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Abstract

This dissertation explores the emergence and development of new left-wing movements in
Central-Eastern Europe, specifically focusing on the Polish party Razem and the Slovenian
party Levica. Following the 2008 financial crisis, these parties emerged amidst a wave of
new democratic socialist movements across Europe, characterized by an anti-austerity
platform. The study aims to determine if these movements can be classified as populist
within the context of Central-Eastern Europe, given the region's unique political landscape
marked by post-communist legacies and scepticism towards socialism. Utilising a qualitative
methodology, including document analysis, critical discourse analysis, and comparative
historical research, the paper investigates the ideological foundations and rhetorical
strategies of both parties. The findings reveal that while both Razem and Levica share core
elements of new left ideology, their use of populist rhetoric varies, reflecting different
national contexts and strategic approaches. This study contributes to the broader
understanding of left-wing populism in a region typically dominated by right-wing
narratives, offering insights into the evolving political dynamics of post-communist

societies.
Abstrakt

Tato disertacni prace zkouma vznik a vyvoj novych levicovych hnuti ve stfedni a vychodni
Evropé, konkrétné se zaméfuje na polskou stranu Razem a slovinskou stranu Levica. Po
finan¢ni krizi v roce 2008 se tyto strany objevily uprostted viny novych demokratickych
socialistickych hnuti po celé Evropé, ktera se vyznacovala platformou proti tspornym
opatfenim. Cilem studie je zjistit, zda lze tato hnuti klasifikovat jako populisticka v
kontextu stfedni a vychodni Evropy, vzhledem k jedine¢né politické krajiné€ regionu
poznamenané postkomunistickymi dédictvimi a skepsi vii¢i socialismu. S vyuzitim
kvalitativni metodologie, v¢etné analyzy dokumenti, analyzy kritického diskurzu a
komparativniho historického vyzkumu, ¢lanek zkouma ideologické zéklady a rétorické
strategie obou stran. Zjisténi odhaluji, Ze zatimco Razem i Levica sdileji zakladni prvky
nov¢ levicové ideologie, jejich pouzivani populistické rétoriky se 1i8i, coz odrazi riizné
narodni kontexty a strategické ptistupy. Tato studie pfispiva k SirSimu pochopeni
levicového populismu v regionu, kterému typicky dominuji pravicové narativy, a nabizi

pohled na vyvijejici se politickou dynamiku postkomunistickych spolecnosti.
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Introduction:

In the aftermath of the economic crisis that followed the financial shock of 2008,
Europe saw the rise of new radical left parties, most notably the democratic socialist populist
parties of Syriza and Podemos in Greece and Spain respectively. However, while
considerable media and academic attention was put forward towards the rise of such parties
in Southern and Western Europe, there was until very recently a complete lack of interest in
the formation of such parties in post-communist Central-Eastern Europe. In part, this was
due to the delayed rise of such political parties in the region, which can be explained through
the difficulties of new left movements emerging in post-communist societies with existing
scepticism towards radical interpretations of socialism (Stiks, 2015) (March, 2023).
Nevertheless, the lack of research can also be explained through the existing misconceptions
that such movements could not emerge in post-communist Europe, especially in countries
such as Slovenia or Poland where the presence of a pragmatic post-communist left, and the
strong welfare system was seen as an unlikely ground for new left movements to develop
(March, 2023).

In similar fashion, research into populism has been concentrated on the much more
prominent right-wing populism. Although debates over the existence of left-wing populism
in Southern and Western Europe appeared with the rise of the aforementioned political
movements, they remained absent from the discussion in post-communist Europe. In fact,
when attention was not directed towards the rising right-wing populism in the region, it fell
on the intriguing emergence of left-wing conservative social populists, most notably in
Slovakia (Strategic comments, 2023). Additionally, academic debates over the relevance of
populism in the radical left and the left at large created issues over identifying possible
political formations that could mimic the role Syriza or Podemos played in Southern Europe.

Nevertheless, recently more and more research has been directed towards new left-



wing movements, the radical left, and left-wing populism in Central-Eastern Europe. In the
most recent edition of The Palgrave Handbook of Radical Left Parties, Keith et. Al (2023)
acknowledge the surprising new developments in the region, particularly in Slovenia and
Poland, where the political parties Levica and Levica Razem have emerged as withstanding
actors despite earlier editions of the same handbook doubting the possibility of such an event.
Moreover, both the Slovenian and Polish movements have defied regional norms through
their democratic socialist platform, separating themselves from other nominally left-wing
parties of the region (March, 2023). While they are not the only new left-wing movements
in Central-Eastern Europe from the democratic socialist tradition, they are certainly the first
ones to have reached political relevance and succeeded in maintaining it. Despite this,
existing research (Kulesza & Rae, 2017) (Furlan et Al., 2018) (Gwiazda, 2021) (Dineyv,
2023) (March, 2023) has only taken a distant or case-specific approach towards these two
movements, which fails to explore the relationship between Levica and Levica Razem with
Central-Eastern Europe.

However, it is worth exploring this relationship as both movements went through
similar stages in their political development. Indeed, both parties can trace their roots back
to the alter-globalism movement and have emerged in the aftermath of the 2008 financial
crisis, before becoming stable political structures in the last decade. Furthermore, both
parties describe themselves as democratic socialist and use a critical narrative on
neoliberalism and capitalism, while maintaining socially progressive views that are in line
with the so-called new left (Dinev, 2023) (Razem, 2024). Consequentially, it is worth asking
ourselves whether these two political parties are the Central-Eastern European equivalents
of the populist democratic socialist Syriza and Podemos. Therefore, this dissertation aims to
answer the following research question: Are the new left-wing movements that emerged in

the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis in Slovenia and Poland Populist?



To answer this question, we must first determine if these two parties are part of the
new left, before we can determine if they are in fact examples of left-wing populism. In order
to do so, the research will first look at the state of the literature on both left-wing populism
and contemporary politics in Slovenia and Poland. Before diving into the analysis, the paper
will present its qualitative methodology and conceptual framework. In the latter, we will
define the key concepts of New Left and Left-wing Populism, which will be referenced
throughout the dissertation. Next, the paper will first analyse each political party individually
using document analysis on party programs in order to find new left elements, and critical
discourse analysis on official party statements in traditional media in order to determine
populist elements. Once this is done for both parties, the dissertation will make use of
comparative historical research to compare both movements and discuss the findings.
Finally, the research will be summarised in its conclusion, where will offer possible further
research questions.

A) Left-wing populism

Research into populism has been rapidly growing in the last decades, however, the
field is still relatively new and broad. Indeed, attention has been mostly paid to right-wing
populism and its manifestations in Western Europe (Mudde, 2007) (Kaltwasser & Mudde,
2012). As such research into left-wing populism in Central-Eastern Europe is limited.
Broadly speaking, populism can be divided into two diverging directions. On one hand,
scholars discuss and research the circumstances and social conditions of populism, while on
the other hand, much of the existing literature is dedicated to the political nature of populism
(Kaltwasser & Taggart, 2017) (Urbinati, 2019) (Charalambous & loannou, 2020b). This
research aims to insert itself into the latter direction.

Initially, the paradigm around the political nature of populism has been centred on

populism being conceptualised as a thin-ideology (Abts & Rummens, 2007). In this
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interpretation, populism and its political notion of empowering “the people” against the elite
through a discourse aimed against a power bloc is seen as dependent on thicker ideologies
and can lead to cross-ideology developments (Stanley, 2008). However, as pointed out by
Stanley (2008) and other scholars (Charalambous & loannou, 2020b), even such a
conceptualisation presents issues due to the lack of an existing political core of populism.
Indeed, populism does not have unifying political texts, figures, or symbols, all of which are
necessary for a thin-ideology to exist (Aslanidis, 2015).

Recently, this paradigm has been increasingly criticised for being misleading and
presenting populism as an ideology, despite the lack of ideological coherence and historical
continuity among populist movements. In contrast to this, an increasing number of scholars
have conceptualised populism as a rhetorical style and type of discourse, instead of a thin-
ideology (Laclau, 2005) (Aslanidis, 2015) (Charalambous & loannou, 2020b). In fact,
writers such as Aslanidis (2015) have argued that any political concept can be understood as
a thin-ideology, therefore diminishing the value of the term. Even Freeden (2017) who
originally conceptualised the term of thin-ideology has argued that the concept cannot be
applied for populism due to its inherent dependence on other ideologies. For Mudde (2004),
populism is simply a view on society as being constituted out of two homogenous and rival
groups: the people and the elite. Although, this basic understanding is shared by most
scholars of populism, disagreements are found in the diverging conceptualisations of
populism as either an ideology or a specific type of discourse.

Within this tradition, the works of Laclau (1997) (2005) have a profound influence
on the understanding of populism as a method of political narrative and strategy. Indeed,
populism should be understood as a way of separating society into two categories to
monopolise popular sovereignty and creating a hegemonic popular body (Laclau, 2005). In

doing so populism refers to the historical concept of popular sovereignty and the symbolic
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will of the people (Laclau, 1997). From this understanding, Charanbulous and loannou
(2020b) argue that populism can be both a force of reinvigorating democracy and as possible
detriment to it. Consequently, it is important to separate the demagogue element that is
popularly attached to populism and view it in a neutral way, devoid of positive or negative
attributes.

Furthermore, the increasing use of populism in our contemporary societies and the
rise of populist parties on the right, centre and the left seem to confirm  the recent
academic shift in defining populism as a spectrum rather than a binary concept. In his article
in the Journal of Political ideologies, Van Kessel (2014) precisely argues this and
emphasises the importance of the frequency in which ideologies and political parties make
use of populism. In this conceptualisation, we cannot say that populism is merely a rhetorical
style, as it still impacts whichever ideology and organisation uses it. Rather, populism is a
moral set of ideas, which influences the ideological development of any political party
(Hawkins and Kaltwasser, 2017) (Charanbulous and Ioannou, 2020b).

From this perspective, we can move forward on the existing literature on left-wing
populism. As mentioned before, research into left-wing populism is relatively recent. At
first, most works have been dedicated to the emergence of left-wing populism in Latin
America, specifically on Chavez’s brand of political ideology (Betz and Immerfall 1998).
Albeit, these origins have left a long-term mark on left-wing populism, notably in France
(Alexandre et al., 2021), the research has since then moved forward. A great deal of the
literature has been devoted to exploring the relationship between populism and Socialism,
particularly the radical left. Some authors (Clarke, 2002) (March, 2011) have pointed out the
initial interlinking of Marxism with populism, which was due to the less prominent status of
the proletariat in less industrialised societies in Europe. Therefore, socialist actors had to

broaden their appeal to further segments of the lower classes through populism. According
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to Clarke (2002), this was especially the case of Russian Marxism-Leninism, which
originated from the populist socialist Narodnik movement.

In contrast, several authors (Olson, 2017) (Charalambous & Ioannou, 2020a) have
persisted on noting that Marxism has been consistently in opposition to populism. Indeed,
the Soviet approach, although inconsistent, was inherently anti-populist due to the party
acting as a vanguard and therefore holding the sovereignty over the people itself (March,
2011). Theoretically speaking, populism cannot be Marxist due to its role of reaching beyond
class divisions and accepting to collaborate with bourgeois parties (Charalambous &
Ioannou, 2020a). Through the populist references to popular sovereignty class
collaborationism was made acceptable to Marxist actors, who however were then at risk of
compromising their ideological purity.

Nevertheless, the existence of left-wing populism is not solely dependent on
Marxism and the left’s enfranchisement of the latter has allowed populism to be viewed as
closer to socialism than before. In fact, Laclau (1977) has said that Socialism is “the highest
form of populism” (p.196), meaning that a socialist understands the concerns of the working
class as universal for the people, which consequentially equates socialism with the will of
the people. Increasingly, the downfall of communism and the rising criticism of
neoliberalism has encouraged the adoption of populism in left-wing political movements and
parties (March, 2011). As Charalambous & loannou (2020a) (2020b) explain left-wing
populism can be understood both as a socialist strategy and as a corrective to democracy.
Firstly, it can be adopted by political parties to appeal to a greater electorate, which
overcomes traditional class divides and can strengthen this bloc of voters by offering an
inclusive definition of ‘the people’. In doing so, it not only isolates ‘the elite’ by othering it,
but also protects its electorate from external attempts of dividing it through xenophobic

attacks (March, 2007) (Charalambous & loannou 2020a). Secondly, as discussed before,
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populism can be used to challenge the liberal democratic system and reconnect people with
politics. As pointed out by the authors (2020b), this can be understood both as a positive
element of broadening democracy beyond the narrow concept of liberal democracy, or as a
negative element that can take the legitimacy of popular sovereignty away from democracy
and install it upon a demagogue political entity.

In short, currently the state of the arts supports the notion that regardless of the
ideological or rhetorical understanding, left-wing populism views the heterogenous people
as united in their condition as workers in a neoliberal society, in which they are oppressed
by the corrupt capitalist ‘elite’. If we combine this notion with the understanding of populism
as a thin-ideology reliant on a thicker ideology, we can start identifying distinct types of left-
wing populism. However, throughout the literature, it is visible that a shift is under way from
the ideational to the rhetorical understanding of populism.

Nowhere, else does this become clearer than in the writings of Luke March. In his
2011 book called Radical Left Parties in Europe, March includes Populist Socialist and
Social Populist as two distinct types of radical left-wing parties. According to March (2011):

“Populist socialist parties have a similar democratic-socialist ideological core, but this is

overlaid with a stronger anti-elite, anti-establishment appeal, greater ideological

eclecticism and emphasis on identity issues (especially regionalism, nationalism or law

and-order issues) rather than class or lifestyle concerns.” (p. 19)

In contrast, March (2011) describes Social Populist parties as populist movements with a
strong leadership and a weak organisational structure, which lacks ideological coherence.
Although, March does not touch upon the ideological or rhetorical nature of these two types,
it is clear that at the time he determined populism as a separate and diving element.

In the recent and newer edition of the book called The Palgrave Handbook of Radical

Left Parties in Europe, March, along with Keith and Escalona (2023) have removed the
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Populist Socialist category of radical left-wing parties, arguing that there is no party that
clearly corresponds to this political family and that some degree of populism is used by
almost all left-wing parties. Importantly, this seems to confirm Van Kessel’s argument on
populism acting as a spectrum rather than a binary thin-ideology. Furthermore, despite
March not addressing the academic debate on populism in his old and new categorisations,
it appears that the change reflects a quiet acceptance of the changing paradigm.

Additionally, although Charalambous & loannou (2020a) (2020b) leave us a rather
well-detailed description and understanding of left-wing populism, Keith et. Al (2023) argue
that the recategorization of radical left parties might be necessary in order to include the
realities of left-wing populism in contemporary politics. It is within this on-going debate that
this research aims to insert itself into. Indeed, considering March’s (2011) old and new
categorisations of democratic socialist parties and populist socialist parties, it appears the
two could be understood as one in the contemporary conceptualisation of radical left parties.
In fact, the proven usage of left-wing populism by democratic socialist parties around Europe
and their subsequent political success hints on the possibility of a deeper connection between
democratic socialist parties and left-wing populism. If populism, and therefore left-wing-
populism, is a spectrum as Van Kessel (2014) argues, it should be possible to measure it,
which this research plans to demonstrate through its qualitative analysis.

Moreover, in the works of Charalambous & Ioannou (2020b) and Keith et. Al (2023),
considerable attention has been paid to Western and Southern European left-wing populist
actors. Notably, a great deal of research has been dedicated to the Greek party SYRIZA and
the Spanish Podemos, as they are prominent examples of new and successful left-wing
populist movements. However, in recent years the political fortune of both of these
movements has declined dramatically, highlighting the unstable dynamics of populism as a

political force. Taking into account, the developing debate on populism and left-wing
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populism with the lack of research done into the emergence of left-wing populist parties in
Central-Eastern Europe, it becomes clear that a gap in the research has emerged and needs

to be filled.

B) Contemporary Left-wing Politics in Poland & Slovenia

In its approach to take Poland and Slovenia as case studies, this paper tries to support
the growing research into new left-wing politics, specifically left-wing populism in Central-
Eastern Europe. Currently, much of the existing literature is dedicated to the region’s
democratic backsliding and its growing right-wing populist movements (Bernhard, 2021).
Nevertheless, a considerable amount of the literature addresses the development of the
Central-Eastern European left after the fall of Communism, although several times this is
done from a European or comparative perspective (March & Mudde, 2005)

However, due to the extreme dynamics of the political space in Central-Eastern
Europe, parts of the existing research has become archaic, obsolete or proven wrong.
Immediately after the downfall of communism, a number of scholars predicted the
disappearance of the regime communist parties that had ruled the region for half a century
(Balut & Cabada, 2000). Rapidly, these suppositions were proved wrong with the adoption
of several different survival strategies by the now post-communist parties. According to
Ishiyama and Bozoki (2001), communist parties opted for four different survival strategies:
national socialist or populist, pragmatic reformist, orthodox Marxist, and national
communist. At the time, these four strategies were considered successful, and it was
understood by academics to have become the new norm (Balut & Cabada, 2000) (Grzymata-
Busse, 2002). Nevertheless, this claim proved to be precipitated as over the next decade the
political fortune of most of these parties, regardless of their strategies, fell dramatically.

Consequently, academics started to understand the volatility of the Central-Eastern

European political environment and began to explain the disappearance of the left in post-
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Communist Europe (Jasiewicz, 2008) (Fink-Hafner, 2024a) (Fink-Hafner, 2024b).
Importantly, March (2023) notes that socialism in Central-Eastern Europe has lost its
legitimacy as a reasonable ideology. Although, March seems here to indicate that the loss of
credibility is due to the previous system, it is important to note that other authors (Jasiewicz,
2008) argue that in addition the ideological pragmatism of the post-communist left also
participated in the disillusion of Central-Eastern Europe with the left. Furthermore, this led
to several scholars to conceptualise Central-Eastern Europe as an area incapable of
producing genuine left-wing political movements (Horvat & Stiks, 2015) (March, 2011). In
fact, March (2011) went so far to claim that the emergence of populism would be impossible
in more stable perceived countries, such as Poland, the Czech Republic and Slovenia. This
new understanding of Central-Eastern Europe as a backwards region where new left-wing
movements could only emerge through ideological combinations with nationalism bordered
orientalism. For it is precisely in Poland and Slovenia where new democratic socialist
movements arose breaking yet again the paradigm, despite even recent publications
perceiving these movements as exceptions (March, 2023).

In terms of existing literature on specifically Polish politics, conforming to the
regional standards the dominant themes are oriented towards the development of democracy
and the rise of the populist far-right (Bernhard, 2021). Initially, scholars (Wrobel, 2010)
(Szawiel, 2009) (Stanley, 2014) suggested a complicated consolidation of Polish democracy,
characterised by a fragmented political field with unenthusiastic voters and low turnouts,
despite a high support for democracy. Moreover, all three authors mentioned elements of
political instability, which foreshadowed the polarisation of Polish politics and the upheaval
of its party system in the 2010s and 2020s.

In terms of research on the development of left-wing politics in Poland, the article

The (not always sweet) uses of opportunism: Post-communist political parties in Poland by
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Krzysztof Jasiewicz (2008) is a good synthesis and explanation of the evolution of the Polish
post-communist left. Originally, the successor party SARP, later known as SLD, was viewed
both by academics and popularly as a genuine and successful transition of the old communist
party (Grzymata-Busse, 2002) (Zioto, 2009). Indeed, as Jasiewicz (2008) explains, the
successor party adopted a narrative and an image of a pro-market western-style social
democratic party. However, despite appearances and having united with new left-wing
political organisations born out of Solidarity, the party remained filled with old communist
apparatchiks. Additionally, the pragmatic opportunistic approach towards reforms meant
that while the party did succeed in elections, it did not seriously pursue liberalisation or
decommunization, but neither did it strengthen the falling welfare system (Jasiewicz, 2008).
Therefore, soon the party became discredited and unpopular until the realignment in Polish
politics marginalised the movement.

After the disappearance of the Polish left from the legislature in the 2015 elections,
research turned towards the emerging new left-wing movements and organisations. On one
hand, authors such as Kosowska-Gastot and Sobolewska-Myslik (2019), and Josef Smolik
(2023) focused on new anti-system, far-right and social liberal political parties. Among the
latter we find the Modern Party and Wiosna, which emerged in the aftermath of 2015.
Although, both parties received considerable attention from academics (Kosowska-Gastot
& Sobolewska-Myslik, 2019) (Smolik, 2023), they failed gained full notoriety and became
dependent on the Civic Platform and SLD to continue their political existence.

On the other hand, part of the more recent literature oriented was written towards
researching the growing social-cultural developments in urban and queer spaces, which later
became source for the protest movements that had emerged under the Law & Justice
governments (Binnie, 2014) (Kowalweski, 2018). Furthermore, these grassroots protests

were organised and later imbedded by the democratic socialist party Razem. Nevertheless,

18



much of the existing literature is focused on the party’s relationship to queer spaces and
policies targeted towards protecting the rights of women and the queer community
(Kowalweski, 2018) (Gwiazda, 2021). While this research is important, there is little to none
published about the political nature and the rise of the party. In fact, in March et Al. (2023)’s
The Palgrave Handbook of Radical Left Parties, which includes a wide and resourceful
overview of radical left parties in Europe, including democratic socialists, Razem is simply
described as a growing democratic socialist party that was inspired by similar anti-austerity
parties such as Podemos or Syriza. Nonetheless, there is an important lack of research done
in a party that has succeeded in growing and becoming indispensable in the current majority
led by prime minister Donald Tusk.

Similarly to Poland, existing literature on Slovenian politics after the fall of
communism was initially focused on describing Slovenia as a model of democratic and
economic transition in Central-Eastern Europe. Indeed, several authors (Daskalovski, 1999)
(Adam et al., 2009) (Fink-Hafner, 2024a) have presented Slovenia as having perfectly
transitioned through a gradualist approach, which the scholars have described as a product
of consensus. Nevertheless, this view on Slovenian politics and economic transition became
increasingly criticised for ignoring the mistakes that have been done (Hozi¢, 2014) (Zidek,
2016) (Krasovec & Ramet, 2017). In particularly, Zidek (2016) has pointed out that the
Slovenian gradualist approach was not a theoretical decision made through consensus, but
rather as a result of intense political clashes between the post-communist left and the political
forces of the Slovenian Spring.

Furthermore, this division on the direction of Slovenian politics was not only limited
to the economic elements of transition. In fact, a number of works have on the contested
cultural and historical legacies in the Central-Eastern European political arena have

mentioned the fractured memory regarding the communist past in Slovenia (Bernhard &
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Kubik, 2014) (Hozi¢, 2014). In Hozi¢’s It Happened Elsewhere Remembering 1989 in the
former Yugoslavia, the author explains how the massacres perpetrated after the Second
World War by the communist authorities and the road to Slovenian independence have
marked the post-communist left due to their lack of acknowledgement (Hozi¢, 2014).
Simultaneously, it is in these writings that we start seeing mentions of Slovenian right-wing
politician Janez JanSa. Specifically, in his attempts to monopolise the memory of
remembrance and democratic activism under the communist regime.

Relatively recently, there has been an increasing amount of literature and research
produced on the topic of Janez Jansa and his Slovenian Democratic Party (Rahmadan, 2021)
(Novak & Lajh, 2022) (Fink-Hafner, 2024a) (Fink-Hafner, 2024b). In particular, his and his
party’s usage of right-wing populism, their role in the threat of democratic backsliding in
Slovenia, and their governments repression of social activism (Novak & Lajh, 2022) (Fink-
Hafner, 2024a). In fact, research into populism in Slovenian politics is exclusively reserved
to JanSa’s party and their xenophobic rhetoric (Rahmadan, 2021). Although, this can be
explained due to the prominence of Jansa’s political force in Slovenia and abroad, there is a
clear lack of research into the emergence of left-wing populism in Slovenia.

In terms of existing literature on Slovenian left-wing politics, there are arguably two
categories with which we are presented. Firstly, older literature dedicated on the
transformation of the post-communist left, their impact on the political and economic
transition, and their eventual downfall. Within this section, Balut and Kabada (2000)
describe the political evolution of the two post-communist successor parties: the Liberal
Democracy of Slovenia and the Social Democrats and their opting for the pragmatic
reformist survival strategy by comparing the Slovenian transformation with the Czech one.
In their analysis of the party system and democracy evolution in Slovenia, KraSovec and

Johanssen (2016) similarly explain the transformation of LDS and SD as part of the second
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phase in the evolution of Slovenian democracy. Moreover, they explain the eventual
downfall of the two parties as caused by the economic crisis and the perceived corruption.
Along with other authors (Krasovec & Ramet, 2017), they analyse the dominance of new
personalist centre-left parties in the Slovenian political left (KraSovec & Johanssen, 2016).
Despite these important elements, the focus of these works remains on democratic evolution
and lacks an introspective in the possible usage of populism in the Slovenian left.

Secondly, since the 2008 financial crisis and its aftermath, a number of works have
been written on the subject of the protest movements and protest culture that came with the
crisis (Korsika & Mesec, 2014) (Stiks & Horvat, 2015) (Furlan et Al., 2018) (Dinev, 2023).
In the aftermath of the crisis, both centre-left and centre-right governments were tasked with
dealing with the economic difficulties by imposing austerity measures, which caused the loss
of legitimacy of both political families (Furlan et Al., 2018). Furthermore, several authors
(Furlan et Al., 2018) (Dinev, 2023) point out how the protest movement became an intense
and diverse melting pot of ideas and innovative social thinking. According to Dinev (2023),
these protests led to the creation of several political organisations, which eventually united
in a coalition called United Left. Moreover, Dinev (2023) goes on to explain how this
coalition through somewhat chaotic means eventually unified into the political party Levica.
However, it is important to note that some of the authors were directly involved in the protest
movement and in the subsequent political organisation, therefore the account provided in
this literature is somewhat subjective.

In essence, the existing literature provides an informative understanding of the 30
years of democracy and politics since the downfall of communism in Poland and Slovenia.
Notably, much of the research is dedicated to the evolution of the post-communist left, their
survival strategies and their eventual downfall. Additionally, much has been written about

the evolution and the state of Polish and Slovenian democracies, along with the threats in
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the form of right-wing populists that have emerged against them. Finally, while the presented
literature does cover the anti-austerity and anti-government protests that led to the creation
of Lewica Razem and Levia respectively, it does not analyse their functioning and political
standings or rhetoric, once both parties have established themselves in the party system of
each country. Nor does it draw parallels with similar political parties from the region, despite
correctly presenting the protests that preceded the creation of these parties as of similar if
not the same nature.

To some extent, this can be understood due to the relatively young age of these
political parties and the outdatedness of some of the literature. Nevertheless, both political
parties have become notable and later important political forces since 2015. Today both
Lewica Razem and Levica are part of the governing coalition in Poland and Slovenia
respectively and have in both cases affected governing policy. Therefore, there is much to
be researched on these two political parties. However, this research aims to understand the
potential use of left-wing populism by these two democratic socialist parties through
comparison in the hope to provide a regional element as well.

C) Methodology

In order to find out if the new left-wing movements that have emerged in the
aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis in Poland and Slovenia are populist, the research has
decided to take a qualitative, inductive and interpretative approach. In doing so, we analysed
the party programs of the Polish political party Razem and the Slovenian political party
Levica using document analysis to determine if they can be considered parties of the new
left. Furthermore, for both parties an interview with the highest representative has been
chosen to analyse through critical discourse analysis the measure of left-wing populism
being used in the narrative of both parties. Once this initial data has been gathered and

analysed, we used comparative historical research, specifically comparative history as
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macro-causal analysis, in order to identify the potential of both parties being of the same
left-wing populist nature that is arguably found in Central-Eastern Europe.

Firstly, let us explain the choice made in choosing the specific political parties as
examples of new left-wing movements in Poland and Slovenia. As presented in the literature
review, left-wing politics in Poland and Slovenia are divided between the post-communist
left with the successor party(ies) of the old communist parties, and the new left that emerged
in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis from the anti-austerity protest movements. For
our research the choice has been made to analyse the latter group. In our criteria we took
mostly notice of the relevance and political importance of the aforementioned parties.
Indeed, while there are minor political organisations that can be qualified as part of the new
left, such as the Pirate Party in Slovenia or the Greens in Poland, they either lack
representation in the national legislature or are merely minor entities relying on stronger
parties and broad coalitions. Furthermore, the research strived to work with political parties
of the same ideological nature, which is the case of Razem and Levica as they’re both
academically identified as manifestations of democratic socialism (Kulesza & Rae, 2017)
(Dinev, 2022) (March, 2023). According to these criteria, only the two aforementioned
parties fit into the scope of our research.

Naturally, there are other examples of left-wing populism in the post-communist left
as well. In fact, there has been a substantial amount of research dedicated into the social and
national populism used by several political parties of the post-communist left in Central-
Eastern Europe (March, 2011) (March, 2023). However, it is the purpose of this research to
challenge the existing view on Central-Eastern Europe as a post-socialist desert where left-
wing politics can only achieve prominence through adopting nationalist or social populist
positions and discourse. Consequentially, the choice was made to focus the scope of the

research on the new left-wing democratic socialist parties.
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In terms of data collection, once the two subjects had been identified, the research
first chose to look at both parties’ political programs. In the case of Razem, we used the
political program provided on the party’s website, which had been adopted during the party’s
congress from 2021 in the anticipation of the 2023 polish legislative elections (Razem,
2024). Although, the party adopted a program during its founding congress in 2015, it is not
present on the party’s website, and it was therefore dismissed. When it came to find the
political program of Levica, we were however faced with a difficult choice as the party’s
website featured four different programs: the 2017 unification congress manifesto; the 2018
legislative elections program; the 2019 European elections program; and the 2022 legislative
elections program (Levica, 2024). In accordance with our comparative approach, it was
necessary to have our data for both Poland and Slovenia to be from a similar time period and
to be of similar nature. Therefore, it was decided for three important reasons to choose the
2022 legislative elections program as our data for Levica. First, both programs are as close
as possible in terms of time period, specifically from 2021 and 2022 respectively. Secondly,
they were both prepared in the run-up to the third legislative elections the parties competed
in. Thirdly, as shown in the literature review, the existing research has already covered the
founding of the parties and in doing so at least in part discussed the original manifestos and
programs adopted by both parties.

Our second data collection source was selected in the form of existing interviews
made in mainstream traditional media with the highest representatives of both political
parties. In our sampling, we sought to have a source of data with an intended wider audience
in order to analyse the used discourse and to determine whether populist rhetoric was used.
Understandably, party programs cannot fulfil such a role as they are frequently intended
more as internal documents and are targeted towards a more politically engaged audience.

Neither could we use interviews in a party-affiliated media due to the limited audience.
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Indeed, it is generally considered that such type of media is used to embolden and energise
the committed voters of a political party. Therefore, our scope was limited to traditional
mainstream media with both a physical and online presence. Moreover, the research limited
itself to interviews of a political nature with a focus on the political party in order to exclude
interviews centred on the interviewee or particular political events. Finally, it should be
noted that both political parties have some form of collegial leadership rather than a
traditional hierarchical structure, which should be noted in considering the representation of
the two interviews.

For the Polish case, we had the option of several personalities of Razem as the party
had no co-leadership in place at the time and only an executive bureau. Therefore, our choice
was somewhat made arbitrarily by picking the future co-chair of the party Magdalena Biejat
who was at the time sitting on the executive bureau of the party, which was responsible for
the public appearances of the party. Using the advanced google search, we limited our search
for polish articles including the keywords “Biejat” and “Wyviad” that were published
between the 1% of January 2019 and 13™ of October. We made this choice due to our need
to find a general political interview, which can often be only found during elections
campaigns. Indeed, the selected time period was during the electoral campaign. Only one
article appeared, which is an interview published by Okopress, an investigative journal
(Jaroslaw, 2016), which we consider apt for our analysis.

In the case of Levica, we exclusively looked for interviews with the coordinator of
the party Luka Mesec made during the election campaign of 2018. Using the advanced
google search during the time period from the 1% of January to the 3™ of June, which is the
date of the elections, and limit the search down to Slovenian websites with the keywords
“Luka Mesec” in the title of the webpage, we found exactly one interview. Specifically, an

interview Luka Mesec did with the daily newspaper Dnevnik on the 21 of April. There in
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total five daily general newspapers in Slovenia and as Dnevnik is one of them, the criteria
were considered fulfilled (Plut-Pregelj & Rogel, 2010)

Once our data was collected, the research used three qualitative methods of analysis
in a specific process to come to the conclusive results. Firstly, it is crucial for this research
that both political parties are determined as being part of the new left rather than the post-
communist ‘old’ left. Therefore, the research used document analysis on both parties’
programs in order to identify new left elements, which will be defined in the conceptual
framework. Due to the length and language of the programs, the study has used Scott’s
(2006) approach to document analysis, which tells us to include four criteria: authenticity,
credibility, representativeness, and meaning. Additionally, document analysis relies heavily
in the correct approach to selecting documents (Bowen, 2009), which this paper has arguably
already done in the previous data collection section. Following these steps will help
determine the validity of our research and allowed us to establish both parties as democratic
socialist and part of the new left.

Having established the basis of our research, this study continues by utilising critical
discourse analysis. Based upon the works of Fairclough (1995), critical discourse analysis is
an interdisciplinary approach that looks at how language is employed to construct power
relations, ideologies and other social interactions. In understanding the degree of left-wing
populism being used by the analysed political parties, critical discourse analysis offers a
perfect method to identify left-wing populist discourse. Critically, Fairclough & Fairclough
(2012) explains critical discourse analysis as a three-dimensional framework compromised
by textual analysis, discursive practice and social practice. In the textual analysis, linguistic
features are analysed to produce a pattern of themes from which underlying ideological
rhetoric is revealed. Furthermore, in the discursive practice the text is considered in terms of

how it was created, distributed, and who the intended audience was. Additionally, the
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intertextuality and interdiscursivity are investigated. Finally, the social practice of critical
discourse analysis aims to contextualise the findings and the wider impact of the analysed
discourse. As Fairclough’s explanation of critical discourse analysis is understood as a guide
(Fairclough, 1995, this research will focus on the first element of the framework, namely the
textual analysis of the employed discourse by the party representatives in the selected
interviews.

In order to do, the research has established a codebook with three crucial elements in
populism rhetoric: popular sovereignty, antagonism against the elite, and state of crisis. All
three of these code labels are grounded upon the work of Charanbulous and Ioannou (2020b),
who have determined these three elements as universally accepted central points of populism
by all crucial scholars of populism. Firstly, popular sovereignty is here understood as the
people-centrism of populism, which creates a socially constructed idea of ‘the people’ as the
morally perfect majority, which acts by itself for the changes that are made in their interest.
Secondly, the antagonism of ‘the elite’ is recognised as the process of othering a specific
demographic that populists identify as the morally corrupt elite, which acts against the
interests of ‘the people’. Thirdly, the state of crisis is the galvanising element that populists
present as the reason to act. This is usually understood as a crisis of the existing system,
which can be interpreted differently depending on the ideological orientation of the populism
in question.

From our literature interview, we have identified the form these elements of populism
take when they are employed by left-wing populism. Firstly, popular sovereignty is seen by
left-wing populism as the true form of democracy by constituting a homogenous united
working people from a heterogenous demographic group that could be otherwise divided by
class, race or gender. Secondly, the process of antagonism against ‘the elite’ is in left-wing

populism targeted against the constructed neoliberal, corrupt, capitalist elite, which acts
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against ‘the people’. Finally, left-wing populism usually declares the state of crisis to be that

of capitalism or liberal democracies.

acts against the people

and their interest

people who create an
economic model that
demands low wages.”

(Dnevnik, 2018, p.3)

Code Label Description Example Notes

Popular Sovereignty | The central position of In left-wing populism
‘the people’ as a ‘the people’ is usually
sovereign agent of the an inclusive definition
moral change that is for a heterogenous
being done in their group
interest

Antagonism  against | Process of antagonism | “These  accusations | Left-wing  populism

‘the elite’ against ‘elite’, which | are directed at us by | considers ‘the elite’ as

the ultra-rich and

neoliberal capitalists

State of Crisis

The social, economic,

cultural or political

“This [competition in

the capitalist labour

Frequently, left-wing

populists will consider

system is in crisis market] is madness | that capitalism and/or

that needs to be put to | liberal  democracies

rest” are in crisis

(Dnevnik, 2018, p.4)

Figure 1 Codebook of the Research

Finally, once the research has arranged and analysed its data through document
analysis of the parties’ programs and critical discourse analysis of the interviews with the
highest representatives of both parties, the study used comparative historical research to find
similarities and differences between the two parties. Specifically, this was aimed to examine
the possibility of a regional connection between Razem and Levica. Indeed, the research
followed the four stages of comparative historical studies: examining the context of the
comparison; explaining the choice of the cases; use interpretative historical sociology to
analyse the similarities and differences; and finally proposing a causal explanation of the

subject of the comparison (Schutt, 2006). In this comparison, the study chose to follow the
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historical approach as it was not the goal of this research to offer generalisations on the
development of left-wing populism in the Central-Eastern European region. Despite this, the
research attempted through macro-causal analysis to find common factors between the two
cases by using the method of agreement and the method of difference as established by Stuart
Mill (Skocpol & Margaret, 1980).

In practice, this meant deciding on two comparable cases over a determined and
common time period. As explained before, both Razem and Levica saw their emergence as
full political forces in 2015, both have contested in three legislative elections, and both have
been part of the winning coalition in the most recent legislative elections in Poland and
Slovenia. Furthermore, both political parties find their roots in the protest movements and
culture that followed the 2008 financial crisis, which led to both parties adopting an anti-
austerity and democratic socialist platform. Moreover, as we will see in the analysis both
Razem and Levica can be considered as part of the new left and have used elements of left-

wing populism in their discourse.
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1. Conceptual Framework

As previously discussed, this paper aims to answer the stated research question: are
the new left-wing movements that have emerged in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis
in Poland Slovenia populist? From the research question, it is visible that the study has two
research goals. First, it seeks to identify the political parties of the new left. Secondly, it
wants to determine whether these two movements are populist in their nature. Hence, the
following two concepts work as the independent and dependent variables in this study: the
new left and left-wing populism, specifically democratic socialist populism.

To be more precise, the concept of the new left acts as the independent variable due
to the fact that as established in the literature review Marxism theoretically cannot be
manifested into populism. Therefore, for left-wing populism to be present the analysed
political party must be ideologically positioned in the postmaterialist new politics.
Importantly, this should not be understood as meaning that only parties with new left-wing
ideological positions can be left-wing populist. Rather, left-wing political parties that engage
in new politics, either in support of the principles of the new left or oppose them, abandon
strict Marxist political behaviour, which leads them to using left-wing populism.
Consequently, left-wing populism is the dependent variable, which is determined by new
postmaterialist politics. Specifically, this research equates democratic socialist populism as

dependent on the new left nature of the political party.
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New

postmaterialist Left-wing

politics

Populism

New Left Democratic

Socialist Populism

Figure 2 Visualisation of the Conceptual framework

A) New Left

According to Poguntke (1987): “new politics is characterised by [...] the emphasis
of political issues like environmental protection, participation rights, disarmament, Third
World problems, arid self-realisation” (p.77). Furthermore, new politics justify the use of
unusual methods of political activism, such as demonstrations, sit-ins, boycotts, etc.
Additionally, new politics are led and attract a specific demographic, characterised by their
young age, high education, their belonging to the new middle class, and their distance from
industrial labour (Poguntke, 1987). In essence, new politics and in particular the new left,
are not focused on the Marxist understanding of the world through class conflict between
the proletariat and the capitalists. Instead, the new left is concerned with postmaterialist
issues related to the individual and their position within society. Therefore, the central
elements of the new left ideology are individualism, feminism, acceptance of sexual and
ethnic minorities, pacifism, and concern over the developing world.

Historically speaking, the new left emerged along with new postmaterialist politics

in 1968 with student protests across the democratic West. From these protests emerged the
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first political organisations that would eventually transform themselves into green,
democratic socialist, and feminist political parties. Nevertheless, this clean break between
the old paradigm of division between classes and the new division between identities was
not able to substantially emerge in the Eastern bloc due to the authoritarian communist rule.
Consequently, the new left emerged in organisational and political terms only during the fall
of communism and the democratisation of Central-Eastern Europe. This meant that Central-
Eastern European new left movements did not emerge solely as manifestations of a post-
marxist left but were in addition a break from the (post)-communist left. However, despite
initial successes, the new left disappeared as a political force in the 1990s and early 200s and
returned in Central-Eastern Europe only after the 2008 financial crisis.

In this study, we sought first to clarify the new left nature of the political parties of
Razem and Levica through document analysis of the party programs. In order to do so, we
checked for the characteristics of new left parties that are described by Poguntke (1987).
Indeed, we searched for content that includes the aforementioned elements of the new left
ideology. Moreover, the research also searched for signs of easy participation in the party
organisation and of unconventional political style. Finally, the importance of the
demographic construction of the membership was looked into when researching the authors
and the intended audience of the program.

B) Left-wing Populism and its types

As shown in the literature review, left-wing populism is a specific kind of populism,
which embeds left-wing elements into populist rhetoric. Left-wing populism is a political
concept that combines elements of populism, emphasising the dichotomy between "the
people" and "the elite", with left-wing positions that focus on social justice, economic
equality, and the expansion of the welfare system (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2013). Moreover,

it criticises the capitalist elite and their neoliberal policies, which are against the interests of
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the ordinary people (March, 2007). Regardless, of the ideological or rhetorical understanding
of left-wing populism, scholars of populism have agreed on three key characteristics of
populism: popular sovereignty, antagonism against ‘the elite’, and state of crisis. These,
three crucial elements are explored in the methodology section of this paper.

In understanding left-wing populism, it is important to understand that there exist at
least two types of left-wing populism. According to March (2011), among the radical left
political family, there are populist socialists and social populists. On one hand, populist
socialists are defined by their democratic socialist core beliefs with a stronger anti-
establishment rhetoric. On the other hand, social populists are populist movements with a
dominant personalist leadership that utilise both left-wing and right-wing ideological
elements to reach a wider audience. In the literature review, it was established that this
categorisation was abandoned due to the changing understanding of populism from a thin-
ideology to a rhetorical style. Nonetheless, as March et Al. (2023) explain, left-wing
populism should be revisited as a category in the radical left. Taking into account Van
Kessel’s (2015) argument of populism as a spectrum, this research argues that each category
of the radical left should be understood as having a populist extension. Therefore, grounded
on the most recent categorisation made by March et Al. (2023), this study explores the
possible existence of democratic socialist populism.

Using critical discourse analysis, this study has established a codebook to analyse the
interviews with the highest representatives of Razem and Levica. Indeed, the three key
characteristics of popular sovereignty, antagonism against ‘the elite’, and the state of crisis
are the code labels that were used to analyse the discourse used in both interviews.
Furthermore, all three code labels originate from this study’s understanding of left-wing

populism as explained in the literature review and this section.
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2. New Left-wing Parties in Poland & Slovenia
2.1 Poland: Razem

In May 2015, a group of social activists, who were dissatisfied with the existing
political landscape in Poland, founded the democratic socialist political party Razem,
meaning "Together" in Polish. The founders of the party sought to offer an alternative to the
defeated post-communist left, the liberal Civic Coalition, and the right-wing Law and Justice
Party. Since 2015, they have contested in all legislative, presidential, and some local
elections with relatively moderate success. Notably, the party has continued to grow,
especially due to their leadership in the protest movement against the Law and Justic
government’s restriction of access to abortion. Furthermore, the party has collaborated under
common electoral lists with the rest of the Polish left and has succeeded in improving their
vote share and their representation in the national legislature. In fact, the party was the only
member of The Left common list to have improved their electoral score in the most recent
2023 Polish parliamentary elections. Finally, the party is part of the governing majority in
the Polish parliament, although it has refused to participate in the government.

A) 2021 Program of Razem

According to the official website of Razem (Razem, 2024), the 2021 program of the
party was adopted during the 2021 congress, which was held between the 22" and 24" of
October 2021. Furthermore, the document was retrieved in May 2024 from website of
Razem, under the program section. Before 2022, Razem had no centralised leadership and
was instead governed by five branches: the congress, the national council, the national
executive board, the national audit commission, and the national court of arbitration.
According to the status of the party, it is the congress who adopts the program. However,
the document is believed to have been prepared by the national executive board, which at

the time consisted of Magdalena Biejat, Adrian Zandberg, Anna Gorska, Bartosz Grucela,
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and Dorota Olko. For the sake of document analysis, these five figures can be considered as
the authors of the documents.

At the time of the writing of the program Biejat was 39 years old, Zandberg and
Gorska were 41 years old, while Grucela, and Olko were 34 and 32 years old respectively.
Both Biejat and Zandberg were seen as leading personalities of their party due to their early
strong involvement in the party. Indeed, Biejat was a prominent figure in the protest
movement against the restriction of access to abortion in Poland, while Zandberg had co-
founded the party in 2015. Furthermore, both Biejat and Zandberg were highly educated and
worked as academics, researchers and consultants before stepping into politics. However, it
should be noted that Zandberg had a longer history of political engagement, as he had been
part of several minor new left organisations before 2015. Similarly, both Gorska and Olko
have a background in Polish academia and have worked as social researchers and journalists.
Moreover, both women became notable party members, however neither of them became
member of parliament during the 2019 elections. Finally, Grucela has a comparable profile
to the rest of the board, having studied in Nicolaus Copernicus University and the Universitat
Autonoma de Barcelona in Spain. Furthermore, like Zandberg and Olko, he was part of the
founding members of Razem. Nevertheless, he is the only member of the board that has
claimed to have worked a manual job, specifically in a warehouse.

In essence, all of the authors are highly educated, engaged activists with a strong
academic background. Additionally, all of them except Grucela have had professional
careers as researchers, consultants, journalists or even entrepreneurs. This both hints on their
origins from the middle class, while also confirming the standards of membership for a new
left party (Poguntke, 1987). Besides Grucela’s experience in manual labour, the only factor
that could be contested as diverging from the typical characteristics of a new left party

membership is the age of the authors. However, it should be noted that during the emergence
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of the party in 2015 when most of the authors joined the movement, they were in their late
20s or mid-30s. Therefore, this qualification can be considered met.

In order to pursue our document analysis, we must first put the document into the
context it was written in. By 2021, Poland had experienced six years of right-wing populist
governance under the Law and Justice party. In that time period, the rights of women and
the LGBTQ+ community came under heavy pressure and were subject to reactionary
reforms. Indeed, access to abortions was progressively restricted until it was completely
banned, except in extremely specific circumstances related to the mother’s health or if the
pregnancy resulted from a criminal act. Furthermore, Poland withdrew from the Istanbul
convention and several municipalities and regions declared themselves as “LGBTQ+ free
zones”, which was a notable feature of the increasing homophobic discourse used by the
Law and Justice government and its allies. During this time period, large-scale protests were
organised against the government’s policies on abortion and the LGBTQ+ community.
Importantly, several Razem politicians emerged as leaders or notable figures of the protest
movement.

Nevertheless, in the 2019 parliamentary elections, the Law and Justice government
was re-elected. However, at the same elections Razem entered the Polish parliament for the
first time with six seats, which was widely considered as a success for the party mostly due
to their role in the protest movement. Finally, in 2021 the covid-19 pandemic was still
rampant all over Europe. Therefore, during the 2021 congress, the party had to take into
account their successful rise to prominence, while also taking into consideration the re-
election of a right-wing populist government and the consequences of the global pandemic.

Looking at the content of the document, we see 13 chapters dedicated to specific
policy themes in addition to a program declaration as the heading of the document. Each

chapter presents a number of policies the party would enact if elected to power. Out of these
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13 chapters, three entire chapters are devoted to new left policies. Indeed, the 2™ chapter is
written on the topic of green transition and includes 10 policy proposals. Afterwards, the 6™
chapter is consecrated on equal rights for women and the LGBTQ+ community and includes
seven policy proposals. Lastly, the 9" chapter discusses reforms to make democracy more
participatory through five proposals. Outside of these three chapters, 19 proposed measured
within other chapters were identified as corresponding to new left ideology. In total there
were 41 policy proposals in line with new left ideology out of 118 policy proposals written
in the program. In fact, only four chapters had no new left ideological elements in their
proposals. Among them, the tax chapter, the chapter on the end of division between Poland
A and Poland B, the industry chapter, and the technology chapter.

If we take into account, the central elements of new left ideology and the key
characteristics of new left parties as described by Poguntke (1987), we see that the 2021
program of Razem corresponds to the description. Indeed, almost half of their proposed
policies are in line with supporting equal rights, protecting the environment, and improving
participatory democracy. Besides the ideological factors, it has been shown that the authors
correspond to actors usually associated with the new left. However, it is worth noting that it
is hard here to confirm whether the party uses unconventional political methods. Regarding
this subject, we can only gather from the document that the party supports easier legal access
to strikes and strives for more participatory democracy. Furthermore, due to the nature of
the document, it appears that the intended audience is both the membership and potentially
highly politically conscious voters. Note that in both cases the profile of such an audience
would correspond to what Poguntke (1987) considered as the demographics of a new left
party: young highly educated, new middle-class intellectuals with little to no experience with
manual labour. In

conclusion, the 2021 program of Razem reveals to us that the political party can be
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considered as part of the new left. Firstly, due to the profile of the authors matching with the
description of new left parties’ membership. Secondly, due to the substantial amount of
policy proposals of a new left ideological nature. Thirdly, due to the intended audience
corresponding to potential members or supporters of new left parties. Finally, the only
limitation of this document analysis is the failure to capture the potential use of unusual
methods of political participation by the party.

B) Interview with Magdalena Biejat

When analysing the interview with Magdalena Biejat published on the 11% of
October 2019, the study sought to find language elements that represented the three code
labels, which were determined as the three characteristic traits of populism in the
methodology section. During the textual analysis, the research found several cases of using
language elements related to the popular sovereignty code label. Broadly speaking, three
narrative themes were found in this category. First, Biejat frequently uses the word ‘they’ to
present her arguments through what ‘the people’ say. Similarly, on the fourth page we find
a personal anecdote claiming the endorsement of a taxi driver, who serves as a
personification of the people. Furthermore, Biejat makes the lexical word choices, such as
“known” as affirmation of what ‘the people’ do. Moreover, several times Biejat bases her
arguments on what she claims ‘the people’ say. In essence, through her discourse Biejat
presents her opinions as that of ‘the people’.

In a similar fashion, Biejat uses her discourse to associate herself with ‘the people’.
This can be perfectly seen on page four, where she states: “As a citizen, | have a problem
with the Civic Coalition, they are constantly trying to seduce a different electorate” (Oko,
2019, p.4). By positioning herself as a citizen she distances herself from politics and portrays
herself as part of ‘the people’. Additionally, her frequent usage of the words ‘we’ and ‘us’

when referring to herself as part of the wider concept of ‘the people’ work in the same way
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to associate her and Razem with the people. Sometimes, her discourse becomes more centred
on women, in which case she talks on behalf of the women by using decisive verbs and
identifying herself as a mother.

Importantly, Biejat frequently uses discourse to portray the two dominant Polish
political parties of Law and Justice and Civic Coalition as divisive. In doing so, Biejat
indirectly portrays Razem as a force of unification. In fact, several times Biejat presents a
division in Polish society, then proceeds to portray the Polish people as one, before indirectly
associating her fight against divisions with the Polish people. Consequently, this arguably
creates the effect of Razem being a unifying force of the united Polish people. Indeed, this
can be seen in particularly in the following quote: “[...] Poles will decide to vote positively
and the Left will have a good result [...]” (Oko, 2019, p.11), which equates the vote for
Razem as a vote positive for the people.

As already mentioned, there are notable instances when Biejat equates the Civic
Coalition with Law and Justice by describing them both as representations of old and
professional politics. In this process of equation, Biejat uses the word ‘they’ to group both
parties together and separates them from the ‘us’. In other words, the two political parties
are separated from the people and are presented as the Other. Furthermore, in constructing
the antagonistic elite, Biejat portrays the government as an actor of division and raises doubt
on other parties being genuine in their proposals. In doing so Biejat succeeds in presenting
us with a politically corrupt elite, which seeks to divide the people and cares more about
political capital than genuine policy. Naturally, this is a clear example of the process of
antagonising the elite. However, it is important to note that the discourse used by Biejat
targets political adversaries, but at no point is the elite described as being neoliberal
capitalists, which is custom for left-wing populism.

Finally, when it comes to language elements related to the state of crisis code label,
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Biejat uses three distinct types of narratives. Out of the three, she puts the most importance
on the democracy crisis by describing politics as abstract, professional politicians as
detached from reality and Poles having lost trust in the efficiency of democracy. Indeed,
Biejat achieves this through using rhetorical questions and through metaphors. Most notably,
when talking about the Polish parliament: “the Sejm has barricaded itself [...] from reality”
(Oko, 2019, p.2), which not only creates the image of a state in crisis, but also removes
popular sovereignty from democratic institutions and indirectly puts it on Ratem.
Additionally, Biejat presents two other narratives of crisis: the climate crisis; and the public
system in crisis. Both feature the aforementioned language elements, nevertheless when
discussing the climate crisis, she uses dramatic silence to put more emotional gravity in her
statement.

Considering the abundant number of utilised language elements belonging to our
three code labels, the study has found Biejat and by consequence Razem to use a very
populist discourse. Here, we should note again that the study is based on interpreting
populism as a spectrum and not a binary concept, which is why the usage of populist rhetoric
by Biejat should be understood carefully. Importantly, during the analysis it was found that
although the used language elements correspond to populism, they do not appear to belong
to left-wing populism. Indeed, the discourse seems to be targeted exclusively on new left
themes, such as the environment and democracy instead of including criticism of neoliberal
capitalism as well. Accordingly, this research considers Razem as a democratic socialist

party, which uses new left populism.
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2.2. Slovenia: Levica

Own In early 2014, four political groups that emerged during the anti-austerity
protests in Slovenia founded the Zdruzena Levica — United Left coalition in order to
assemble the forces that participated in the protest movement. This included three political
parties: Democratic Labour Party, Party for Sustainable Development of Slovenia, and
Initiative for Democratic Socialism. Along with these political organisations, a fourth group
made up of individuals and social initiatives was part of the founding members of the
coalition. In 2017, the coalition united into a singular democratic socialist party called Levica
— the Left. During the unification numerous members of the original coalition left the
organisation due to alleged authoritarian tendencies of the party. Since 2014, Levica
participated in all elections, except the 2017 presidential elections, and has achieved
parliamentary representation since the 2014 parliamentary elections. After the 2022
parliamentary elections it has joined the ruling coalition as a junior partner.

A) 2022 Program of Levica

According to the official website of Levica (Levica, 2024), the program for the 2022
parliamentary elections was first published in March 2022 and was printed out in 2000
copies. Furthermore, the document was retrieved as a pdf from the official website of the
party in May 2024. Importantly, the document gives no other authors than the party itself.
However, according to the structure of the party, the preparation of the program is overseen
by the coordinator of the program conference and adopted by the congress of the party. From
this structure, two persons emerge as notable but not sole authors of the text. Notably, the
coordinator of the program conference Ana Cerne and the general secretary Mitja Svete.

Both Cerne and Svete are longtime members of the party and have been involved in

its membership since before the unification congress. In fact, Cerne was studying political
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science at the University of Ljubljana with longtime coordinator of the party Luka Mesec
with whom she had a relationship. At the time of the publication of the program she was 33
years old. Moreover, she worked as a social worker and was elected as city councillor in her
native Kranj municipality. Finally, it is important to note that she is now married to Janez
Cerne who is an active member of the Social Democrats. Compared to Cerne, Svete is
relatively older than her as he was 41 years old at the time of the publication. Moreover,
Svete went further in his academic career by becoming a Doctor of History after having
studied sociology in Ljubljana. Similarly to Cerne, Svete worked as a social youth worker
and psychological councillor. Within Levica, he holds the important position of general
secretary.

Before analysing the document, we must take note of the context in which it was
produced. Indeed, the 2022 parliamentary elections in Slovenia were expected to be
incredibly important. During the 2020-2022 time period, Slovenia was ruled by an SDS-led
centre-right government, which had become deeply polarising due to its fractured public
image, strained relationship with the media, and the unpopularity of its policies. Incumbent
prime minister Janez JanSa was a divisive and provocative figure since he had ruled Slovenia
during his two previous governments. One of them directly caused the 2012-2013 anti-
austerity protests from which Levica emerged. Nevertheless, it is important to note that in
the aftermath of the 2018 parliamentary elections, the left of centre political forces had a
fragmented majority consisting of six political parties, which formed a government led by
prime minister Marjan Sarec. Although, Levica did not participate in the government, it
signed an agreement of support and confidence in order for Sarec to be elected prime
minister. However, due to scandals and the failure to deliver agreed upon policies, Levica
withdrew its support from the government. At the time, it was thought that snap elections

would be called, which would have favoured Levica. Instead, Jansa and his SDS managed
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to form a new coalition. Consequently, many blamed Levica for the return to power of Jansa
and many criticised the party as uncapable of governing with others. Therefore, it was in the
interest of Levica to appear as open to collaboration and serious for the upcoming elections.
This in part explains the nomination of Cerne as coordinator of the program conference due
to her personal ties with the Social Democrats.

In terms of content, the document includes a preface with a program declaration and
a list of 10 priorities: the strengthening and protection of the public health system; acting
against the ecological and environmental crisis; a human adapted economy; investment in
development; fight against poverty and social exclusion; housing for everyone; prioritising
of culture in society; free and quality education; democratisation everywhere; and
demilitarisation and pacifism. Along with the preface, there is the main body of the
document constituted in seven chapters that set out the aforementioned priorities. Each
chapter has several subcategories on particular policy themes, for example public health or
equal green transition.

Out of the seven chapters, three are entirely devoted to new left ideological themes.
Specifically, the 5™ chapter is centred on proposals related to protecting the environment,
the 6™ chapter explores proposals regarding the improvement of participatory democracy,
and the last chapter discusses policies on the topic of demilitarisation and pacifism.
Moreover, outside of these three chapters, all except the chapter on fair taxation, include
proposals characterised by elements of the new left ideology.

To be more precise, there are 43 sentences which highlight new left ideology points
and there are 26 proposals out of 79 that can be considered as solely related to new left
ideology. In fact, eight of the proposals are regarding the protection of the environment, four
on feminism, five on the support of sexual minorities, six on participatory democracy, and

three on demilitarisation and pacifism.
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During the analysis, several proposals were also found to support syndicalist
principles, which can be considered as in line with the new left’s position on participatory
democracy and unconventional political participation methods. However, it is important to
consider them perhaps as a diverging element. As shown, the 2022 program of Levica can
be considered ideologically as part of the new left. Additionally, its authors correspond to
the description of new left parties’ membership as well. Perhaps, the only element that can
be questioned is who the intended audience was. Indeed, although the online availability of
the program is intended for a more politically conscious audience, it should be noted that
2000 physical copies of the program were made, and they were likely distributed to a wider
audience. This can be explained by the fact that program was made specifically for the 2022
parliamentary elections and the party naturally aimed to reach outside of its traditional
audience. Therefore, it is assessed that Levica can be considered as a new left party.

B) Interview with Luka Mesec

In analysing the interview with the coordinator of Levica Luka Mesec from the daily
newspaper Dnevnik, the study examined linguistic elements in search of the three key
characteristics of populist discourse that were defined as code labels in the methodology
section. It was the hope of the research that by analysing an interview, the discourse would
be more visible than in more rigid documents. Throughout the interview, the study found
that Mesec most frequently employs different language elements to antagonise specific
entities and attempts to portray them as part of “the elite”. Indeed, four distinct groups are
targeted: the right; the centre-left parties; capitalists; and the Catholic Church.

First, Mesec turns around a hypothetical scenario presented by the interviewer
regarding an old lady being terrified by incoming immigrants, which he then proceeds to use
as an attack against the right through claiming that the right would vote against raising social

support for the old lady. Interestingly, Mesec (2018) targets also centre-left parties by
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comparing them to the right and calling their arguments “right-wing” (p.3). In doing so,
Mesec indirectly equates the centre-left with the right, which presents Levica as the sole true
left-wing party. Furthermore, while Mesec never directly calls the third targeted group as
capitalists, he uses indirect terms such as “owners” (Mesec, 2018, p.5) or “people who create
an economic model that demands low wages.” (Mesec, 2018, p.3) to present them as an
antagonistic elite. Somewhat surprisingly, Mesec targets the Catholic Church numerous
times by identifying it as privileged and as an external entity attached to the state.
Consequently, the Catholic Church is also considered as ‘the Other’ and determined as part
of the elite.

Regarding the usage of language elements hinting on a state of crisis, which is the
third key characteristic of populist discourse, Mesec (2018) uses emotionally charged words,
such as “hectic” (p.5) and “crazy” (p.5) to describe the competition between employees in
the capitalist labour market. Thus, he presents a feeling of intensity and uncertainty, which
he later repeats by declaring “capitalism as ultimately self-destructive” (Mesec, 2018, p. 6).
Similarly, at the beginning of the interview Mesec is concerned over what he (2018) calls
“the fall of the middle class” (p.4). Again, by insinuating that deterioration for the middle
class is a fact, Mesec creates a state of crisis to which only his party provides solutions.

Unexpectedly, language elements that fell under the popular sovereignty code label
were hard to find and when identified they were not as consistent compared to the two other
code labels. In response to the 6™ question on the usage of populism in the electoral
campaign, Mesec equates the story of the left with the story of a better world and connects
positively charged words of brotherhood, equality, and freedom with what his party stands
for (Mesec, 2018, p.2). Arguably, this is an example of Mesec presenting Levica as a party
of popular values and could be interpreted as an element of popular sovereignty. Likewise,

Mesec tries two times to associate struggles present as popular with the party and himself.
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First, he uses a personal anecdote according to which a member of the party described the
young generation as disinherited heirs of the middle class. Secondly, Mesec presents his own
difficult experience as a young allegedly rural person in finding an apartment in Ljubljana.
In both cases, Mesec personifies the struggles of young people as shared directly by the
party. However, while this can be interpreted as language elements supporting the idea of
popular sovereignty, they create a relatively specific demographic group of young people.
Therefore, it can be considered as an attempt of populist discourse to breach other divides
among young people to constitute one struggling young people.

Alternatively, there are other possible interpretations to be considered. Notably, it is
worth asking ourselves, if Mesec is indeed trying to utilise populist discourse and is simply
failing in utilising language elements to create an image of the party’s popular sovereignty.
On the other hand, it is possible that Mesec feels unable to credibly present this characteristic
of populism as a representative of a small party. Thankfully, during the analysis of the
interview, a fourth topic related to populism emerged. Namely, in several cases Mesec
directly addresses the issue of populism and in doing so uses language elements to
simultaneously indirectly deny accusations of populism and at the same time endorsing the
theoretical idea of populism. In the case of the former, he presents the proposed financial
policies of the right as extreme, then he summarises those of Levica as reasonable.
Nevertheless, Mesec presents populism as a less negative charged term by referencing
political theorist Chantal Muff, which adds a scientific backing to his claim.

Taking into account Van Kessel’s (2014) interpretation of populism as a spectrum,
this analysis finds the discourse used by Mesec in the interview as definitely populist.
Nevertheless, only two key characteristics of populist rhetoric style were clearly proven to
be used in the narrative of Levica’s highest representative. Indeed, the arguably most

important theme of popular sovereignty was found under uncertain interpretations.
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Therefore, while the discourse is an example of left-wing populism, it should be noted that
is not a fully populist discourse and that on the spectrum of populism Levica lies tilted
towards populism but not on its edge.

3. Comparative Analysis

In this section, the research aimed to compare the established factors from the
document analysis and the critical discourse analysis regarding Razem and Levica
respectively. Indeed, as mentioned before both political parties share a number of similarities
that encourages comparative analysis. Notably, both Razem and Levica emerged in the
aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis and are modelled over anti-austerity movements from
Southern Europe, specifically Syriza and Podemos. This presents an almost identical time
framework for the comparative analysis of both organisations as they began to participate in
elections in 2014 and 2015 respectively. However, most importantly both political parties
are new movements in Central-Eastern Europe and have compared to other anti-austerity
parties emerged comparatively later.

In the previous section, the study established the new left ideological nature and the
measured usage of left-wing populist rhetoric of both Razem and Levica. Both crucial
variables were identified before the research and were searched for in the presented data.
Among several findings two required the most attention. Using the method of differences
from comparative research, we see that both Razem and Levica have a wide array of
proposed policies in their program that are in line with the ideology of the new left.
Nonetheless, a crucial difference that emerges from this comparison is the absence of
demilitarisation and pacifist policies from the program of Razem. This in turn can be
explained by the diverging geopolitical situations of Poland and Slovenia as the former

experiences higher pressure from external actors such as the Russian Federation or Belarus.
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Razem Levica

Overall similarities | Inclusion of support for equal rights, protection of the
environment, participatory democracy, and protection of sexual

and foreign minorities

Crucial difference | Disarmament and Pacifism absent | Disarmament and Pacifism

from the program included in the program

Figure 3 Method of differences

Nevertheless, this brings us forward towards the other finding. Indeed, during the
critical discourse analysis of the narrative used by the highest representatives of each party
in their interviews, the study found that Luka Mesec and Magdalena Biejat utilised different
populist rhetoric. Indeed, while the narrative of Mesec was found to include to a certain
extent language elements related to left-wing populism, Biejat’s narrative was found to
include a substantial number of language elements related to populist discourse. However,
in the interview with Biejat, the populist discourse could not be interpreted as left-wing or
at least democratic socialist due to her process of antagonising the elite being centred on
portraying Razem’s political opponents as out of touch politicians rather than presenting
them as part of a neoliberal capitalist elite. Still, this study aims to highlight the use of
populist discourse rather than its genre.

Furthermore, a staring contrast is visible between the two representatives’ attitude
towards the Catholic Church. In fact, while Biejat mentions the Catholic Church, she does
not use it as subject of the Other, which is precisely what Mesec does several times in his
interview. Indeed, Mesec uses several different language elements to antagonise the Catholic
Church and portray it as part of an elite, which inefficiently takes care of its private property.
In doing so Mesec associates the Church with the corrupt neoliberal capitalist elite that is
portrayed in left-wing populism.

Therefore, while the findings do confirm the new left ideological nature of both
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Razem and Levica, they also highlight some key differences between the two political
parties. As shown, Levica’s program includes all the elements of the new left ideology,
including disarmament, and has a nuanced usage of populist rhetoric, which is however
definitely of a democratic socialist nature. In comparison, Razem has a program that includes
most elements of the new left ideology, except disarmament and pacifism, and has a clear
usage of populist rhetoric, which however cannot be described as truly democratic socialist.
It remains however to be seen whether these differences are solely products of diverging
national contexts or if they constitute a real separation between the two movements. Hence,
it is the opinion of this research that while these are notable differences, the key similarity
of new left ideology and usage of populist rhetoric do prove a Central-Eastern European

model of new left-wing populist movements.

Razem Levica
Overall Program lacks disarmament and | Program includes disarmament and
differences pacifist policies pacifist policies

Clear usage of populist discourse | Nuanced usage of populist discourse
Populist discourse lacks | Populist discourse includes
democratic socialist themes democratic socialist themes

Catholic Church is not identified | Catholic Church is identified as part

as part of the elite of the elite
Crucial Both parties have a new left ideological basis
similarities Both parties make usage of Populist discourse

Figure 4 Method of Agreement
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Conclusion

Throughout this study we have attempted to determine if the Polish and Slovenian
new left movements that had emerged in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis populist.
To do so we revisited in our literature review the on-going debate regarding the
ideational/rhetoric interpretations of populism, presented the state of the research regarding
left-wing populism and the contemporary politics of Poland and Slovenia. Afterwards, the
paper presented its inductive interpretive qualitative methodology, which used three
different methods of analysis: document analysis, critical discourse analysis, and
comparative historical research.

Each method was used in a specific way to guarantee the efficiency of the research.
Document analysis was used for inspecting the political programs of Razem and Levica in
order to confirm the new left ideological orientation of the two parties. Once, the new left
nature of both parties was established as the independent variable, the study used critical
discourse analysis to examine the interviews from traditional mainstream media with the
highest representatives of both parties. In both cases a codebook consisting of three code
labels corresponding to the three crucial characteristics of populism, which were discussed
in the literature review and again in this section. Furthermore, the methodology presented
the comparative nature of the study through the usage of macro-causal analysis as a type of
comparative historical research.

Before presenting its analysis, the paper determined its conceptual framework
consisting of two concepts: new left and left-wing populism. Indeed, both concepts are
present in the research question and the conceptual framework explained the relationship
between the two variables. Moreover, the study argues that the concept of the new left is
acting as an independent variable and the concept of left-wing populism as a dependent

variable. Having considered the academic debate on left-wing populism presented in the
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literature review, we argue that Marxism theoretically cannot be populist, therefore in order
for the left to be populist, it must move away from Marxist-centred topics and address new
politics. Consequently, a political party that engages with new politics cannot be Marxist
and thus can become populist. To be more precise, a political party embracing new left
ideology can become democratic socialist populist, which is the framework this research
adopted.

Regarding the analysis itself, the research divided it into three chapters by first
examining each political party first, before comparing the findings in the comparative third
chapter. This study has found that both Razem and Levica are in terms of ideology,
membership, and audience characteristics, part of the new left, which confirmed the basis of
the research. Furthermore, it found that both political parties make use of populist rhetoric.
However, in the analysis there were additional findings, such as Levica’s program containing
all elements of the new left ideology, while Razem’s program had a lack in disarmament and
pacifism policies. Additionally, while it was established that both parties are populist, the
study found diverging themes in their populist discourse. Indeed, the representative of
Razem Magdalena Biejat through different language elements constructed an antagonistic
elite, which did not correspond to the description of the elite under left-wing populism. In
contrast, the representative of Levica Luka Mesec constructed the antagonistic elite as
described under left-wing populism. However, Mesec utilised his narrative to add the
Catholic Church to this conceptualisation of the elite. Finally, through comparative analysis,
it was found that the divergences between the two parties could explained through specific
national circumstances. In conclusion, the research proposes that these differences are not
crucial in conceptualising a specific democratic socialist populist model of new left parties
in Central-Eastern Europe.

Despite this, it should be noted that the paper has certain limitations in its preparation,
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analysis and findings. Firstly, unfortunately the supervisor was not consulted frequently
enough to offer valuable advice, which I deeply regret. Furthermore, the primary and
secondary sources of the research were in multiple languages, which offered its unique
challenges in the analysis. Moreover, while the findings are representative to a certain extent,
it should be noted that both political parties have recently undergone changes in their internal
structures, which could affect the validity of the study’s results. Finally, as discussed in the
literature review, the world of Central-Eastern European politics is extremely dynamic, and
it is therefore the opinion of this research that further studies should be made on the

dynamism of this field.

Summary

The dissertation focuses on the new left-wing movements in Central-Eastern Europe, with
a comparative case study of Poland's Razem and Slovenia's Levica. Both parties emerged
as significant political actors after the 2008 financial crisis, adopting a democratic socialist
platform distinct from other leftist groups in the region. The study seeks to classify these
parties as populist, drawing comparisons to similar movements in Southern and Western
Europe, like Syriza and Podemos. A qualitative research approach is employed, using
document analysis for party programs to identify new left elements and critical discourse
analysis for interviews with party representatives to measure the usage of populist

discourse. Results are then compared through comparative historical research.

Key findings include that both Razem and Levica embody core aspects of new left
ideology, such as environment protection and promotion of equal rights for women and the

LGBTQ+ community. However, their populist rhetoric differs, with Levica displaying a
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more nuanced use of populism compared to Razem, which tends towards broader populist
themes without a clear alignment with democratic socialism. The dissertation suggests that
these differences may stem from distinct national contexts or deeper ideological
divergences. The study concludes that both parties represent a new model of left-wing
populism in Central-Eastern Europe, challenging the prevailing political narratives in the

region.
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