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World citizen: is Europe's left poised for a comeback?  

Frida Ghitis 

 

When the global financial crisis erupted in 2007, it seemed liked the ideal moment for the 

political left to launch a comeback, particularly in Europe. The crisis was a disaster that started 

in the very heart of capitalism, the banking system, and which triggered massive layoffs, 

soaring unemployment and painful home foreclosures. In the U.S., the financial crisis helped 

the left-of-center Barack Obama win the White House. But throughout Europe voters seemed 

generally disinclined to bring leftist politicians to office. 

 

That might be about to change. 

  

After several years of the center-right taking the reins in Europe, 2012 could come to 

represent a pivot year for the left. Scattered polls, particularly in France and Britain, suggest 

the left may be poised to mount a comeback. Once again, the right's failings have presented 

the perfect conditions for a political changing of the guard, but it's not yet clear that leftist 

politicians and strategists will figure out how to capitalize on the inability of the center-right to 

restore economic growth. 

  

It did not require great intellectual ingenuity to pin blame for the crisis on flaws of the market 

system championed by conservatives. But the tables turned against Europe's socialists when 

the economic slowdown devastated national budgets, creating widespread concern over 

government spending and debt. The debt crisis resonated with popular doubts about the left 

just as the banking crisis had damaged the right. 

  

While the far right has leveraged discontent by turning the focus on immigrants, the left has 

not articulated a strong, easy-to-understand, ideological argument. It has been easy showing 

that economic suffering continues under the right. The hard part has been showing a better 

way -- one that does not repeat the mistakes of the past. 

  

It is difficult to reduce complicated economic phenomena into simple arguments that win 

votes. But the left has done a dismal job of winning the narrative. The most clearly understood 

version of the crisis affecting Europe today focuses less on the failings of the financial system 

than on the excesses of government spending -- a losing narrative for the left. 

  

But the most powerful weapon in the rhetorical arsenal of socialist candidates is the recession 

that refuses to end. 

  

Since the recession started, right-of-center politicians have won elections throughout Europe -- 

in Spain, Britain, Portugal, Sweden, the Netherlands and elsewhere. Some of those 

governments are now facing stiff headwinds. 

  

The coalition government of British Prime Minister David Cameron, a Conservative, 

enthusiastically set out to reduce spending, only to see the economy dip back into recession. 

Now the polls show the Labor party under Ed Miliband edging out Cameron's Tories. 

  

The most promising development for the left appears to be taking shape in France, where 

President Nicolas Sarkozy trails Socialist rival François Hollande ahead of Sunday's election. 

Sarkozy's defeat would mark a major setback for the policies championed by German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel, which emphasize cutting spending rather than stimulating growth. It 

would also mark the first time in 30 years that an incumbent French president has lost a bid 

for re-election. Sarkozy’s defeat would send a jolt through the system and could very well 

derail Merkel's recovery-through-austerity plan. 

  

Hollande proposes to impose a 75 percent tax rate on income greater than €1 million a year 

and a 45 percent rate for those earning more than €150,000, as part of an effort to balance 

the budget by 2017. He also vows to bring the recently raised retirement age back down to 60 

for people who have worked at least 42 years, and has run on a platform of higher taxes and 

higher spending that partially echoes the origins of the current problems. 
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The left has struggled to develop a new approach now that government largesse has been 

tainted. But so far, it has not articulated a coherent alternative, one that stands apart from 

both its past failures when in power and its mistakes when in the opposition. 

  

Meanwhile, the right's obsession with cutting spending has come under sharp criticism from 

liberal economists in the U.S., notably Nobel Prize winner Paul Krugman and former Treasury 

Secretary Lawrence Summers, who say government austerity during a recession only worsens 

conditions. 

  

Not only are European economies doing worse under austerity -- a dozen European countries 

are now in recession -- but governments are losing support as they make the tough decisions 

of where to cut. 

  

The right-of-center Dutch government collapsed over budget-cutting decisions, felled by a 

right-wing party that balked at the measures. 

  

In fact, it is the far right that has made some of the greatest strides during the crisis. The first 

round of the French election saw Hollande barely edge Sarkozy, 28.6 percent to Sarkozy's 

27.2. But the most surprising showing came from the party to the right of Sarkozy: Marine Le 

Pen's National Front took a strong 17.9 percent of the vote, its highest score ever. The far left, 

incidentally, fell short of expectations. 

  

Hollande has tried to portray himself as standing for the millions of Europeans suffering under 

the current policies, but he benefits from a general antipathy toward Sarkozy, in addition to 

the dissatisfaction with current economic policies. If Hollande wins, it will give a huge boost to 

the European left. 

  

In Greece, the epicenter of the eurozone's debt crisis, anger at the country’s economic ordeal 

has also favored the far right. Socialist leader Evangelos Venizelos has warned that neo-Nazis 

could "goose-step into Parliament with Hitler salutes." His socialist Pasok party is second in the 

polls behind the center-right New Democracy party with time running out before the May 6 

elections. 

 

There is no question that dismal economic conditions have altered the political landscape. 

Violence in Greece, massive demonstrations in Spain (where unemployment stands at a 

breathtaking 25 percent) and "occupy" movements throughout the developed world make it 

clear that the parched political ground is thirsting for an alternative. 

  

The left's best chance for a revival is a defeat of Sarkozy, brought about less by creative new 

ideas than by public dislike for the incumbent. If Hollande wins, he will have the opportunity to 

refine his ideas beyond the distorting lens of the campaign and help develop a new set of 

policies from the left that can then serve as a template for others. 

  

If that doesn't work, it's back to the drawing board for Europe’s left. 
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