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A CITE EUROPEENNE NOTE 
 
 
In response to the challenges faced by European social-democracy, Fondation Jean-Jaurès and 
EuroCité present a paper by Italian Secretary of State for European Affairs Sandro Gozi.  
Mr Gozi develops ideas for transformation and innovation within progressive parties 
throughout the EU, and calls for better coordination of the European left.  
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The Italian Democratic Party (Partito Democratico, PD) is the first political force in Italy, but also in 
Europe. The latest European elections have even seen it rise beyond the CDU (main German right-
of-centre party) by more than a million votes, a result that no one could have foreseen. It invites 
us to work even harder to regain a new momentum and breathe new life into the progressive 
message, both nationwide and throughout Europe.  

There is no doubt that the PD is the main pillar of the Italian political system. We have accepted to 
face the challenge of government, because we are convinced that a Left-wing party in 2016 would 
not deserve its name if it didn’t live up to its responsibilities, nor tried to put its own ideas into 
practice. The PD’s ambition, that of its national Secretary and Council president Matteo Renzi, is to 
change Italy with structural reforms that will allow the country to alter its course and be 
competitive again, after spending too long in a state of resignation.  
 

EUROPEAN PROGRESSIVES’ CHALLENGES 
 

These reflexions bring us to the heart of the question: what is the role of the Left in the Third 
Millennium? I entirely agree on this point with French Minister of Economy Emmanuel Macron 
when he says that: “If we are progressives, we must be able to face new challenges better and 
faster than the conservatives”. Regrettably, it has not always been the case. Today, many 
historical social-democratic parties throughout Europe are facing problems, torn apart by the 
difficulties of governing and the pressure exercised by populist and radical movements. This 
situation can be explained by their inability to quickly and effectively answer the increasingly 
diverse and complex demands of their citizens. Such answers must be quick and effective, but also 
I would say, innovative: the Left has too often shown a weak capacity to adapt to social change, 
always clinging to old mantras (like increasing public expenses) or hiding behind holy shrines (like 
resisting liberalisation, a textbook case). 
 

If I should choose a word around which to build the new vocabulary of the Left, it 
would surely be “innovation”.  

 

However, if I should choose a word around which to build the new vocabulary of the Left, it would 
surely be “innovation”. The present situation is paradoxical : our countries are torn by 
unemployment, yet if we invested in innovative and digital projects we could create hundreds of 
thousands of jobs. Scientific studies have shown how 50% of the positions that will be open in 
twenty years are yet to be invented. This is why we must be ready to change and further, we must 
even succeed in anticipating changes.  

The challenges faced by progressives are even more complex if we think of the obstacles that 
stand in our way. We must be ready to face indifference and the “professional doomsayers”, while 
maintaining a double target: preserving a conception of politics for which we have fought for 
years, while constantly updating it. The worst mistake we can make is to believe that the recipes 
of the past can be effective today; and this is also mainly true of progressive ideas. This is why I 
am convinced that the European Left must find new solutions; new ideas. We cannot overcome 
the economic and social crisis by using the same instruments that were used twenty years ago. If 
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the answer that we bring is a vague draft of social-democracy 2.0, I really think it will be hard to 
conquer the hearts of our fellow Europeans.   
 

REFORMING THE EUROPEAN LEFT TO 
ADDRESS SOCIETY’S MUTATIONS 
 

So, what is to be done ? We need the Left to discard conventional ideological patterns and dare to 
set foot on a very difficult path: facing its traditional challenges while developing a new language. 
We should first ask if it is a reasonable task, or in other words: if this goal is not beyond reach. We 
need to reflect on whether the disintegration of our society is not yet irreversible, if we should not 
surrender to a world in which inequalities are the rule and not the exception. Can we still rebel 
against growing inequalities? Let us take the example of incomes : we have moved from a 1 to 10 
ratio of income inequality that was deemed acceptable right after the 1929 crisis, to 1 to 400 
today, and sometimes more. In some extreme cases  the monthly income of a worker is inferior to 
that of an hour’s work of a manager in the same business.  

But in order to rise to this challenge in Italy and Europe, we must understand the facts facing us. 
Present day society, following the economic crisis, is characterised by the 5-75-20 formula: 5% 
from the Elite, that holds a great part of the national riches. 75% come from the middle class, and 
are a lot more likely to fall in poverty than to benefit from upwards social mobility; and finally 20% 
are the poor. This is a snapshot of today’s society in Europe, where it has too often been claimed 
that the middle class had been spared by the crisis. We need new leaders and new national and 
European politics in order to restore growth, to reinforce and support the middle class and include 
the 20% of citizens that are currently left to fall by the wayside.  
 

Both the Left and the Right are holders of values, choices and politics.   

 

In fact, the European Left is having great difficulties dealing with the current transformation. 
Mitigating circumstances are arguably many: amid soaring results for extremist parties, the 
differences between the Left and the Right may become blurred. I sincerely do not believe this 
comes down to an ideological divide. On the other hand, it would be illogical to pretend that those 
categories are immoveable: the Left and the Right are the holders of values, choices and policies. 
Unless they are, they will soon end in History books.  
 

A NEW CLEAVAGE : PRO-EUROPE FORCES 
AGAINST EUROSCEPTICS 
 

The problem lies elsewhere. The problem is that over the historical divide between the Right and 
the Left, another, more recent has been superimposed: pro-Europeans against Eurosceptics. This 
is a division that exists in all European countries: political forces, always more aggressive, holding 
on to extreme positions, are promoting a message against Europe, the Euro and virtually 
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everything, as well as a return to nationalism, be it from the Far-Right or the Far-Left. More often, 
they mix the ingredients of both extremes and find in the too many examples of corruption or bad 
politics the resources they need to develop : such is the case of the 5 Star Movement in Italy.  

As a consequence, national political forces are increasingly frequently pushed to the centre : the 
parties favourable to European integration have to defend themselves against Eurosceptics, and 
govern together. Such is the case in Germany and such was the case in Italy. Portugal could 
prevent this situation thanks to Antonio Costa’s skills… But if we take a closer look at the 
situation, the Left has the more to lose in this forced cohabitation because it has so far failed to 
define a clear pro-European message, and risks having to follow the conservatives while betraying 
its core values in what amounts to political suicide.  

 

How can we defend an idea of Europe other than that of austerity, if we only 
“somehow” disagree with the conservatives ? 

 

This is why we cannot be content with the status quo. We must insist on a new pro-European 
message, but we must do it from the Left. If we have the same message as the European Right 
(insofar as it argues a fair case for Europe, which I believe is highly debatable), how could we 
campaign against the Right? How could we defend an idea of Europe other than that of austerity, 
if we only “somehow” disagree with the conservatives, and only “marginally” correct their core 
errors?  

This takes us to one last reflexion. I often hear sentences like “The Left has disappeared”, “political 
parties are dead”, etc. To be very clear, I am convinced that we need the Left more than ever, and 
that we more than ever need adequate political forces. Moreover, I am absolutely convinced that if 
political parties, especially those on the Left, remain confined within their own national 
boundaries, there will be no hope of electoral victories, nor of bringing in any valuable ideas to 
challenge the existing model. If we look at European conservatives, we can see that all (or almost 
all) scrupulously abide by the principles of austerity policies, from the defenders of the Spanish 
Popular Party (PP), to the CDU, singing the praises of fiscal rectitude, to the Dutch and the 
Portuguese, to the New Democracy in Greece and others.  

But I do not see the same unity on the Left of the political spectrum. Manuel Valls relentlessly 
tries to bring the PS to reformist positions, the SPD is the “minority partner” in the great German 
coalition, the PSOE must confront the Podemos phenomenon and the British Labour Party seems 
to have chosen isolation.  
 

TOWARDS A TRANSNATIONALISATION OF 
EUROPEAN POLITICAL PARTIES ? 
 

In brief, it is a real mess. It is difficult to appear trustworthy in the eyes of the electorate with so 
many discordant voices. To be honest, what main European political parties are doing is very 
insufficient. But many seem to be satisfied with the “progressive platforms”. It is a shame that 
political meetings should so often be  devoid of any ambition, or too remote from current 
international events. The PES Congress in Budapest in June 2015, which I attended, is an telling 
example. It is a unique occasion to strengthen our ties with progressive parties all over Europe.  
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But I was left with a feeling of being disconnected from the deeper dynamics of European 
societies, beginning with immigration: an issue that was entirely avoided due to internal divisions 
within the PES, whereas the topic should instead unite all of the European Left. This adds to the 
fact that the internal dynamics of those great European parties are often akin to confederations of 
national parties with their own structures, bureaucracies and intergovernmental agreements 
typical of old European diplomacy. I think the time has come to bring down national barriers, 
especially between political parties.  

 

Contrary to Keynes’ saying, in the long run we will all be alive, but a 
transnational European policy will be even more necessary.  

 

If I could imagine a future for Europe, my wish would be to arrive as fast as possible to 
transnational political forces. But I am also realistic: of course, it will take time to get there. 
Meanwhile, we must deepen contacts between political leaders. Two years ago, a meeting 
happened in Bologna between the President of the Council Matteo Renzi, Manuel Valls, Prime 
Minister of France, the General secretary of the PSOE Pedro Sanchez and the head of Dutch 
Labour party Diedierik Samson. They all wore a white shirt and were scoffed at for it, but it was a 
very important moment for the European Left. We should reinforce ties between us, intensify 
them, debate and if we must acknowledge our disagreements, but in the face of  challenges that 
endanger the whole of Europe, we cannot be satisfied with a pre-summit before the European 
Council.  

Contrary to Keynes’ saying, in the long run we will all be alive, but a transnational European policy 
will be even more necessary. If we have succeeded in tying European elections to the choice of 
President of the European Commission, why can we not have truly European elections with 
transnational parties ? What we really need is not only a reform of European governance, but also 
a wholesale reframing of the European political space, with strong and effective European parties 
instead of the frail confederation of national parties that we have today. In this regard, the 
position of the European Parliament not to keep the proposal to elect at least a small portion of 
European deputies on transnational lists in 2019 is very disappointing. Those lists could form the 
future stem of transnational European parties and movements, without which European 
“democracy” will keep failing to deserve its name.  
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A LIRE AUSSI : 
Les autoroutes de la mer, Barbara Revelli et Adriano Turso 
Que sont les principes de l’Etat de droit devenus ?, Marie-Laure Basilien-Gainche et Vincent 
Souty 

Pour un salaire minimum européen, Alice Cros 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

La Cité européenne est un projet mené par EuroCité et la Fondation Jean-Jaurès. Son objectif est 
de penser la gauche européenne, d’un point de vue programmatique et idéologique. Comment 
aborder la construction européenne et les politiques de l’Union européenne lorsqu’on est de 
gauche ? En retour, qu’est-ce qu’être de gauche à l’heure de l’Europe ? Mais penser la gauche 
européenne ne peut se faire qu’avec les Européens de gauche. Lieu de pensée, la Cité 
européenne est également un lieu de rencontres où se forge patiemment la communauté de la 
gauche européenne.  
 

 

European Left think tank EuroCité aims at contributing to the development of a 
progressist vision and program for Europe, through quality publications and 
popular events. EuroCité wishes to be a laboratory for European activism and a 
laboratory for plurinational ideas, innovative and dynamic.  


