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1
Introducing the Approach

Since the global financial crisis of 2008, western Europe, like many 
other regions, has witnessed large-scale social and political upheaval. 
A significant part of this has been resistance from radicals and 
progressives to neoliberal governance. Initially, mobilisation focused 
on support of better democracy and against the implementation 
of aggressive austerity measures, and subsequently on many other 
frontages. Many scholars and commentators have treated this phase 
stretching into 2020 as signalling at least a redefinition of progres-
sive politics and at most a dramatic increase in the mobilisation of 
anti-establishment forces, responding to a post-democratic capitalist 
crisis through polymorphous dissent.1 In this light novelty on the 
Radical Left has been announced aplenty during recent years.

Social movement studies research highlights novelty, adaptation 
and learning. The apparent ubiquity of upheaval in the wake of the 
crisis has generated talk of its divergence from previous episodes of 
intensified mobilisation. Activists and scholars alike spoke of ‘new’ or 
‘third wave’ anarchism,2 and post-anarchism,3 blending with citizen-
ship claims into ‘anarchocitizenism’.4 More broadly, the most recently 
emerging social movement actors have been identified as a new global 
movement phenomenon,5 as ‘occupy social movements’,6 ‘populist 
social movements’,7 ‘new social movements’8 and ‘new new social 
movements’.9 The Radical Left now also includes the ‘digital party’,10 
the ‘new left populist parties’11 and reradicalised social democracy as 
in the phase under Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the British Labour 
Party. More generally, historical sociology has suggested relative 
novelty in the contemporary period12 to which one would expect the 
Radical Left to logically respond by adapting. Yet it is not clear what 
this adaptation has entailed, how far it has gone and what it looks like 
today in the third decade of the twenty-first century. 
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Does the frequent invocation of radical reinvigoration as something 
which discontinues the old underestimate the socialist lineage? 
In what sense is the new a misused or misunderstood term, amid 
a broader mania of neologisms, including the ones about the ‘New 
Right’, the ‘New Centre’, ‘the populist radical right’, the ‘Alt Right’, the 
‘new extremism’ and so on? What can unravelling this definitional 
issue teach us about the Radical Left in general, and about radical left 
parties (RLPs) and movements in particular? The task at hand is to 
historicise the Radical Left of today, to bring into the light continuities 
and discontinuities between different historical instances of radical 
left politics in western Europe. In order to achieve this purpose 
the book analyses and explains parallels and distinctions between 
and across three periods of time in the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries during which the western European Radical Left has been 
conventionally understood as ‘new’. These periods include:

• The main developments around radical mobilisation after 
the mid-1960s and into the late 1970s (what we will call the 
Long ’68, symbolised by the May 1968 uprisings in France and 
considered as the temporal high ground of the New Left).

• The period between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s, during 
which the Global Justice Movement (GJM) was a central figure 
of radical politics and many RLPs supported it.

• The post-2008 movements and parties until today and into the 
global Covid-19 pandemic (alternatively, we refer to this period 
also as the 2010s). 

The relevance of left radicalism has been acknowledged in much of 
the literature on the 1960s/1970s.13 It is also to be found in work on 
the GJM and anti-austerity protests in Europe.14 The three decades 
considered here include what have come to be known as protest 
‘waves’, part of broader and longer periods that resemble ‘cycles of 
contention’, or in the language here: mobilisation and resistance. 
While these ‘waves’ are taken into consideration the perspective on 
‘newness’ does not look at waves of contention but at the Radical Left 
during (and beyond) these waves, out of which ‘newness’ emerges, 
or to which ‘newness’ gradually comes to belong. Via a comparison 
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between the Radical Left during these time spans, the book aims 
at interrogating patterns of evolution since the 1960s and offers an 
interpretation which rationalises them. The motive of our intended 
scrutiny is that ‘newness’ has been repeatedly pointed out for the 
Radical Left in scholarly research15 without offering the appropriate 
comparative analysis that would qualify and nuance the term across 
multiple alleged episodes.

the european radical left and ‘newness’

The three periods of ‘newness’ taken up have been reflected upon as 
distinct epochs for the Left as a whole. They have also been endowed, 
at least in the eyes of their protagonists, with the symbolic significance 
of a key and global ‘moment’ in the struggle for a better world. The 
post-2008 period in Europe has been unfolding within the context 
of a global wave of dissent since 2008.16 The Long ’68 was also the 
‘Global ’68’, the result of three geographically defined mobilisation 
cycles, which in coinciding and influencing each other gave rise to ‘a 
globality’: student and worker protests in the West; anti-bureaucratic 
dissidents in the Soviet bloc; and national liberation movements in 
the so-called Third World.17 In this sense, 1968, like the end of World 
War II in 1945 and the fall of the Berlin Wall up to the Soviet Union’s 
(USSR) disintegration in 1989–91, has been seen as a ‘transnational 
moment of change’.18 Post-2008 seems to fit into this category as 
well, as do the events surrounding the GJM from the mid-1990s to 
approximately the mid-2000s. 

More specifically, in the Long ’68, students, workers and others 
fuelled partisan trajectories, produced intellectual openings and 
challenged entrenched cultural values and social behaviour. Starting 
in 1968 and lasting for about three years, demonstrations, social and 
political disorder and violence were a global phenomenon that was 
sufficient for the period to be understood as revolutionary. Over the 
decade, between the late 1960s and the late 1970s, with stretching back 
and forth in some countries, material and non-material grievances 
mobilised extensively, both in the electoral and the non-electoral 
realm. The truly massive bibliography that exists about the political 
and (indeed) cultural subversions and openings during these two 
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decades itself testifies to how they reverberate in historical terms. 
The wake of ’68 received not only observations about ‘newness’ but 
a whole strain of research into ‘new social movements’ (NSMs). 
Among scholars contributing to this tradition of investigation, itself 
signalling a renewal of academic reflection on social movements, 
there has been strong agreement that the social forces of the 1960s and 
1970s reconceived political participation, and in doing so ultimately 
blurred conflict over wealth distribution.19 

In the second half of the 1990s and until the mid-2000s, western 
Europe was host to a left radicalism that criticised neoliberal globali-
sation and its private and public international institutions on multiple 
policy dimensions. This period had a strong anti-European Union 
(EU) and anti-war element, channelled into protest in western Europe 
but paralleled with crises in Asia and Latin America, followed by exten-
sive grassroots mobilisation. Likewise, post-2008, the ten years or so 
after the explosion of the global financial bust which severely affected 
the eurozone and especially Europe’s southern periphery, have seen 
an unparalleled series of crises, from austerity, authoritarianism and 
anti-immigrant sentiment, to climate discussions, and by the end of 
2020 the Covid-19 pandemic and a refuelled economic crisis.20 Global 
protests have been rising dramatically, increasing worldwide by more 
than 10 per cent annually between 2009 and 2019.21 

In the book, under discussion is above all a broader comparative 
historical sociology of the European Radical Left. The question of 
the new is not merely a lexicological issue; by incorporating the past 
into our interpretative grid we can better appreciate and understand 
the current state of affairs on the European Radical Left, as well as 
evaluate its future challenges and assess its moves forward.22 In this 
light it becomes a meaningful task to discern the old and the new in 
historical time, since the scrutiny of ‘newness’ in a macro-historical 
comparative fashion can in turn clarify the following: how ‘newness’ 
and thus change has been perhaps, or not, overstated for the socialist 
politics of today or before, or not sufficiently contextualised in cross-
country terms; the connections of left radicalism with macro-level 
changes such as large-scale shifts in technology, economics and 
politics; and the prospects of contemporary left radicalism in Europe 
based on its precedents. 
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Our analytical choice of looking at ‘newness’ concerns significa-
tions of change, such as adaptation, rupture and transformation, or 
gradual, incremental evolution. These notions lie at the core of both 
sociology and political science, more specifically the study of systems 
and conflict within and between institutions.23 Among radical intel-
lectuals, there is a long-lasting debate about what constitutes the new 
socio-economic transformation. Historical materialism as developed 
by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels was an explanation of historical 
evolution from one economic system to another, each time with the 
same reason – class conflict, an ingrained antithesis – producing 
the subsequent one. Cornelius Castoriades wrote about the ‘uncon-
ditioned new’, the new emerging ‘out of nothing’, continuing with 
theorists such as Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek. From the post-
Marxist perspective, ‘radically new inventions’ are seen as ‘neither 
already available in prior circumstances nor causally preordained by 
antecedent conditions’.24 Possibilities for radical system change can 
in this sense lie in ‘emergent publics’, which cannot be foretold.25 Our 
pursuit is to turn the radical preoccupation with the historically new 
and historical change on its head, applying it to socialist politics itself. 
On the Radical Left, what are the emergent publics across time and 
how new are they? To what extent have today’s inventions emerged 
out of nothing?

To be useful, ‘newness’ can be a non-dichotomous variable, a 
spectrum with dimensions along which institutional and non-
institutional actors can be gauged and compared. To simply choose 
to describe a party or group of political actors as new or not new is 
to miss the more fine-grained question of how and in terms of which 
of its manifestations the European Radical Left has changed or trans-
formed, or simply demonstrated a situation of historical recurrence 
or inertia between key phases of mobilisation and resistance. A 
new phenomenon is not necessarily something recently discovered 
or exhibited which has not existed before. In the case of social and 
political forces, where the prefix ‘new’ is added to collective actors, 
‘newness’ may denote the revival of another or others of the same 
kind. In this book, we set the benchmark somewhat higher, since 
radical revival is, as we already know, present across all periods of 
‘newness’, which effectively legitimises announcing a ‘New Left’ every 
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time this space intensifies its mobilisation. Rather, here we define the 
‘new’ and ‘newness’ relatively – ‘for something to be new it must be 
other than the old, it must be different’.26 But difference itself needs 
to be operationalised through theoretical notions. Our conceptual 
grid is elaborated in the rest of this chapter, which presents an actor-
centred framework of analysis, aiming to go beyond an either/or 
understanding of ‘newness’.

parties, movements, history

The actors are multiple on the Radical Left, so when it is addressed, 
distinct means and agents of mobilisation and resistance are at stake. 
The Radical Left has been researched predominantly from the ‘party’s 
viewpoint’, that is, with an emphasis on party calculations, strategies, 
electoral tactics and institutional dilemmas. This angle has its use-
fulness and as a disciplinary strain it has generated rich party theory 
about left radicalism. But it cannot hide what is clearly implied: that 
parties (and institutional politics) are the natural locus of power and 
thus have the most endemic significance on the Radical Left, among 
the different types of actors and mobilisation formats employed in 
socialist resistance. This is of course, in part at least, a normative 
assessment, as the progressive impact of left radicalism in parliament 
or the state, as opposed to the streets, cannot be accurately operation-
alised and measured, even if they can be distinguished.

Filtering left radicalism through party politics and social movement 
studies, each domain broadens and contextualises the other, and 
together they enable a macro-historical view at the level of the 
Radical Left in western Europe in its (near) totality. The analysis also 
addresses other organised or quasi-organised actors of left radicalism 
– such as left-wing trade unions, the left wings of social democratic 
parties and Green parties (SDPs and GPs), subcultures within the 
left, intellectual activity and protest participation, wider commu-
nity action and other campaigns. Because this is for the most part 
currently missing, and is employed mainly in case study research, 
three gaps remain unfilled in our collective wisdom about mobilisa-
tion and resistance by radicals. What does a two-level assessment of 
radical politics looks like? More specifically, in what fashion do RLPs 
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evolve as compared to more loosely structured social movements (or 
the interest-based trade union bodies)? And how has the interaction 
or, as conceptualised in this book, linkage between these two types 
of entities developed across time and countries? The first question is 
about the multifold conjunction between and across different types 
of radical collective action at any given point, which can be simulta-
neous or asynchronous. The second speaks to the viewpoints of both 
social movements and activists on one level and political parties and 
politicians on another. Together, they allow us to consider both social 
and institutional politics on the Radical Left as theoretically equiva-
lent versions of system critical mobilisation.

Next is how to connect our actor-centred framework with historical 
evolution. A comparison, or rather juxtaposition, of three historical 
instances of radical left politics, as is the approach of this book, lies 
within the analytical search for ‘generalisations about common prop-
erties and principles of variation among instances across time and 
space’.27 Having periods of ‘newness’ as cases can facilitate the revela-
tion of key differences while at the same time cater for capturing those 
phenomena that hold across temporal settings and thus suggest his-
torical resonance and political continuity.28 Following the paradigm 
of causal stories, we need to unpack aggregated variables through a 
comparative historical inquiry.29 At one and the same time two tasks 
are pertinent: to juxtapose across time the indirect manifestations of 
historical contexts on radical identities, rhetoric and organisation, 
while searching for variation across countries and accounting for 
it. A delicate balance needs to be pursued between ‘individualising 
and generalising comparisons’; between capturing idiosyncrasies and 
cultural nuances on the one hand and illuminating trends of univer-
sal applicability on the other; and between descriptive accuracy and 
general ‘causal laws’.30

Hence the tone of any generalisations of the argument has to take 
into account the complexities that inevitably arise within the large 
scope adapted in the book; more specifically, the national varia-
tion across countries. The national political system generates and 
responds to protest, movement and party dynamics, influencing 
parameters such as the salience of issues in the public sphere, insur-
gent consciousness and broader constraints and opportunities. It 
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also conditions what is generally acceptable, hostile, unconventional 
or mainstream in terms of language, ideas, institutions or histori-
cal legacies. The narrative proceeds and the book concludes with 
four criteria in mind: what the predominant and most visible trend 
is inside the political family in each of the periods considered and 
across them; which the ‘exceptions’ are and why; how variable the 
situation is across countries; and how the western European left has 
evolved in itself but also in relation to its globality. 

To provide the ground for associating actor ‘newness’ with their 
changing setting, it is necessary to identify the main objects (phe-
nomena): the observed processes (towards a series of outcomes) 
and events (landmark occurrences) during particular periods. The 
distinct parameters of the historical context since the 1960s are exten-
sively integrated into the rest of the book and summarised in Chapter 
9. In Appendix 1, these are outlined for each decade considered 
and the periods between them as concerns Europe-wide and global 
trends. Moreover, to associate structure with agency, social processes 
with political actorness, the analysis requires not only a delineation of 
different histories but also their in-between times. Events and devel-
opments such as the onset of neoliberal globalisation after the 1970s, 
or the financial crisis of 2008 several years after the peak of the GJM, 
or the events of 1989–1991 leading to the USSR’s fall and the disso-
lution of the international socialist bloc, or technological advances 
like the social media, need to be brought in. We ought to suggest 
that features and moments of social life have facilitated or inhibited 
a particular evolution in actor characteristics. The narrative must be 
wed to the identification of causal mechanisms and sequential pro-
cesses across periods and over time. It must also retain sensitivity 
for the long-term development perspective: slow outcomes and thus 
underlying factors of change which become visible over the very long 
term,31 or ones catalysed by certain events but preceded by earlier 
conditioning factors. 

overview of the book

The book is divided into three parts. In the rest of Part I, Chapter 2 
is devoted to introducing and elaborating the main concepts guiding 
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the empirical focus. It outlines a comparative approach towards the 
study of the Radical Left, centring on mobilisation by several types 
of individual and collective agents, chiefly parties and movements, 
as constituent parts of a political space qua family, navigating the 
friction between resistance and co-optation and/or demobilisa-
tion. Distinguishing between group ideas and ideologies, rhetoric 
and communication, and organisation, including composition and 
linkage, the framework examines analytically distinct but interre-
lated aspects of mobilisation and resistance. Chapter 2 also provides 
a working definition of the Radical Left that brings in its universe of 
collective forces. 

Part II and III proceed on the basis of the taxonomical approach, 
drawing out the chief similarities and differences between the three 
periods of ‘newness’ in question, considering in turn identities, 
rhetoric and organisation as actor dimensions of comparative analysis. 
While Part II concentrates on social movements (and activism), Part 
III deals with political parties and electoral competition. In each 
chapter, sections reflect key ideas, rhetorical patterns and organi-
sational tendencies within the Left, asking how these have changed 
(or not) until today. Chapters 3 and 6 deal with democracy and 
opposition to prevailing economic processes and doctrines, solidar-
ity, immigration and internationalism. In this perspective attitudes 
towards European integration are a key part of the story. Chapter 4 
and 7 are about the rigidity or by contrast the universality of radical 
left rhetoric, revolution and utopia, and populism and nationalism, as 
signifiers of left-wing identity in the communicative sphere. Chapters 
5 and 8 engage with the radical politics of space, the tension between 
horizontal and vertical (hierarchical) organisation, democracy as a 
procedural form of organising the party or movement, state legality, 
civil resistance and violence, and the constituencies of left radicalism. 
Within the chapters of Parts II and III, each section follows a broadly 
(although not very strict) chronological order.

In all, each dimension of analysis is structured on key, selected 
topics, which although they do not exhaust what one could ask and 
say about the Radical Left, nevertheless they respond to circulating 
claims about ‘newness’ and reference themes that are both topical and 
historical; core themes of diachronic intellectual debate so to allow a 
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long-term evaluation. They also incorporate overarching sub-issues, 
and this allows us to expose various other more specific, relevant 
discussion points about left radicalism. Empirically, the book is 
argument-driven and methodologically it relies on: (1) a synthetic 
view and critical discussion of the existing literatures focusing on 
anti-systemic mobilisation and resistance across disciplines, namely 
political science, political sociology, political economy, history and 
social theory; and (2) the analysis of aggregate and country-level data 
from rigorous surveys and other primary sources, which include 
websites, online archives, interventions by activists and politicians, 
and other communication material. Not all of these sources are used 
directly in the text.

As ideas are transposed into actions, social movements and parties 
in Europe, the main mobilisers of left radicalism share a number of 
similarities as well as differences with the radical mobilisers of the 
1960s/1970s and the GJM. Which ones they are and why things have 
evolved in this way is what the conclusions try to synthesise through 
summarising and accounting for the Radical Left’s life-course over 
the past six decades.




