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Social, fiscal and climate justice: the right-left cleavage is still alive!
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The French president Emmanuel Macron claims to embody today’s progressivism, as opposed 

to ‘nationalism’. The profound difficulty for his concept though is that he lacks both a rigorous 

analysis of capitalism, and a clear understanding of the enduring importance of nation-

states. A new concept of progressivism in Europe has to stand not just for Macron’s creed of 

liberty and internationalism, but a genuine effort to restrain unfettered markets in pursuit 

of a more equal society.  

|  Demonstration against France’s labor laws, supported by president Emmanuel Macron's government. September 2017 in Paris.

DEFENDING PROGRESSIVISM: 
FIGHTING FOR A MORE EQUAL SOCIETY 
by Patrick Diamond
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S
ince his election as President of 

France, Emmanuel Macron has 

been assiduous in laying claim to 

the language of ‘progressivism’. 

Macron positions himself as a leader who 

believes in the great progressive causes of 

the age – a strong Europe, human rights, 

individual freedom, personal liberty. At the 

same time, Macron’s national project is pred-

icated on the rejection of the longstanding 

Left/Right cleavage in French politics. The 

President famously broke with the Socialist 

party to launch his candidacy, despite serv-

ing as Minister in a Socialist Government. He 

believes the challenges facing his country 

cannot be adequately addressed through 

the traditional discourse and demands of 

the Left. Macron’s advisers have been busily 

engaged in seeking to define a new concept 

of 21st century progressivism. 

It is no secret that centre-left parties over 

the last decade have faced serious prob-

lems, even if there are recent signs of 

electoral revival in countries from Portugal 

and Spain to Finland and Denmark. It is clear 

that regardless of national circumstances, 

there is a structural shift underway that is 

undermining social democracy’s support 

base. Some question the future viability of 

the European centre-left project.

Twenty years ago, the Left was ascendant 

in Europe. Social Democrats were in power 

in 13 out of 15 states then in the EU. Their 

ideas set the terms of debate. Not so today. 

This is a consequence of economic adversity. 

European economies may have experienced 

a revival with steady growth and rising liv-

ing standards. But the great recession has 

transformed the political economy of west-

ern Europe. Economic depressions have 

historically boosted support for the Right 

rather than the Left. 

In relation to the nation-state, the strate-

gic conundrum for all progressive parties 

is that they are torn between a world view 

that emphasises multi-level governance and 

internationalism, and the magnetic pull of 

electorates towards enduring ties of nation-

hood, identity and belonging. It is argued 

that in a globalising world sovereignty must 

be pooled to tackle collective challenges – 

climate change, trade, international crime, 

terrorism – exemplified by the Left’s defence 

of the EU. Yet Social Democrats must also 

acknowledge those anxious voters troubled 

by the erosion of the nation state’s bor-

ders, alongside the cosmopolitanism and 

diversity that ensues. A renewed emphasis 

on communal attachments is needed that 

gives meaning to people’s lives in a world of 

insecurity and upheaval. 

All centre-left parties are confronting a 

recurring dilemma: their political coalition 

is fracturing. Macron’s response is to align 

himself with full-throated liberal interna-

tionalism while introducing reforms that he 

believes are able to deliver faster growth. 

Post-war Social Democracy was built on 

buoyant growth – the “golden age” of capi-

talist expansion from the 1940s to the 1970s 

created the conditions for increased pub-

lic spending and redistribution. Yet growth 
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rates across Europe have declined from 

6% in the 1960s to less than 3% since the 

1990s. Lower growth rates increase hostil-

ity to redistribution among middle-income 

voters. Higher growth alone will not bridge 

the political divide.

The challenge for progressives has to go 

beyond economic reform and liberalisa-

tion, as Macron advocates. The task is to 

forge a new economic model that tackles 

concentrations of corporate and market 

power, governing the economy in the public 

interest. This necessitates proper oversight 

of public utilities and an economy that gives 

more workers a stake through profit sharing, 

a ‘property owning’ democracy, and redis-

tribution of productive assets. If Thomas 

Piketty is right that returns on capital always 

outstrip the rate of growth, capitalism must 

be reformed so wage earners share fully in 

the economic system. 

A new concept of progressivism in Europe 

has to stand not just for Macron’s creed of 

liberty and internationalism, but a genuine 

effort to restrain unfettered markets in pur-

suit of a more equal society. 

A new concept of 

progressivism in Europe 
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Macron’s creed of liberty 

and internationalism, 
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markets in pursuit of 

a more equal society.  




