states are highly polarised, dichotomised and antago-

nised, which does not serve to nuance, and pluralist the discourse. 

In such a socio-political setting, it seems easiest to build a narrative 

based on fear. And indeed, if we look at sovereigntist narratives on the 

right side, fear is often the dominant emotion there. The left does not 

have it in its political DNA, so it should reach for positive emotions and 

values. This is certainly more diffi cult, but not necessarily less effective. 

Fourthly, credibility is also the challenge for the centre-left. The progres-

sives’ constructed image of the EU of the future is a “just Union” and 

a “human rights Union”. This fairness should be a feature of the main 

European policies, fi rst and foremost, the resource-intensive climate 
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policy. The reform and implementation of climate policies should, in 

the view of progressives, be carried out carefully (taking into account 

the interests of different social groups) to avoid social backlash and 

excessive burdens on the most vulnerable people and groups. The 

main problem, however, seems to be that this narrative of justice and 

solidarity sounds disconnected from reality to some individuals and 

groups who have experienced increasing inequalities and even social 

cuts in their countries precisely under social democratic governments. 

In such a situation, even the best-prepared and told story loses cred-

ibility because of the weakened credibility of the teller.

Progressives confront yet another problem. For it is not that the 

centre-left does not have a narrative of a common Europe, but that it 

does not break through into consciousness as effectively as even the 

Eurosceptic narrative, for at least two reasons. Firstly, it is not clearly 

exposed in the traditional media. Because European socialists are cat-

egorised (and rightly so) as one of the mainstream political forces, the 

public perceives them mainly through the prism of the Christian-social-

ist-liberal triumvirate, that is, the establishment or the elite. This was 

particularly evident after the 2024 European Parliament (EP) elections 

(but it is similar every fi ve years), when it was mainly reported in the me-

dia that the moderate forces (including the centre-left) had managed 

to maintain their majority and that they would continue to deal the EU 

cards. This tended to perpetuate, in the minds of citizens, the convic-

tion that there was little difference between the European conservative, 

liberal and social democratic narratives. Secondly, the progressive nar-

rative does not resonate on social media.15 Their nature means that 

nuanced content does not attract attention, does not click, because it 

does not evoke enough emotion. Besides, the progressive side of the 

political scene still engages far fewer resources on social media than 

the populists, Eurosceptics or far-right politicians.



4. What to tell, who should do it and 

how?

EU societies are affected by growing uncertainty. A pandemic 

of more than two years, Russia’s attack on Ukraine in 2022, climate 

change, authoritarian tendencies in the EU’s close neighbourhood and 

in some member states, rising energy costs, housing problems, exter-

nal interference in electoral processes, or the crisis resulting from US 

President Donald Trump’s unilateral questioning of the transatlantic alli-

ance upon his return to the White House in January 2025 – these are 

just some of the items on this uncertainty register. In political communi-

cation, ways of diagnosing public emotions, fears and hopes, regarding 

both the future of individual European countries and the EU as a whole, 

are crucial. This makes use of the narratives adopted by political parties 

and leaders in their argumentative strategies with which political real-

ity is defi ned, diagnosed and assessed. Properly constructed stories 

build a schema that is an organic whole. They organise the opinions, 

ideas and programmes circulating in public debates, integrating them 

into interpretative packages.

While the content of political stories varies, their structure is similar 

and includes four narrative elements,16 such as the setting, charac-

ters, plot and moral of the story. The setting is the context in which 

the problem or policy issue is located, for example, low-controversy 

facts, evidence and indicators, legal and geographical features, and 

so forth. The second element is characters. There are three general 

categories of socially constructed characters, such as the victims who 

are harmed or potentially harmed by the problem, the villains who are 

the source of the problem and the hero who promises relief from the 

harm. Then we need a plot that maps the relationships between the 

characters and the links between the characters and the setting. It 

often contains causal relations, such as “this happened because of 
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this” or “if we do/do this, that will happen”.17 Finally, as a fourth element, 

we have the moral of the story, which is the takeaway of the political 

narrative, and often refers to the ethical aspects of the policy solution 

proposed within the plot.

The narratives of the European centre-left talk about using mem-

bership to strengthen civil, social and labour rights. Solutions at the 

European level will make it possible to effectively protect workers and 

employees, combat social inequality and ensure decent working con-

ditions for all EU citizens. A progressive narrative based on solidarity 

speaks of a model of a Europe where everyone feels at home. It’s 

a Europe where social rights related to the labour market, among other 

things, are gradually being unifi ed, such as a consistent reduction in 

working hours. Closer integration is being called for in fi nancial mar-

ket supervision (taxation of fi nancial transactions in accordance with 

EU law), energy (here solidarity with the countries seeking independ-

ence from Russian sources) and climate (gradually implemented green 

transition) policies. One problematic thing is that, nowadays, although 

many citizens demand solidarity and a collective, at the same time, 

they do not want to be limited by it, because it seems to them to be 

contrary to individual freedom. So, when progressives talk about col-

lectivity and solidarity, about putting the brakes on neoliberal tenden-

cies such as reducing public spending or deregulation that weakens 

the welfare functions, many people hear “limitation” only.

Another issue is the translation of the progressive narrative into 

concrete stories. Because a story should include characters, it is not 

enough to talk about values that are important to us, but to translate 

them into a story about specifi c people. For example, referring to Radu 

Jude’s latest fi lm (Do Not Expect Too Much from the End of the World), 

where overworked and underpaid Angela drives around the city of Bu-

charest to fi lm the casting for a “safety at work video” commissioned by 

a multinational company, how (and whether) the relationship between 



a Romanian worker and corporate employer is or may be improving 

thanks to the efforts of social democrats at the EU level. Challenging, 

isn’t it?

What is noteworthy about the narratives of the centre-left national 

parties is that the problematisation of issues important to this envi-

ronment quite often includes a European perspective. Thus, if issues 

important to citizens are discussed, the adjective “European” is includ-

ed in their description. The story of the EU draws this community as 

being more integrated, primarily in social areas. Therefore, there are 

demands in it: a European minimum wage; a European housing fund; 

or European healthcare. Thus, one can speak of an attempt to Euro-

peanise or communitise at least some of the problems associated with 

the functioning of the market. This seems to be particularly relevant in 

the case of national parties from the progressive family, which have 

lost credibility among citizens due to their policies at the national level. 

Knowing that it is impossible to turn back the clock and eliminate the 

mistakes made in the past, one can try to appeal to the legitimacy of 

supranational actors (Europarty, group in EP, political foundation etc.) 

and build on their credibility.

There is, however, also another solution. The national context and 

credibility of the storyteller can be factors in determining the type of 

story well. And there are at least a few to choose from. The challenge 

story and frame is one that focuses on how we have faced a diffi cult 

problem or obstacle in the past, and how we overcame it. It helps to 

demonstrate the skills, achievements and shared values. The vision 

story and frame describes how we envision a better future or outcome, 

and what steps are being taken or plan to be taken to achieve it. Such 

a story enables us not only to communicate the vision and strategy, but 

also to motivate others to join or support. Finally, a learning story and 

frame reveals how we have learned from a mistake, failure or feedback 

from constituents, and what changes or improvements have been 
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made or intend to be made. This type of story and frame can show 

humility, responsiveness to the signals coming from citizens and the 

rebuilding of a damaged reputation (if we are dealing with this case).

5. Recommendations

On this basis, several recommendations can be offered for imple-

mentation by the progressive family:

• Progressive storytelling must be coherent with the existing dis-

course and the leftist narrative on Europe, as it is a concretisation 

of these, rather than the creation of a new story.

• Political actors should include setting in their storytelling, namely, 

cultural, social and political norms, such as the individualisation of 

societies, which make collective stories less and less obvious.

• It is not only what we say, but also who we say it to, so to use 

storytelling and framing effectively, it is essential to understand our 

audience and tailor the story to their needs, preferences and ex-

pectations.

• Progressives can take a cue from social movements, which are 

successful when they are able to plausibly narrate a diagnosis of 

what is going wrong, what and who is to blame, tell what needs to 

change as a result, and suggest ideas about what individuals can 

do to help.

• The structure and use of language should be clear and simple, 

avoiding overwhelming or confusing the audience with too much 

information, statistics and technocratic features; indeed, storytell-

ing does not serve to educate the audience.

• The national context matters, so a one-size-fi ts-all progressive sto-

ry is not possible. It has to be created, fostered and disseminated 

from the bottom up by domestic political parties, social groups and 

their organisations.



• Political storytelling is not about telling fairy tales, but a good story 

must have characters, a plot and a moral, and it has to be engag-

ing and emotionally involving.

• Storytelling has unrivalled power to make political ideas appear sig-

nifi cant, understandable and plausible,18 provided they are consist-

ent with political action; otherwise, they can do more harm than 

good.

• It is necessary to (re)build the credibility of the storyteller, especially 

in those EU member states where social democracy has lost the 

confi dence of its existing supporters.

• Before this happens, the type of story and frame should be adapted 

to the storyteller, and the most appropriate one chosen between 

a challenge, vision or learning type of story.

• The right choice of communication tools is key, which is why social 

media should be incorporated into the communication strategy, in 

addition to traditional media, where complex ideas will be broken 

down into digestible19, relatable content that corresponds to the 

actual experiences of voters, while satisfying their demand for sub-

stantive ideas.
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1. Introduction

Political parties and politicians use various tools to inform, mobilise 

and persuade voters. They take positions,1 stress some topics while 

ignoring others,2 try to exude competence,3 explain their political views 

and choices,4 and cultivate a public persona with certain recognisable 

and desirable features.5 These mechanisms and their direct effects on 

political behaviour and public opinion are extensively studied in political 

science. I build on this work by arguing that the effects are conditioned 

by different logics of politics. In this chapter, I begin by explaining how 

I conceive of logics of politics and their consequences. After that, I il-

lustrate my argument with brief case studies of change from one logic 

to another. I conclude with a discussion of the practical signifi cance of 

logics of politics for social democracy. 

Logics of politics can be identifi ed as individual attributes of citi-

zens and political elites. They describe the motives people have for 

engaging with politics. Some people engage with politics to achieve 

a benefi cial policy outcome (resources), some seek greater respect 

for an allegedly underappreciated group (recognition), and some are 

in it simply to win (power). Citizens engage with politics in different 

ways than politicians do. Citizens learn, vote and demonstrate, while 

politicians campaign, negotiate and decide. But citizens and politicians 

have the same range of motives for engaging with politics, and both 

groups have expectations about the prevalent and the desirable mo-

tives of their counterparts. 

The logic of politics at the level of the political system emerges 

from the interplay of citizens and politicians. We can use knowledge 

about citizens’ and politicians’ logics of politics to determine a logic 

of politics as an attribute of a given polity and time. Logics of politics 

change over time, but not in a linear manner. They are not consecu-

tive stages of political development. They are a constant background 



condition of politics that sometimes exists in a state of stability and 

equilibrium. On other occasions, logics of politics change and, as 

a result, the nature of political competition and the outcomes of pub-

lic policy change. 

2. Resources, recognition and 

power

Different logics of politics are a feature of the political system that 

emerges from the interaction of elites’ and citizens’ logics of politics. 

This means that an assessment of the logic of politics at the system 

level, as well as specifi c analyses of the conditioning effects of individ-

ual-level logics of politics, need to be based on a useful concept of 

individual logics of politics. The identifi cation of resources, recognition 

and power as the foundational logics of politics is an initial effort to link 

systemic theories of politics to individual motives. One important task 

of research will be to verify, expand and categorise lists of motives 

through theoretical, conceptual and empirical analysis.

I understand individual logics of politics as a personal disposition. 

This status is independent of any specifi c list of relevant motives that 

empirical analysis and theoretical arguments might produce. Among 

different types of dispositions, individual logics of politics are more sta-

ble than a mere attitude,6 but less stable perhaps than basic values,7 

moral intuitions8 and personality.9 It is possible that even the stability of 

individual logics of politics is subject to systematic and consequential 

variation. 

In psychology, motivation is an established factor. It identifi es the 

intensity of a person’s desire to do something.10 For instance, cognitive 

psychologists studying biases in decision-making distinguish the ability 

of individuals to perform a certain task from their motivation, that is, their 

inclination to do it.11 Dual-process thinking in political psychology12 fa-
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cilitates a similar distinction between political sophistication – the ability 

to engage political information – and the motivation to engage. By con-

trast, motives are the reasons for why someone does something. For 

instance, one well-known dual-process model of motivated reasoning 

suggests that people engage with political information either to learn 

the truth or to confi rm their preconceptions.13

Motivation and motives cannot always be neatly distinguished, and 

some theories of motivation consider specifi c motives.14 However, mo-

tives (and particularly motives for engaging politics) are not studied as 

often and as systematically as motivation. When motives are studied 

comprehensively, it is usually in the form of communicated motive. 

For instance, studies of accounts in interpersonal relations,15 strategic 

communication,16 and politics17 analyse the reasons people invoke to 

explain their behaviour. However, what people say about why they do 

the things they do might or might not be an accurate representation of 

their true motives.

Theories of politics address the question of motive by establish-

ing concepts of politics derived from one particular motive (sometimes 

a general condition, and sometimes closer to an individual-level need), 

rather than describing logics of politics as a scope condition and a vari-

able factor. For instance, Laswell conceives of politics as the struggle for 

resources (“who gets what, when, how”),18 while Luhmann describes it 

as a social system defi ned by varying relations to power (government 

versus opposition).19 Wendt outlines a comprehensive model of inter-

national politics based on the desire of states to be recognised,20 and 

Honneth establishes the quest for recognition as people’s fundamental 

political motive.21 He argues that even confl icts over redistribution have 

their roots in individuals’ need for recognition.

I distinguish these three fundamental political motives – seeking 

power, seeking resources and seeking recognition – which are promi-

nently discussed in theories of politics. Other than prior work, I treat 



them as variable scope conditions rather than stable foundations of 

politics, and I investigate them as both individual-level attributes and 

(subsequently) foundations of system-level variation.

Power is a means to an end for seeking resources and recogni-

tion, and an end in itself. In that scenario, where power is an end rather 

than a means to an end, it is what is sometimes called “naked power”. 

Seeking resources means to engage with politics for the satisfaction of 

specifi c, achievable and measurable needs, while seeking recognition 

means to do it for the non-material and less clearly identifi able need of 

being recognised, accepted and respected. The distinction is related 

but not identical to the well-known distinction between the “struggle for 

recognition” and the “struggle for redistribution”.22 

Each of the three individual-level motives (why someone engages 

with politics) can be distinguished from normative logics of politics 

(what someone thinks about why people ought to engage with poli-

tics) and the performance of a logic of politics (what someone wants 

people to believe about why he or she engages with politics). Both 

theorising about logics of politics and empirical analysis should watch 

this distinction.

The same is true for other ways in which logics of politics can be 

further classifi ed. One possible classifi cation is based on the observa-

tion that different motives, as well as their performance, can occur in 

more moderate and more amplifi ed versions. For instance, when two 

political actors adhere to seeking resources as their logic of politics, 

and one of them has the upper hand in a distributional confl ict, the 

nature of confl ict and its material outcomes vary between a moderate 

and an amplifi ed version of the given logic of politics. In a moderate 

scenario, confl ict is curtailed and policy outcome would entail at most 

mild wins for one group and mild losses for the other. By contrast, an 

amplifi ed version (of the same logic of politics with the same dominant 

motive) would produce economic exploitation. 
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As another important distinction, logics of politics might vary based 

on whether their foundational motives target personal interests or “the 

interests of others”.23 For instance, a politician might be motivated by 

an individual need for recognition that is concentrated on himself, the 

group to which he belongs, or a larger ensemble of social actors. It is 

easy to imagine how this variation in a motive’s target can alter politi-

cians’ electoral appeals and their policy choices. 

3. Logics of politics as a condition 

of political competition

The interplay between logics of politics at elite and mass levels has 

two important functions: it determines the logic of politics as a feature 

of the political system (descriptively), and it conditions the effects of 

various actions of political elites to mobilise, inform and persuade citi-

zens (moderating causal effect). 

As a descriptor of the political system, the varying logics of politics 

are ideal types: three distant corners in a Cartesian coordinate system 

with values ranging from zero to one identifying their relative presence. 

A system-level description of the logic of politics at large emerges from 

the variation captured by the strengths of the three possible logics of 

politics. It is conceivable that one logic of politics clearly dominates 

a political system, but also that the political system is fragmented into 

separate corners of more than trivial size, each clinging to a different 

logic.

As a moderating factor, different individual-level logics of politics 

at elite and mass levels condition elite infl uence on political behaviour, 

public opinion, and as a result the structure of political competition 

and the content of public policy. They can be conceived of as an in-

teracting variable to be inserted into existing hypotheses and analyses 

of the direct effects of different tools of elite infl uence, including party 



positions,24 issue emphasis,25 positional clarity,26 competence,27 politi-

cal accounts,28 policy information29 and personality.30 

For instance, party positions in favour of economic redistribution 

are typically associated with social democratic politics, but this as-

sociation depends on a logic of politics during the postwar period in 

which different actors universally emphasised seeking resources and 

engaged in confl ict with moderate intensity. Once that logic changes to 

one centred on recognition, demands for economic redistribution be-

come part of a bundle of measures, to achieve recognition in a moder-

ate scenario and ideational domination in the amplifi ed version. When 

the logic of politics changes from resources to recognition, the nature 

of political competition changes as a result. The same demands for 

redistribution will have a different audience and support coalition. They 

might also be harder to implement, and in the amplifi ed version, they 

might become “sacred”,31 that is, less negotiable and less amenable 

to compromises than demands for redistribution that are driven by the 

need for resources.

4. Changing logics of politics 

Logics of politics at the system level experience periods of equilib-

rium and periods of change before they settle on a new and possibly 

different equilibrium. One important question is why change occurs 

and how it is related to specifi c manifestations of political competition, 

such as positions, competence and issue emphasis. For one, once 

a new logic settles, it conditions specifi c actions of political parties; 

in other words, it gives them a meaning that might be different from 

what it was before. From this point of view, the effects of elite action 

change depending on a given logic of politics. In addition, elite action 

also causes change from one logic of politics to another. Transforma-

tive political action is the key driver of change in logics of politics, and 
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it can be studied by analysing the way in which transformative leaders 

innovate elements of the political toolbox, the composition of tools, or 

their implementation. 

 A change in logics of politics is an important occasion to explain 

the causes and consequences of varying logics of politics. It is also 

a useful moment for illustrating different logics of politics, which I will 

do now using four brief empirical examples of change resulting from 

transformative leadership.

To begin with, during the last decade, populist leaders managed 

to transform the logic of politics, typically from a logic of resources with 

moderate levels of confl ict to a logic of recognition (with sometimes 

higher levels of confl ict intensity). For instance, in the United States, 

the reformed Republican Party now appeals to alienated rural, male 

and authoritarian-minded voters. Policy offerings conditioned by this 

logic of politics serve the purpose of recognising and affi rming group 

identity more than the purpose of achieving specifi c improvements. 

Voters do not judge the new Republicans based on the implementa-

tion of a policy agenda but rather the continued recognition of identity 

and grievance.

The logic of recognition that now arguably dominates American 

politics co-occurred not only with the reshuffl ing of partisan affi liations, 

but also with a growing emphasis on non-economic issues, such as 

abortion, the division of state and religion, nationalism, gender identity, 

and sexual orientation. Maybe non-economic issues are more amena-

ble to facilitate a logic of recognition than economic issues, but I would 

argue that there is no necessary connection between the two. Both 

economic and non-economic policies can serve the purpose of rec-

ognition and the purpose of resources. 

A comparison of contemporary American populism with language 

politics in Québec can illustrate this point. In the United States, the 

growing emphasis on non-economic policies during the past decade 



prompted and sustained a transformation of the logic of politics toward 

recognition. By contrast, the pursuit of regionalism and protection of 

the French language by the Parti Québécois during the 1970s oc-

curred within a stable logic of (resource) politics that focused on spe-

cifi c policy goals. 

The passing of the Charter of the French Language (in the prov-

ince of Québec) in 1977 is a key policy achievement of Québécois 

regionalism. It is the result of a mobilisation of regional and linguistic 

grievances against the status quo in both Québec and Canada be-

tween 1960 and 1976. During this period, politics moved gradually 

away from regulating distributional confl icts (which led to the expan-

sion of the Québécois welfare state during the 1960s) and became 

a vehicle for achieving linguistic gains (such as the protection of the 

French language in the 1977 charter). However, while the contested 

resource changed, the logic of politics stayed the same. It remained 

centred on seeking resources. In this logic of politics, people want 

specifi c measurable solutions for perceived defi cits through politics. 

By contrast, in a logic of recognition, what voters want from politics are 

not policies and improvements but the recognition and affi rmation of 

their group identity.

British politics was transformed from a resource-based to a recog-

nition-based logic of politics through the ascendance of populism in 

the Conservative Party. The British Labour Party could have embraced 

the recognition-based logic of politics to contest the parliamentary 

elections of 2024, but it did not and opted for a resource-based logic 

instead. The key tool the party and its candidate for prime minister, Keir 

Starmer, picked from the toolbox of political competition was an em-

phasis on competence and profi cient management to increase the pool 

of resources (economic growth) and their more effi cient dissemination 

(administrative reform). Starmer’s Labour Party was criticised for lack-

ing a long-term policy vision, and while this is true, the extent to which 
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Starmer managed to transform the logic of politics from the previous 

recognition-based approach to his new managerial approach could 

not be more radical. Keir Starmer is a prime example of transformative 

leadership changing the logic of politics from one to another.

With its majoritarian political system32 and high frequency of radi-

cal policy changes,33 the United Kingdom might be more susceptible 

to experiencing transformations of the logic of politics. Another critical 

example of such a transformation is the leadership of Clement Attlee, 

who managed to win the parliamentary elections in July 1945 against 

Winston Churchill, credited by voters for being a legend and hero, who 

played a major part in the very survival of the country. The logic of poli-

tics during his time in offi ce was quite close to the principle of “naked” 

power, but Attlee managed to get himself elected by emphasising re-

source-based politics in a program of economic reconstruction, state 

planning and social provision. He transformed the logic of politics from 

one centred on “power” to one centred on “resources”.

5. Lessons for (social democratic) 

politicians and parties

Why should politicians and political parties – social democrats in 

particular – care about logics of politics? First, the possibility of funda-

mental change in logics of politics caused by the actions of political 

elites should remind social democratic politicians to be open to new 

ideas. It is a cautionary tale that the nature of political confl ict can fun-

damentally change, and that it is better to be the change than to be 

swept away by it. Second, using social science tools as well as con-

versation34 to detect existing and changing logics of politics can offer 

valuable insights. Understanding deeply a given logic of politics and its 

transformation makes it easier not just to act, but also to react when 

necessary.



Third, the emphasis of my argument on fundamental motives 

should remind social democrats to listen (deeply) to their voters. Politi-

cians should try to understand not only voters’ complaints and de-

mands, but also their underlying motives, that is, why they express 

these complaints and demands. 

Fourth, understanding one’s own motive for engaging with politics 

can help politicians gain authenticity. Politicians surprised by the rise of 

a new logic of politics might lag behind what they perceive as a trend. 

However, as Keir Starmer demonstrated, not following a trend (in his 

case, the politics of recognition) can lead to positive outcomes, espe-

cially if the alternative would be to embrace a logic of politics that does 

not suit the politician’s own persona. Politicians and political parties 

have tough decisions to make when the demand for a certain logic 

of politics leads in a direction that is not consistent with what they are 

able to offer.

Fifth, politicians can fi nd creative ways to negotiate and integrate 

different logics of politics across various areas of political practice. For 

instance, communicating “respect” as the cornerstone of their politi-

cal approach helped German social democrats win the federal parlia-

mentary elections in 2021. The expression of respect in political com-

munication clearly satisfi ed voters’ need for recognition (one logic of 

politics). Once in government, the party implemented policies, such 

as raising the minimum wage and keeping pensions stable, that were 

designed to translate the principle of respect into measurable material 

improvements (satisfying voters’ need for resources, another logic of 

politics).  
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1. Introduction

Transitioning towards greater sustainability hinges on participation. 

This “truth” is written into the sustainable development goals (SDGs) of 

the UN; the European Green Deal, which draws on the Aarhus Con-

vention (1998); and national climate action plans – all the way down to 

the regional and local levels. Countries that are committed to the SDGs 

and that signed the Aarhus Convention are (at least formally) required 

to increase public participation in environmental decision-making, and 

many of them do follow this formal requirement, especially at the lo-

cal level. Participatory budgeting in Paris, co-creative regional planning 

in Germany, citizen councils in Barcelona, mini-publics at the national 

level, and participatory planning in cities and communes are but a few 

cases in point. Participation, it is commonly assumed, is good for de-

mocracy and for sustainability. It is good for democracy because it 

empowers citizens by including them in active decision-making. It is 

good for sustainability, such as climate-change mitigation and adapta-

tion, as the acceptance of these increases with citizen involvement. Yet 

is participation always good?

It is one of the promises of participation to improve representative 

democracy, among others, on the social inclusivity front. Yet if those 

who are already well represented by representative democracy tend to 

be those who also participate in participatory and deliberative fora,1 for 

which there is empirical evidence and which feeds into the right-wing 

narrative of elite politics, it may be important to improve representative 

democracy by other means than by participation. Another promise of 

participation is that it increases the quality of democracy, yet often – and 

for this there is empirical evidence – it serves the purpose of legitimation, 

the legitimation of predefi ned goals. This depoliticising instrumentalisa-

tion of participation, also known as “post-politics”, has been a common 

object of critique.2 While I agree that participation should not be put in 



the service of legitimising predefi ned decisions, I argue that there are 

good reasons for depoliticising issues – for not putting anything and ev-

erything up for debate. This is particularly important in light of the current 

tendency towards polarisation, also fostered by the far right. 

In this contribution, I shed light on the emergence of the participa-

tory democracy paradigm and the hopes and promises attached to it. 

I will also shed light on two limits of participation: social exclusivity and 

post-politics. The main thrust of this contribution is not to dismiss the 

participatory and deliberative turn in politics tout court. The main thrust 

is to offer a critical rethinking of a value and demand that has come to 

be taken for granted, especially among progressives. I do so in light 

of two empirical observations: (1) the social exclusivity of participatory 

processes, despite normative commitments to greater inclusivity; and 

(2) making everything in principle debateable, which critics of post-pol-

itics imply, may neither be good for democracy nor for sustainability. 

The structure of this paper is as follows: after introducing the par-

ticipatory turn and its promises (Section 2), I problematise demands for 

and debates on participation from two perspectives: social exclusivity 

and (de-)politicisation (Section 3). Each problematisation is followed by 

concrete suggestions for ways out: namely, to not forget about “im-

proving” representative democracy by other means and beyond par-

ticipation; and a plea for also depoliticising issues, such as climate 

science, especially in deliberative and participatory settings – regard-

less of the dominant framing of depoliticisation as post-politics. The 

problematisations and re-framings of participation are also to be found 

in the abstract for policymakers.

2. The participatory turn

From a participatory democracy point of view, the dominant form of 

democracy in modern, liberal societies, namely, representative democ-
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racy, is lacking. It is perceived as insuffi cient because of its emphasis 

on rational autonomy, and its fostering of a type of citizenship that is 

characterised by narrow self-interest and naïve claims that any infringe-

ment on the rights of the autonomous individual must invariably lead 

to authoritarianism and totalitarianism.3 Liberal democracy, according 

to Barber – one prominent proponent of participatory democracy – is 

a “weak” and “thin” form of democracy that fosters distant rule, bureau-

cratic centralisation and that demotes citizenship to rampant individual-

ism.4 From his perspective, it is not the Hobbesian notion of freedom, 

defi ned as the “absence of external impediments to motion”,5 that is 

the core feature of a democracy but – as Aristotle and Rousseau had 

already suggested – civic virtues. The formation of the latter, Barber 

argues, hinges on participation. “Strong democracy”, by contrast, de-

pends on 

politics in the participatory mode where confl ict is resolved in the ab-
sence of an independent ground through a participatory process of 
ongoing, proximate self-legislation and the creation of a political com-
munity capable of transforming dependent, private individuals into free 
citizens and partial and private interests into public goods.6

From Barber’s perspective, the local level – cities in particular – 

are the natural venues for citizen participation. From his perspective, 

civic leaders – mayors and their counterparts – are the representatives 

who can act in a suitably democratic manner on behalf of their large 

and dense populations. This is why Barber calls for a parliament of 

mayors, a representative body whose leaders would be more likely at 

once to defend the “local liberties” of their urban citizens, while seeking 

a shared path to the solution of a number of transnational and global 

problems, including climate change.7

Barber’s take on participatory democracy may be regarded as 

a take that is shaped by communitarianism, which some conceive of 



as an alternative to liberalism, while others understand it as a mere 

variant of liberal political thought. Jürgen Habermas’ embrace of par-

ticipatory or, as he calls it, “deliberative democracy” takes its inspira-

tion not from Aristotle, Rousseau or Hegel (to whom communitarians 

often resort) but linguistics – speech act theory in particular. Starting 

from the linguistic insight that any speech act aims at mutual un-

derstanding (Verständigung) and that humans are (in principle) ca-

pable of reaching agreements (Einverständnisse), Habermas makes 

the case for deliberative forms of politics.8 Deliberative democracy 

means improving the quality of the debate through participation for 

the sake of exchanging and accounting for arguments and forming 

agreement – consent – in an, ideally, fair, inclusive and power- and 

distortion-free setting. Instead of legitimising political decisions solely 

by the aggregation of citizens’ (individual) preferences, as tends to be 

the case in electoral processes based on majority rule, deliberative 

processes foreground intersubjectivity and (the experience of) plural-

ism as key to democratic will-formation and decision-making.

Whereas some consider participatory and deliberative democ-

racy (understood as a specifi c kind of participatory democracy) as 

an alternative to representative democracy,9 others conceive of par-

ticipation and deliberation mainly as a means to complement, enrich 

and improve decision-making in representative democracy.10 Since 

the participatory and deliberative turn in democratic theory decades 

ago, democratic decision-making on the ground – democratic prac-

tice – has seen countless innovations. Deliberative opinion polls, 

citizen budgets, citizen counsels and public consultations, and par-

ticipatory planning are just a few cases in point. Whether they live 

up to the expectations of enhancing democratic politics is an em-

pirical question that is answered by the study of concrete contexts 

and settings. What various empirical studies do, however, hint at is 

a tendency that could and arguably should worry progressives: the 
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continuity and reproduction of well-established patterns of interac-

tion, among others, interactions with “class character”11 despite best 

intents to change the latter. In what follows next, I draw on a recent 

empirical study of participatory fora in the city of Vienna. This study 

hints at an urgent need for “improving” participatory democracy, as 

well as revisiting the preconditions for and possible forms of repre-

sentative democracy. 

3. Problematising participation

3.1. Empowering the already empowered?

Any type of democracy is committed to the ideal of political equal-

ity, the ideal that citizens have an equal right and opportunity to partake 

in collective decision-making.12 Affectedness by political decisions is 

one criterion for (claims to) inclusion in political decision-making. Yet 

the ideal of political equality is often undermined. This may be the 

case due to a lack of citizenship status despite long-term residency 

at a given place and/or integration into a given labour market. This 

may also be the case due to non-participation – the abstinence from 

political decision-making by people who dispose of the formal rights to 

participate. This is particularly prominent among citizens who belong – 

socio-economically speaking – to the lowest income third.13 Exclusion 

based on legal status and estrangement from political processes due 

to low socio-economic resources has turned current representative 

democracies in “two-thirds democracies”,14 that is, democracies that 

represent only two thirds of the electorate and in some (local) contexts 

even less. 

In light of this democratic defi cit, cities in particular have implement-

ed a great array of deliberative and participatory fora – mini-publics, 

citizen councils, participatory budgeting and planning – to work against 

this trend. They offer opportunities for political participation beyond 



elections. What an in-depth study of participatory and deliberative fora 

in the city of Vienna has, however, revealed is that these fora largely 

replicate forms of exclusion based on legal and socio-economic status 

that often also overlap. They do so despite best intentions to include 

these groups to make their experience, voices and interests heard and 

“count” politically, yet (often) fail to do so.15 In other words, those whose 

interests are already well represented through electoral politics also 

tend to make their voices and interests heard in participatory and de-

liberative fora. Socio-economically speaking, this corresponds with the 

middle and upper income thirds.16 

The insight that political participation is, to a considerable part, 

a social question leads to quests for how to improve participatory 

and deliberative processes. Not all participatory and deliberative fora 

are equally exclusive. Selecting participants based on representative 

sampling, as opposed to trusting in the inclusivity of participation by 

its openness towards anyone interested, is one promising means to 

improve social inclusivity. Another promising means to increase the 

inclusivity of participatory and deliberative processes is to lower the 

thresholds for participation by ensuring accessible language and to 

reach out to social groups disinterested in or disillusioned by politics 

by putting everyday issues centre stage and “traditional” politics to the 

backstage. 

Considerable attention is being put to “improving” participation, 

arguably because it has become a central value in (progressive) poli-

tics.17 Yet what about also “improving” representation, for which par-

ticipation is hardly an alternative in mass democracies? If “more” par-

ticipation and deliberation remain insuffi cient responses to democratic 

defi cits, such as the two-thirds democracy and the fact that taking part 

in democratic processes was and continues to be a social question, 

it may be worthwhile to go beyond the promise of participation and 

deliberation and (back) towards the question of what could be done 
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to make representation itself more inclusive and responsive to citizens, 

regardless of their socio-economic background. 

One possible way towards changing the “poor political representa-

tion of the poor”18 is “descriptive representation”.19 Whereas substan-

tive representation aims at treating the members of its electorate – re-

gardless of the latter’s composition – formally the same, descriptive 

representation emphasises personal background. It does so against 

the backdrop of the fact and experience that historically disadvantaged 

groups who are numerically underrepresented in a legislature need 

specifi c representation for their voices to be heard. There is empirical 

evidence that the probability of policies that are sensitive to a given 

underrepresented group rises if members of these groups are present 

in parliament. This applies to women and minority groups, but also to 

class (understood in terms of income).20 Descriptive representation, al-

beit more diffi cult to realise for class than for women or minority groups, 

does bring problem perceptions and innovative thinking that would oth-

erwise be missing into legislative discussions. In this sense, descriptive 

representation has the potential to help correct the marginalisation of 

working-class people in politics, if facilitated wisely.

Yet how is it possible to mobilise working-class citizens for parlia-

mentary work, given that they tend to dispose of rather different re-

sources than citizens from the middle and upper income thirds? Social 

justice organizations such as SOLIDAR and unions may play a key role. 

One important fi nding across countries is that, in places where so-

cial justice mobiliziation and unionization is high, more working-class 

citizens become parliamentarians.21 Without suggesting a causal link, 

there is evidence that suggests social justice mobilization and unioniza-

tion serve as a bridge between workers and political elites,22 encourag-

ing and supporting workers to become candidates. Conversely, this 

means that, with decreasing civil society mobilization and unionisation, 

an important route into politics becomes blocked. This is particularly the 



case for workers in less-organised sectors, such as the service sec-

tor.23 Thus, overcoming a two-thirds democracy, for which the political 

abstention of the lower income third plays a major role, progressives 

may take to other, and maybe also traditional, means besides partici-

pation and deliberation: social justice mobilization and unionisation.

3.2. From participatory post-politics 

to deliberate depoliticisation

Participatory and deliberative fora, when put in the service of 

“manufacturing consent” and legitimising pre-set decisions and goals, 

clearly undermine the promise of democratisation.24 If instrumentalised 

this way, they are handmaidens of post-politics. The latter 

reduces politics to the sphere of governing and polic(y)ing through al-
legedly participatory deliberative procedures […] within a given distribu-
tion of places and functions [… It] prescribes what is possible or ac-
ceptable and is driven by a desire for consent. The stakeholders (that 
is those with recognised and legitimate speech) are known in advance 
and dissent is reduced to debate over the choreographies of instituted 
modalities of governing.25 

From a democratic perspective, participation in the service of the 

legitimation of pre-set goals is clearly problematic. Yet what the post-

politics debate overlooks is that putting anything and everything up for 

debate, at least in principle, may itself harm democratic processes. 

This applies in particular to the radical democratic take on progressive 

politics, which regards dissent in distinction to consent as a core fea-

ture of politics and that puts more trust in social movement actors than 

in representative democracy.26

The post-politics debate emerged at a point in time of a (neo-)lib-

eral hegemony: 20 years ago.27 While neoliberalism is still in place, lib-

eral democracy – including its institutions – has come under enormous 
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pressure from the far right. One of the far right’s core features is the 

politicisation and polarisation of existing norms and rights. It also does 

so in participatory and deliberative fora. Against this backdrop, a key 

challenge for the quality of political life may not only be post-politics, 

but also “the problem of overly permissive pluralism”28 that regards any 

intervention against, for instance, hate speech or science denialism as 

an illegitimate intervention. Precisely at a point in time at which hitherto 

existing norms regarding the question of what can and should be ne-

gotiated publicly and politically are under massive attack, redefi ning the 

norms may itself be a perquisite for increasing the quality of political life 

and safe-guarding democracy.  Arguing for closing off some debates 

that do harm to political culture does not mean arguing for taking an 

elitist perspective on given beliefs and their motivations. Given beliefs 

and their motivations should be heard. Hearing them, does, however, 

not mean giving up on the very possibility of distinguishing between 

“good” and “bad” politicisation, between legitimate and illegitimate po-

litical adversary. Criteria for doing so are neither to be found in univer-

sal reason nor in absolute truth. They are found in and through social 

practices that are open to fallibility, an openness that is a key feature 

of democracy itself.

4. Why revisit participation now?

Right-wing parties are currently particularly well positioned to mobil-

ise those who are normally politically abstinent, and they do so through 

a narrative that speaks to this group: that the “political system” is elitist. 

Without signing up to the right-wing party’s narrative of them embody-

ing a non-elitist, anti-establishment alternative to the narrative itself, 

there is empirical evidence. Representative and participatory democ-

racy serve those who are well off and underserve those who struggle 

socio-economically. Thus, progressives, including progressive parties 



that have historically “operated” in the name of the less well off, are 

hard-pressed to reconnect with those who operate at a distance to or 

have given up on the political system. If the hitherto prominent pathway 

to reconnect with and mobilise citizens often does not do the trick, 

“more participation!”, other pathways have to be chosen. 

Also, in light of right-wing political actors, another phenomenon that 

accompanies the participatory and deliberative turn in politics needs 

revisiting: the post-politics critique of participation. Without support-

ing depoliticised, post-political constellations that engage participants 

without equipping them with decision power, there are good reasons 

for not putting everything up for debate and direct democratic deci-

sion-making. Having clear, yet context-sensitive, criteria for deciding 

on what can and cannot be debated may be essential to safeguard 

democratic political culture or, with a view to climate change, evidence-

informed politics. The latter would be key to actually reach climate goals 

and realize SDGs. This is to say that in contexts that are charged with 

the politicisation of basic democratic principles or with a fundamen-

tal politicisation of scientifi c knowledge, judgements between “good” 

and “bad” politicisation – which vocal critics of post-politics deliber-

ately avoid – may be the way to go. Today’s political landscape is less 

shaped by singular stories of politics, which critics of post-politics are 

particularly concerned about, such as the story of techno-scientifi c 

progress or the of neo-liberal managerialism, than by the politicisation 

of the very foundations of democracy. What is also highly politicized 

are the biophysical conditions of any social order, including democratic 

orders. Denying the need for greater sustainability, a need stressed by 

the SDGs may make political sense; it does, however, neither make 

scientifi c sense, not – on the medium and long run – social sense. 

In highly politicized landscapes, deciding on acceptable and unac-

ceptable politicisation may actually be essential to safeguard the very 

possibility of democratic political encounters. It may also be essential 
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to safeguard the biophysical conditions that are essential to the very 

possibility of a democratic order such as suffi cient resources or pre-

cautions against and resilience towards extreme weather. 
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Lina GALVEZ MUÑOZ, MEP, S&D Group, Chair, FEPS Scientifi c Council
“The Progressive Compass” sheds light on the challenges social democracy is currently 
facing and offers innovative ideas on how progressive forces can inspire hope for a better 
future amidst turbulent and polarized times. By exploring strategies such as forming alliances, 
reengaging with citizens, and restoring trust in politics, the book sparks a crucial debate on 
the path forward to building more equitable and resilient societies. 

Zita GURMAI, PES Women President
“The Progressive Compass” is a call to action for those determined to shape a more inclusive 
and democratic Europe. As we confront systemic inequality and a backlash against progress, 
this volume provides much-needed direction to anchor our values and renew the social 
democratic promise, for this generation and the next.

Christian KRELL, Professor, University of Applied Sciences for Police and Public 
Administration, North Rhine-Westphalia
“The Progressive Compass” is a must-read for policymakers, academics, and anyone 
committed to or interested in progressive politics. It offers an inspiration for social democratic 
parties to regain credibility, engage voters, and implement a progressive agenda. 

Mikael LEYI, Secretary General, SOLIDAR
“The Progressive Compass” offers a most welcome contribution to the ongoing and much 
needed discussion on what progressive parties and movements should do faced with the 
current multiple and parallel crises. It gives as to what to we could weave our dreams of and 
what material to use for our political project.”

Isabelle HERTNER, Senior Lecturer, King’s College London
This edited volume will hopefully become a compass for progressive parties and voters in 
contemporary Europe. It provides plenty of direction on the political issues that progressives 
care about. As populist radical right parties are gaining more support, progressives need to 
raise their game, understand voters better, and offer fresh, fair, and sustainable visions for 
today’s challenges.

Pedro SILVA PEREIRA, President, Res Publica Foundation
“The Progressive Compass” is another remarkable and timely contribution of the Next Left 
Research Programme to the renewal of social-democratic thinking, from values to political 
action. When too many simplistic and misleading answers are given to the very complex 
problems we face, it is a good idea to listen to what scholars and young politicians have 
to say, enlarging and deepening the debate in search for new ideas and better progressive 
policies for our common future. 

Enma LÓPEZ, Councillor, City of Madrid, PSOE Executive Member
In a world awash with misinformation, polarization and disenchantment; surrounded by 
technofeudalism and growing threats to our democracies, it is more important than ever to 
renew our program and bring together the brightest minds. The remarkable duty of FEPS in 
addressing these challenges gives this 16th volume its true historical relevance.

Aleksandra IWANOWSKA, FMS, Vice President, Young European Socialists
The Next Left 16th volume provides a compass for the European progressives to follow. 
As someone from the fi rst generation of Poles who grew up as an EU citizen, I have been 
witnessing the European project begin to crack under the blows of populist and far-right 
forces. Social democracy, must evolve to remain relevant. Europe’s future depends on our 
courage to act. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        8.503940
        8.503940
        8.503940
        8.503940
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName (ISO Coated v2 \(ECI\))
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName <FEFF005B005700790073006F006B006100200072006F007A0064007A00690065006C0063007A006F015B0107005D>
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 8.503940
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


