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Introduction 
!
!
How shall we define socialism and the Left today? Redefining their identity is 
an integral part of a socialist activist’s commitment. It is therefore essential 
to define the Left in the 21st Century in the light of the challenges humanity is 
currently facing. With rapid global growth, intensification of exchanges and 
abundance of shared knowledge as never before in History, the human 
community is also facing unprecedented environmental, security and identity 
challenges. 

A collective answer is needed: a conception of the Global Left that addresses 
these global issues. This article proposes a perspective based on the notion of 
progressive thinking rooted in a renewed conceptual framework. 

!
!
!
Socialism: a European Phenomenon 
!
Socialism initially arose from the European intellectual tradition. From the first 
humanists of the Renaissance to early political socialism, it developed with the 
evolution of European society. It took centuries for European Nation-States to 
appear. They developed as political structures whose leader was initially elected 
amongst his peers, to later become an absolute monarch ruling by divine right. 
Gradually, European states became nations, representing not only their leader but 
also their people. The Treaties of of Westphalia (1648/1652) produced the last 
mentions of the term Christendom, which by 1713 (Utrecht Treaty) had been 
replaced by “Europe”, inherited from Ancient Greece (1). 

The idea of a society based on collective interest was making its way among 
european elites, in response to the severity of their sovereigns’ absolutist mores. 
First Hugo Grotius, then John Locke and Thomas Hobbes elaborated on the nature 
of a social contract linking the nation to their ruler. Enlightenment philosophers 
advocated equality among all people: Condorcet, Rousseau, Kant. The word 
“socialism” was first recorded in an unpublished essay by Abbé Sieyès, whose 
inflammatory pamphlets launched the French Revolution (2). 

In a restive climate of political transformation that lasted for most of the 19th 
Century, this simple idea became a theory. English utopian Robert Owen granted 
new social rights to labourers working on his estate. In Germany,  philosopher Hegel 
defined the State as a guardian of individual liberty. The French and British States 
governments made citizens out of their granted citizenship to their erstwhile 
subjects in the years preceding the 1848 Revolutions of 1848. Europe was then 
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heaving with unrest, and the social question was brought up to put on the political 
agenda politics through publications such as Marx ’s or and Engels’ on the working 
class, or Proudhon’s on property. Essential issues of wealth distribution were 
brought to the fore, as was haring, the right for citizens to enjoy the benefits of 
the then unfolding unprecedented economic growth. During the second half of the 
19th Century, socialist, social-democratic and labour parties were formed 
throughout Europe. 

European socialism could be defined as a political philosophy that places human 
beings, their happiness and their fulfilment at the heart of its reflection. It also has 
a universal mission to bring peace among peoples, in a spirit of fraternal sharing 
and mutual respect. This inheritance must be borne in mind. It sheds light on the 
great responsibility of socialism in today’s European Union, and provides a healthy 
reminder of its limitations: as an indigenous European construct, socialism has 
always struggled to take root abroad. 

!
!
The Left beyond Europe: Out of sight … 

!
Indeed, the revolutions that rocked the Americas in the 19th Century often pit local 
conservatives, sometimes directly supported by European monarchies, against 
liberal factions attracted to French revolutionary ideals (3). Over time, such 
oppositions between colonial elites have given way to more complex claims by 
indigenous nations and their leaders. To this day, the question of social justice in 
the Americas remains tied to that of colonialism and European imperialism (4). US 
democracy still opposes conservatives and liberals, as the idea of socialism often 
remains associated with Soviet totalitarianism. 

The same goes in Africa, where there was no Left prior to early 20th Century 
emancipation movements whose deeper motives were pan-african and pro-
democracy, rather than socialist per se (5). In the Far-East, communism does not 
occur until the early 20th century, taking the form of autocratic government 
inspired by Stalinist rule rather than Enlightenment humanism. In the Arab and 
Muslim world, state socialism was very much a cold war partisan choice, that owed 
little to working class empowerment, a distant dream in late 20th century 
nationalist dictatorships. In the widely faith-based societies of Southern Asia, the 
socialist paradigm failed to inspire, but in some regional communities, such as the 
Indian state of Kerala. 

Globalisation and the industrial revolutions took the world by surprise. Only 
Europe, where these phenomena originated, was able to respond in real-time to 
the challenges they set the world: the distribution of new wealth, the place of 
Humans in industrial society, of people in a market economy, and of fraternity in a 
politically and culturally fragmented world. 
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A Left-wing Answer to Global Issues 

!
Global issues, as well as the democratisation process in emerging nations, are 
therefore forcing an ideological shift in which Europe bears considerable 
responsibility. It is now time for European socialists to open a reflection on the 
fundamental values of the Left, and seek to form a united front with political 
parties and grass-roots movements that share their values the world over. 

In order to generate such solid bases for unity, European socialists within the Party 
of European Socialists (PES) have produced a Fundamental Programme, the fruit of 
years of high-quality work aims at providing a conceptual basis to be used in future 
election manifestos. 

The following defining lines are put forward: 
- A new democratic political economy  
- A new definition for social justice  
- A union for European solidarity 

This is a laudable effort and a first step towards a universalist approach of the key 
issues that have traditionally been the focus of the European Left. Yet, more still 
needs to be done. In a multipolar world, Europeans can no longer be satisfied with 
political thinking whose relevance is limited to its own ken. The world changes 
rapidly, and Europe is no longer alone in following the path of regional integration. 

Several macro-regional blocks are currently being established or developed: SAARC 
in Southern Asia, ASEAN in Southeast Asia, NAFTA in North America, the Eurasian 
Economic Union in Central Asia, the African Union, Mercosur in South America, and 
even the Chiang Mai pact in the Far East. Those regional blocks are also 
civilisational cradles that are not irremediably destined to enter into 
confrontational relationships, be they of the ideological, commercial or military 
kind. Working towards global peace, a united Europe must contribute to a balance 
between the world’s main powerful political actors, that is respectful of world 
cultures and of the universal principles outlined in the International Bill of Human 
Rights. 

!
What ideology for the Global Left? 

!
The fast development of international institutions since the Second World War, and 
the profusion of new organisations inside the UN system are clear signs of a 
normative convergence process currently at play within the human community. As 
it develops an identity of its own, it is growing a lingua franca, main regional 
languages, an institutional consensus and related negotiation. However, the 
civilisations that make it so diverse may just as well be an asset as a potential risk: 
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a shock between diverging cultures and values that are often incompatible, and 
sometimes openly antagonistic (7). 

Value systems follow the path of History, in an arcane and time-bound fashion (8). 
The values of Judaeo-Christian humanism have in Europe evolved to produce a form 
of revolutionary universalism, which the Left has often identified with (9) from the 
uprisings of 1848 to the anti-war speeches of Jean Jaurès. But beyond the borders 
of our continent, the relation to the « public sphere » (10) and to political power 
as a driving force able to mediate social change (11) somehow differs. It would be 
possible, interesting and highly necessary to provide a differentiated 
representation of the conceptual structures underlying societal values sets that 
inform the mediation of power in the civilisational areas mentioned above. 

Beyond the simplistic depiction inherited from Antiquity which distinguishes 
Europe, Asia, Africa and America solely on geophysical criteria, these regional 
blocks are the true continents of the modern world. 

What are their values, and their respective grounds for unity? How are the notions 
of democracy, social justice and solidarity – concepts of high value to European 
socialists – expressed in these different societies? The place of the individual within 
the community, one’s fate before eternity or the popular mandate granted to a 
leader have diverse meanings in each regional block, that differ from those laid 
down in the European social contract, in the continuous and continental dimension 
of the European debate since the end of Middle-Ages (12). 

If the European Left wish to be part of a worldwide movement aiming at defending 
its values, such a study is to be carried out. Similarly, it has become essential to 
include an ethical component in the treatment of global political issues that affect 
the entire human community. 

!
Progressive Thinking: a New Phenomenon? 

!
These issues are related to the management of global public goods, and to poverty 
alleviation. 

This is about access to clean water and sanitation (13), to a bank account (14) and 
to education (15). It is also about the possibility for the international community to 
become involved in local conflicts in order to save lives (16); it is about the Agenda 
21 on social responsibility of enterprises and states (17), about religious tolerance 
and the governance of the world’s financial system (18). And of course, 
environmental issues must be our primary concern: preserving biodiversity, 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, promoting a circular economy, solving the 
problem of waste in low Earth orbit (19). Is there a wide-ranging consensus on 
these matters that can unite progressive parties across the world? 
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Defining the terms of such a consensus is an effort that few organisations have 
undertaken, the Global Progressive Forum or the Progressive Alliance being isolated 
examples. They remain marginal and quite Eurocentric, while the emergence of an 
Asian or African strand of social-democracy remains uncertain. Many inclusive 
initiatives could yet be acknowledged, and in particular a collective project aimed 
at reforming international institutions – that currently favour protecting the 
financial interests of Western ruling classes (IMF, World Bank, WTO). A global left-
wing proposal could also offer to reform UN General Assembly and Security Council 
representation by macro-regional block instead of the current imbalanced system, 
where equal one-state voting power is granted to India’s one billion-plus as to 
Luxembourg’s 300,000 citizens. A qualified-majority voting system, inspired by that 
of the European Council and Parliament, would seem fairer. 

It is necessary to take a stand on the Sustainable Development Goals, and to 
further the development agenda with a worldwide social protection programme to 
be financed by global taxation on financial transactions (including those in tax 
havens), under the UN Security Council’s watch. Security Council reform, so often 
procrastinated, also needs to be put on the agenda in a multilateral debate. 

In humanitarian and environmental emergency response, a reactivation of the UN 
Trusteeship Council could be suggested. It may be tasked with the supervision of 
environmental high-risk areas, in coordination with the IPCC (20) and the UNEP 
(21). The Council could more specifically supervise the management of global 
public goods (atmosphere, oceans, biodiversity and cultural heritage) and 
coordinate the international community’s action in humanitarian emergency areas 
such as in Kivu – where a genocide has been taking place for years amidst general 
indifference, in the Middle East (Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya) – where material and 
educational needs are massive, in Somalia or in Afghanistan. 

Taking action would not necessarily imply sending armies to areas of conflict; it 
would rather mean finding practical negotiated solutions to these destructive 
conflicts, an effort that fall under the responsibility of humanity as a whole, but 
that no country is in a position to solve on its own. It would also mean improving 
humanitarian response, which is currently sorely lacking means and strategic 
vision. 
!
!
Conclusion  
!
This article contends that the Global Left in the 21st Century must find its 
expression in progressive thinking that includes the key tenets of European 
socialism, but is not restricted to them. It is about opening our ideological horizon 
to the diversity of reflection from cultures and civilisations beyond our own, for 
whom the sustainability of the “human adventure” (22) is just as crucial. 
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It implies better knowledge of this History made of many stories, and of the diverse 
conceptions – be they exotic in our eyes – of the social contract as it is conceived of 
in the Far-East or in Africa, in the Middle-East or on the Indian subcontinent. It 
requires an understanding of what democracy may mean in these regions, and in 
what way its conception may differ from ours. 

Ultimately, it implies an effort of conceptual and axiological convergence within a 
global progressive project, built not only on the European socialist ideological 
corpus, but also on a realistic response to the practical challenges faced by the 
human community today. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!7



Notes 

1 – Étienne Balibar, We, the People of Europe. Les Frontières, l’État, le Peuple, La 
Découverte, 2001.  !
2 – Abbé Sieyès, Qu’est-ce que le Tiers-État ?, Paris, 1789. !
3 – In Mexico with Benito Juarez, or in South America with Bolivar. !
4 – The excesses of chavista politics in Venezuela provide an emblematic case. 
Similar excess, in a most disturbing way, are also present in many Left-wing South-
American parties. !
5 – Colin Legum, Pan-Africanism. A Short Political Guide, New York, 1965. !
6 – An initiative by then-SPD President Sigmar Gabriel. !
7 – Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilisation, 1992. !
8 – Friedrich Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, 1887. Nietzsche is fascinated with 
the evolution of the Roman world during the first centuries of Christendom. He 
distinguishes between the Catholic faith such as expressed in the gospel message, 
and the institutional framework that Church will draw for it, the latter being 
widely inherited from the Roman imperialism. He attemps to understand the 
evolution path of the social values which had sustained the imperialistic Roman 
imposed values towards the ones of the following Roman catholic regime. !
9 – Martin Wight,  The Three Traditions, Londres, 1991. For Wight, the three 
traditions which define the European political thought are those of realism 
(Hobbes), rationalism (Grotius, Locke) and revolutionism (Kant, Marx). This 
diverges from the usual disciplinary scheme which took for granted that realism 
and political idealism were the two opposed trends that bordered the discipline. !
10 – Jürgen Habermas,  Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit, 1962. Habermas 
describes a European public sphere from the 18th Century that would emerge on a 
communication area. Media conveyed ideas are at the core of a mass society 
development since they are this area’s informative vectors, through which a 
collective identity can exist. !
11 – Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1975. Foucault sees the “economy of 
power” as a mere punitive tool, in the turning of the punishment used as a revenge 
instrument. !
12 – Thomas More, Erasmus, Montaigne or Cervantes were already read and 
commented across Europe in their days. So were Luther’s Pamphlets, which 
launched the Protestant Reformation. The development of the printing press from 
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the 15th Century has opened a communication and socialisation space, and thereby 
permitted the transfer of fertile ideas and perspectives. This area widened during 
the Classical era. See  Habermas. op. Cit.; see also Paul Hazard, La Crise de la 
conscience européenne. !
13 – Millenium Development Goal number 7. Over 30 % of the population does not 
have access to proper sanitation. <http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/
sanitation.shtml> !
14 – World Bank, Global Financial Inclusion Report 2014,  
<http://datatopics.worldbank.org/financialinclusion/> !
15 – UNICEF: over 10 % of primary-aged children across the world are not able to 
attend school. !
16 – The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), launched by the UN former General 
Secretary, Kofi Annan, The Responsibility to Protect. (Report of the International 
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty, UN, New-York, December 2001) !
17 – <http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf> !
18 – Over the past few years, the Bank for International Settlements has played a n 
important role in reforming the global financial system, as well as Central Bankers 
of the «  five systemics  » (Euro, Yen, Pound, Dollar, Yuan). This has remained a 
little-discussed fact in the political culture of the European Left, with hardly any 
related programmatic development. !
19 – Satellite orbits are stretched to their limits, and will have to be cleaned in the 
coming decades.  
<http://www.science.gouv.fr/fr/actualites/bdd/res/3653/debris-spatiaux-une-
nouvelle-technologie-de-nettoyage/>  !
20 – Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 

!
21 – United Nations Environment Program. 

!
22 – Théodore Monod, Et si l’aventure humaine devait échouer ?, Grasset, 2000. 
 

A left-wing European think tank, EuroCité aims to craft a progressive vision and program 
for Europe with its high-quality publications and public events. EuroCité is a hub for 
European activism, as well as a fertile thinking ground for new ideas in a dynamic, 
multinational and innovative environment.
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