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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis examines how European Left Parties reacted to the digital revolution in the 2010s, 

a decade that recent literature theorised as one of ‘crisis’ for the Left. Meanwhile, critical 

theorists claimed that platform societies provide new routes for transformative Left-wing 

politics. However, there is a lack of research on how Left Parties tapped into these dynamics. 

This gap set the rationale for developing a Gramscian framework through which I explored the 

core attributes of the hegemony in platform societies. On this ground, I conducted empirical 

research on how six left-wing parties in Italy, France and Spain sought to navigate or transform 

‘digital’ hegemony. By looking at how parties conceived platform capitalism and platform 

politics, I theorised the emergence of three left-wing ‘digital’ ideologies: the neoliberal 

Techno-Third Way, Post-Social Democracy, and Platform Socialism. I analysed parties’ official 

discourses and original evidence from 37 elites’ interviews to advance understandings of how 

Left parties ‘fit’ into the confrontations for hegemony in platform societies. The empirical 

findings develop the thesis’s central argument, namely that the politics of the digital 

revolution provided Left parties with potential essential resources to exit their ideological 

crises, but in opposite directions that (re-)polarised the Left. Indeed, while parties embracing 

Techno-Third Way could elaborate ideas and strategies to organically represent the ruling 

classes of platform capitalism, Platform Socialists found new ways to empower resistance 

around the field of the ‘digital commons’. Conversely, the thesis argues that Post-Social 

Democracy demonstrates the ongoing crisis of the ‘arbitrary’ attempts to revive Social 

Democracy under impossible structural conditions.    
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

2011, May 15th. Thousands of protesters gathered in Madrid Plaza del Sol following a call on 

social media by the collective movement ‘Democracia Real Ya’ (Real Democracy Now). The 

square occupation, lasting three months before the final police repression, marked a shift in 

protest techniques based on the use of social media such as Facebook and Twitter to connect, 

mobilise and generate counter-information (Casero-Ripollés and Feenstra, 2012, p. 62). A few 

months later, similar techniques of protest informed ‘Occupy Wall Street’, in New York, 

infamously aiming at achieving real democracy for the 99% against the 1%, symbolically 

patrolling the speculative financial economy deemed responsible for the ‘Global Financial 

Crisis’ (GFC) since 2008 (Conover et al., 2013). 

2018, April 10th. Mark Zuckerberg, co-founder and chief executive officer (CEO) of Facebook, 

is audited by the United States’ (US) Senate Committees on the Cambridge Analytica scandal 

(Houser and Voss, 2018), the data analytics company that inappropriately harvested data from 

87 million Facebook users allegedly facilitating the election of Donald Trump in 2016 (Hinds et 

al., 2020). The point of contention was whether Facebook was responsible for the breach or 

instead ‘innocent’ as a ‘neutral’ enabler of users' contents and therefore unaccountable for 

third parties’ inappropriate conduct (US.Senate, 2018). 

2020, July 21st. European Union (EU) Council approves ‘Next Generation EU’, also known as 

‘Recovery Plan’, allocating 723.8 billion € to tackle the economic consequences of the Covid-

19 pandemic crisis. Two key pillars defined the plan: the green and digital transitions, with 
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Ursula von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, promise to make the ‘EU fit for 

the digital age’ (EU.Commission, 2021, p. 2). The goals of the EU policies were meant to couple 

the seemingly unstoppable growth of big tech companies, as  

‘the combined market capitalisation of just four companies, Alphabet-Google, Amazon, 
Apple, and Facebook exceeded $5.7tn in December 2020, an amount greater than the total 
market capitalisation of the entire Euronext stock exchange and a third of the value of the 
whole Standard & Poor's 100 index’ (Gawer and Srnicek, 2021, p. 4). 

These defining events, radical anti-system social movements, nativist election campaigning, 

policies plans for public investment, and new actors leading financialised capitals’ markets, 

were underlined by a common trend. The emergence of a socio-technical landscape, the 

‘digital revolution’, that substantially shaped the global economy and its hegemonic regimes 

of accumulation, labour relations, styles of consumption, means of communication, and 

channels of political mobilisation. The digital revolution marked the decade alongside two 

crises. The neoliberal GFC burst in 2008 (Crouch, 2011; Sum and Jessop, 2014). And the ‘crisis 

within a crisis’ (Galli, 2013, p. 7) of the political Left, particularly in Europe, and more 

specifically by its most common institutional form, the mass Social Democratic Party (SDP) 

(Keating and McCrone, 2013; Manwaring and Kennedy, 2018). A crisis that Radical Left Parties 

(RLPs) seemed incapable of exploiting up to the point of replacing SDPs as main left-wing 

political actors (March and Keith, 2016; Damiani, 2016). This thesis sits at the conjunction of 

these two trends, by theorising the ideological responses of European Left-wing Parties (ELPs)  

to the ‘politics’ of the digital revolution.  

To reach this goal, the thesis develops a Gramscian framework understanding parties as 

‘intellectual’ and ‘strategical-relational’ actors operating at the junctures between the 

constraints (and possibilities) emerging from the economic structures and the political agency 
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seeking to secure or transform ‘hegemony’ (Gramsci, 2014; Jessop, 2005a; Williams, 2019). 

The Gramscian framework inspired a comparative empirical research seeking key variations in 

parties’ ideologies involving six ELPs, three SDPs and three RLPs, in France, Italy and Spain 

(George and Bennett, 2005; Ragin, 2014). The empirical research is developed in two stages. 

The first maps how ELPs’ systems of beliefs signified the ‘digital revolution’ in relation to their 

claims about the reproduction or transformation of capitalism and liberal democracy through 

analysing twelve parties’ manifestos. The second stage examines data from thirty-seven elites’ 

interviews (see Appendix 1) alongside twenty-six sources of textual data to analyse how 

parties’ elites orientated their strategic projects for hegemony or counter-hegemony in 

platform societies.  

In the Introduction, I will first specify the essential propositions underlying the thesis by 

defining the crisis of the Left and explaining why the digital revolution matters for ELPs. Next, 

I will locate the thesis within (critical) political studies. I will identify the research puzzle and 

related research questions by specifying these propositions. Finally, I will specify the thesis 

argument and how the empirical study is designed to find answers to the research questions. 

 

.1 The Crisis of the Left. Actors in search of new visions  

‘Why should the toiling masses under capitalism ever commit themselves to an alternative 
which offers them less than they can currently get?”  (Hall, 2017, p. 235) 

In line with Stuart Hall, the thesis starts from the proposition that the recent crisis of the Left 

is, above everything, a crisis at elaborating visions to organise and mobilise popular masses 

for progressive ends.  
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The 2010s have been turbulent years for ELPs. SDPs, overall, were incapable of taking 

advantage of GFC, a neoliberal crisis, or directly responsible for GFC premises and then for the 

implementation of neoliberal austerity agendas to tackle its social consequences. Further, 

traditional RLPs struggled at re-defining unitary projects to fill the ‘void’ of representation of 

popular classes opened by SDPs. (i.e. Keman, 2017; Bailey, 2017). Meanwhile, the emergence 

of a new Radical Left, in some cases generating new parties (as with Syriza in Greece and 

Podemos in Spain) or ‘occupying’ established SDPs (as with the ascendance to the leadership 

of the British Labour Party by Jeremy Corbyn) went through steady successes and abrupt 

declines, and recent research mostly theorised their emergence as the sign of a ‘left-populist’ 

wave (Panitch and Gindin, 2020; Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis, 2019). 

Recent literature on the crisis of the Left mostly focused on ELPs’ electoral losses (March and 

Rommerskirchen, 2015; Polacko, 2022) as linked to limited ideological changes between 

Keynesian-Neoliberal and libertarian-conservatives views (Bailey et al., 2014; Ricolfi, 2017). 

However, I contend that by only looking at parties’ electoral results, their position in office, 

and narrow ideological indicators (Strom, 1990), we can only make sense of conjunctural 

crises, not structural ones. Instead,  I argue that the main location of the ELPs crisis resided in 

their (lack of) ‘visions’ about contemporaneity (i.e. De Waele et al., 2013; Chiocchetti, 2016). 

Further, the thesis considers ‘crisis’ only half of the tale. Indeed, every crisis contains varied 

and contrasting ways out and new opportunities for ELPs.  

The first reason to focus on the crisis as one of vision requires putting in a more nuanced 

perspective on the thesis of the electoral ‘decline’ of the Left. Table .1 summarises SDPs’ and 

RLPs’ electoral results in nine major Western EU countries between 2002 and 2019. The last 
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two columns calculate the variations in shares of votes between the elections in the two 

decades and the losses and/or gains in relation to the first decade (my elaboration on Political-

Data-Yearbook, 2022). An overview of the results suggests two trends. First, whilst SDPs 

experienced losses in each country except Denmark, the degree and nature of this decline are 

extremely varied. In three countries, France, Greece and the Netherlands, SDPs experienced 

‘Pasokification’, namely the severe and ongoing marginalisation of a previously powerful 

mainstream left-wing party. In the remaining five countries, Germany, Italy, Portugal, Spain 

and Sweden, SDPs’ losses ranged between -19.3% (Germany) and -40.5% (Spain). However, 

SPDs kept sufficient weight as the main left-wing party. Second, although a general trend of 

increasing shares of votes by RLPs is observable, a closer look at national variations unveils 

relevant differences. Indeed, in three cases, France, Greece and Spain, the most voted RLPs 

achieved stark increases in the 2010s compared to the 2000s, whereas in five countries, 

Denmark, Germany, Italy, Netherlands and Sweden, RLPs' shares of votes tended to decrease. 

Therefore, the data seem to suggest that, overall, the 2000s have been a phase of electoral 

redistribution among the Left rather than a stage of irredeemable decline. 

Second, I summarised in Table .2 ELPs’ participation in national governments in the same 

countries (my elaboration on Political-Data-Yearbook, 2022). An overview of these data 

suggests that there was no stark change regarding ELPs positions across the two decades. 

Apart from Greece, whereby PASOK went out of the scene as a major political actor, in all the 

other countries, SDPs held key governmental positions, although with relevant differences 

concerning their leading role or junior partnership, without substantial differences between 

the two decades. Overall, on the contrary, except for Greece with the Syriza government 

between 2015 and 2019, RLPs across the two decades were mostly in opposition.  
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Table .1 ELPs shares of votes at general elections in nine Western EU countries 2002-2019 

 

Table .2 ELPs in office and opposition in nine Western-EU countries 2001-2020 
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These puzzling observations suggest looking at ELPs ‘visions’ as the perspective through which 

to define their ‘crisis’. Talkin of ‘the Left’ in the singular would be historically inaccurate and 

analytically flawed. Nonetheless, I agree with Stephanie L. Mudge when arguing that almost 

any ‘meaning’ associated with the left has 

‘a shared origin in claims to the representation of the underrepresented in service of 
equality. For this historical reason, left parties bear a unique responsibility to speak for 
poor, disadvantaged and disenfranchised groups – and are, by extension, important 
barriers to the descent of democracy into plutocracy’ (2018, p. XV). 

I argue that its long-term crisis resides precisely within the general understanding of the Left 

as ‘representative of the under-represented in service of equality’. Indeed, by developing a 

neoliberal index to measure parties’ ideologies from the 1950s to the early 2000s, Mudge 

assessed how SDPs shifted from criticism and resistance to accepting neoliberal paradigms 

(2011, pp. 359-365). The climax of this process was the ‘Third Way’ phase of SDPs since the 

1990s, characterised by the active role of Third Way parties in promoting neoliberal agendas 

and challenging traditional leftist forms of engagement with working classes through 

prioritising equality of opportunities within global ‘knowledge-based’ economies (Giddens, 

1998; Huo, 2009; Andersson, 2009; Jessop, 2010). ‘Third Way’ projects, first associated with a 

cycle of electoral victories and led in Europe by Tony Blair and Gerhard Schröder, turned into 

a crisis of neo-liberalised SDPs as they found themselves without any consistent vision to 

address the changing circumstances of the global economy, especially after 2008 GFC (Ryner, 

2010; Arndt, 2013).  

Since GFC, on the one hand, SDPs hesitantly oscillated between ways back to Keynesian 

agendas and ongoing linkages to neoliberal projects. On the other hand, RLPs reacted to these 

changes by trying to occupy the ‘vacuum’ of representation left by SDPs, hence moderating 
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their transformative claims by adopting Keynesian agendas (Olsen et al., 2010). However, this 

turn to Keynesianism resulted in what Paolo Chiocchetti defined as a ‘negative’ core of current 

RLPs’ ideologies, as they will be reduced to actors unified by the critique of neoliberalism 

without envisioning any radical alternative transformative project (2016, p. 358).  

All in all, these trends seem to suggest that the 2010s were characterised by a process of 

ideological convergence among ELPs with (failed) SDPs’ attempts to re-social democratise 

themselves and RLPs’ (troubling) turns toward some form of radical Keynesianism. However, 

these interpretations only capture the first immediate responses to the GFC at the peak of the 

‘austerity age’ in 2010-2012 and do not shed light on subsequent evolutions. Overall, 

therefore, literature on ELPs’ ‘crises’ during the 2010s has been mostly focused on the 

consequences of the crisis of the ‘Third Way’ cycle, without proper examination of new 

emerging trends through which ELPs may have reshaped their ‘visions’. This gap in the 

literature set a crucial rationale for the present research project. Indeed, by looking at how 

ELPs understood and reacted to the digital revolution, I will seek to identify whether new 

visions have been emerging during the 2010s and in which directions they provided ways out 

of the crisis for the European Left. 

 

.2 (Critiques of) The Digital Revolution. New visions in search of actors 

‘Through popular political control of new technologies, we could collectively transform our 
world for the better. (…) The technological infrastructure of the twenty-first century is 
producing the resources by which a very different political and economic system could be 
achieved’ (2016, p. 1) 

This quote, by Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams’ book ‘Inventing the Future, post-capitalism and 

a world without work’, is representative of an emerging intellectual field envisioning the 
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digital revolution as a horizon of radical transformation of neoliberal capitalism and 

democracy. The main strands of these critical theories can be clustered as ‘post-

capitalist/post-workerist’ (i.e. Hardt and Negri, 2009), ‘techno-Keynesian’ (i.e. Mazzucato, 

2015) and ‘platform socialist’ (Dean, 2018; Morozov, 2019) and share two common features. 

First, these authors understand the digital revolution as shaping specific forms of politics that, 

at the same time, extend exploitation and enable liberation (Jordan, 2015, p. 198). Second, 

contrasting analyses regarding the nature, depth, and direction of the digital revolution, 

always interpellate the subjectification of ‘leftist’ or ‘radical’ politics to carry on the 

transformation of capitalism. These subjectivities are abstractly located among the 

autonomist ‘multitude’ of knowledge workers (Hardt and Negri, 2006), the ‘Occupy’ alike 

social movements (Fuchs, 2014), or left-wing populist networks (Srnicek and Williams, 2016). 

However, how these subjects may contribute to radical change, which ideologies may 

articulate and organise them or how ‘digital’ left-wing agents may strategically conceive paths 

forward for counter-hegemony are ‘floating’ questions without answers. Most importantly, as 

will be detailed in Chapter 1, the calls for ‘digital’ radical left-wing politics ignore how left-wing 

parties operate within these confrontations between new forms of exploitation and 

liberation. This is the second research gap to which this thesis aims to contribute. Throughout 

this section, by specifying what is meant by digital revolution I will explain why it matters to 

research left-wing parties’ most recent evolutions. 

.2.1 Platform capitalism 

With ‘digital revolution’, I mean, with Carlota Perez, ‘a “techno-economic paradigm shift”, 

which leads to a profound transformation in ways of working and consuming, changing 

lifestyles and aspirations across society’ (Ch 11 in Jacobs and Mazzucato, 2016, p. 207). More 



10 
 

specifically, as every paradigmatic shift spread across decades, the digital revolution, 

originating in the 1990s with the diffusion of the commercial Internet (Srnicek, 2016, p. 15), 

reached its stage of maturity in the last decade, when the diffusion of digital infrastructures 

enabled ‘individuals to connect with other individuals and organisations with minimal friction’ 

(Gawer and Srnicek, 2021, p. 12;  see also Isaacson, 2014; Xu et al., 2018). Crucially, the digital 

revolution informed the governing principle of the latest stage of capitalism (Harvey, 2017), 

prompting its restructuration after the GFC. Indeed, since the early 2010s, relevant shares of 

‘fresh’ financial capitals exploited expansive monetary policies (i.e. European Central Bank 

quantitative easing) in a context of low interests rates to invest in tech companies under the 

expectation of higher returns for their investments (Srnicek, 2016, p. 18). As a result, a new 

structural configuration emerged, which critical theorists conceptualised as ‘communicative-‘ 

(Dean, 2005), ‘surveillance-‘ (Zuboff, 2019), ‘digital-’ (Fuchs, 2021), and ‘platform-’ (Srnicek, 

2016) capitalism.  

The thesis adopts the latter definition, by Srnicek, that understands platform capitalism as an 

emergent ‘universal’ business model that increasingly shapes almost the whole of the 

relations of production and not only ‘digital’ companies as social media. Two key features 

define how platform capitalists  ‘dominate’ and exploit natural resources and workers to 

maximise private profits. First, digital data are ‘commodified’ and their property, control, and 

management, both in terms of the physical infrastructures among which they are exchanged 

and as a ‘raw’ material to be extracted for value creation,  

‘have come to serve a number of key capitalist functions: they educate and give a 
competitive advantage to algorithms; they enable the coordination and outsourcing of 
workers; they allow for the optimisation and flexibility of productive processes; they make 
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possible the transformation of low-margin goods into high-margin services; and data 
analysis is itself generative of data, in a virtuous cycle’ (Srnicek, 2016, p. 23). 

Second, platforms, defined as ‘digital infrastructures that enable two or more groups to 

interact’ (ibid., p. 24), became the business model governing the directionality of capitalism, 

as the management of information is crucial not only to producing digital goods and services 

but also for traditional industry (i.e. connected vehicles in automotive or smart grids in the 

energy industry). Two broad implications derive from platform capitalism for progressive 

politics. First, the regimes of property and accumulation of digital infrastructures result in a 

specific dialectic between data as commodities and data as commons, namely non-

proprietary, shared, and accessible sources of data for the co-generation of wealth (Jordan, 

2020). Second, platform capitalism infringes on capital-labour relations in multiple directions 

(Fuchs, 2014).  

The nature and extension of what is ‘labour’ in platform capitalism have raised several debates 

among critical theorists. More specifically, some authors claim that data-creation through 

navigating search engines and social media or playing videogames is (unpaid) labour by 

‘hybrid’ individuals conceptualised as ‘prosumers’, ‘playbourers’, ‘produsers’ (Jordan, 2020, 

pp. 123-124). Platform capitalists, crucially, extract surplus value from these ‘users’ 

experiences’ (i.e. Fuchs, 2014). Therefore, the ‘liberation’ that should inform new left-wing 

visions should prioritise the remuneration of exploited use value by ‘digital’ labourers. On the 

contrary, other authors argued that platform capitalists make their profits from renting the 

traffic of data (Huws, 2014; Srnicek, 2016). Therefore, the Left should abandon ‘labourism’ 

and embrace post-workerism as the most effective antagonism to platform capitalists’ 

exploitative practices. Apart from these relevant disputes, however, there is a broad 
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consensus on identifying a second crucial source through which platform capitalists' 

domination impacts the relations of production. Indeed, platform capitalism elevates to a new 

stage of labour casualisation, falsely promoting a culture of ‘the entrepreneurial self’ 

(Bröckling, 2015) whilst over-exploiting workers. This exploitation affects both ‘on-demand 

workers’, commonly offline labourers whose tasks are managed through algorithms (i.e. 

Deliveroo riders or Uber drivers), and ‘crowd-workers’, for instance the creative self-

employees providing services through platforms (i.e. Amazon Mechanical Turk’s graphic 

designers, translators etc.). Relatedly, casualisation is prompted by the expulsion from labour 

markets of low-skilled workers substituted by ‘intelligent’ robots through processes of 

automation. Although, as with every technological paradigmatic shift, the scale and pace of 

labourers’ substitution by machines is a matter of contestation and debates, there are 

evidences that the rate of substitution in the Global North is sustained and may starkly 

increase in the next decades (Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2017; Daugareilh et al., 2019).  

However, new forms of exploitation by platform capitalists correspond to new mobilisations 

for resistance by platform workers that may represent one of the major sources for the 

advance of new left-wing visions. Accordingly, one of the goals of the thesis is to analyse how 

ELPs understand these processes and where they sit in the new dialectical relations 

counterposing platform capitalists and platform workers. The range of practices of resistance 

by platform workers has been classified by Julieta Haidar and Maarten Keune as follows: (1) 

reformist moderate protests seeking to achieve limited rights while accepting ‘arbitrary 

algorithmic practices’ of management (2021, p. 20); (2) claims for ‘standardisation’, as those 

mobilisations by platform workers to obtain the status of employees under standard national 

frameworks (such as collective contracts); and (3) the ‘disruption’, with workers’ organisations 
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taking over platform companies by replacing them with alternative models of organisation -

mainly cooperative platforms - (2021, p. 22;  see also Scholz, 2016). 

To sum up, platform capitalism is conceived as the latest configuration of capitalist relations 

of production, subsuming previous stages -as financial capitalism- and representing the most 

advanced governing principle of the directionality of capitalist social relations. On the one 

hand, the property and control of material and immaterial infrastructures for commodified 

data is the defining characteristic of platform capitalist exploitation. On the other hand, 

exploitation also generates new struggles by the platform labourers whose ‘real’ interest is 

the promotion of digital platform as a ‘common’ domain, managed through cooperative forms 

of economic organisation. These ‘poles’ of confrontations, promoting digital platforms as 

commodities or as ‘commons’, also shape new dialectical class relations between platform 

capitalists and platform labourers. However, critical theorists are divided between those 

claiming that platform capitalists are ‘rentiers’ and that, therefore, the Left should confront 

them by embracing post-workerism, and other authors advocating the need for the Left to re-

focus on the liberation of (platform) labourers. These trends set the first scene within which 

emerging left-wing ideologies and strategic projects will be analysed throughout the thesis.  

.2.2 Platform (party) politics 

The digital revolution has also been theorised as the bearer of strong impacts on the 

organisation of politics itself. More specifically, the emergence of continuous flows of digital 

communication governed by big-tech platforms shaped ‘platform politics’, which can be 

conceptualised as an emerging structure of mediation of political relations characterised by: 

(1) the compression of the speed and spaces of interaction among political organisations; (2) 
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the increased connectivity of dispersed individuals on digital platforms; and (3) the expanded 

diversification of political organisation, ongoingly re-combining horizontal integration with 

hierarchical leadership (Fenton, 2016a; Nunes, 2021). The same attributes define the 

processes (and strategies) of digitalisation of parties’ organisations, to which I will refer 

throughout the thesis as ‘platform party politics’. 

As with ‘platform capitalism’, ‘platform politics’, conceived as a stage of structuration of liberal 

democratic polities, is a space of new confrontations between hegemonic domination by 

political elites and new movements for liberation (Jordan, 2015). Unsurprisingly, the nature of 

these changes and the directionality of this ‘re-structuration’ of politics is a matter of 

contestation. Mirroring the debates on platform capitalism, the thesis is critical of those 

‘techno-deterministic’ views arguing that digital technologies bring about, on their own, 

entirely new logics of political mobilisation. For instance, Manuel Castells (2010); (2015) 

theorised the rise of ‘network’ societies, shifting the centres of power and resistance from the 

collective agency of traditional political organisations (parties, unions, etc.) to digitally enabled 

networks. The same line of argument was developed by Lance Bennett and Alexandra 

Segerberg’s theory about ‘connective’ action replacing ‘collective’ political identities (2013). 

These theories have the merit to highlight that the nature of political engagement, 

mobilisation, and control by elites has been affected by the advent of digital platforms and 

social media. However, these authors tend to posit an untenable antagonism between 

‘connected’ individuals and ‘collective’ agency, which necessarily posits technologies as 

determining how political agency is articulated.  



15 
 

The main focus of critical theorists of platform politics regards whether it rendered politics 

less or more democratic in the last decade. Although I consider the question badly focused, as 

it would imply, again, some form of techno-determinism whereby the socio-technical 

landscape would determine, per se, the forms of politics, the issue is worth considering as the 

conceptualisations of platform politics have broader implications on how political parties 

understand the scenarios within which they operate. Broadly speaking, two subsequent 

phases can be identified within the literature on platform politics, reflecting the analyses of 

contrasting political events. The first phase, roughly from 2004 to  2015, was characterised 

mainly by techno-optimistic theories about platforms as democratic boosters. First, platforms 

connected previously dispersed radical social movements, contributing to the emergence of 

what Paolo Gerbaudo came to label as ‘citisenism’, namely the belief that platforms enable 

direct democracy and made possible institutional routes to disrupt corrupted political elites 

(2017b;  see also Coleman and Freelon, 2015; Fenton, 2016a). Second, digital platforms 

prompted the renewal of political parties. Hereby, the use of digital media during Obama’s 

campaigns in 2008 and 2012 was commonly theorised as the most advanced example of how 

platforms may reconnect progressive democratic leaders to disengaged constituents (Vaccari, 

2014; Chadwick and Stromer-Galley, 2016). 2016, however, marked a turning point in the 

perception of the democratising potentialities of digital platforms, as, at that time, the 

connection of nativist supporters on social media was considered crucial for the election of 

Trump in the US. From then on, politics on digital platforms was theorised as boosting 

aggressive styles of communication fostering nativist projects in the Global North that would 

threaten the quality of democracy (Smith, 2017;  see also Inglehart and Norris, 2016; Fraser, 

2019).  
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All in all, therefore, critical theorists conceptualise platform politics as a new game-field of 

political confrontation, providing two crucial resources for renewing left-wing visions and 

practices. First, the Left should embrace digital platforms as they would allow connecting 

otherwise dispersed individuals. However, the digitalisation of politics implies the adoption of 

‘movement-alike’ forms of organisation that privilege speed and horizontality over the typical 

structures of mass parties. Second, and relatedly, the Left should understand platform politics 

as the base to connect liberatory movements around claims for more direct and participatory 

forms of democratic decision making, therefore putting under discussion the representative 

structures through which parties’ elites channel popular demands into institutions. However, 

these theorists do not investigate how ELPs understood and orientated their organisational 

choices, which defines a second area requiring new and more thorough empirical research. 

 

.3 The place of the thesis. A Gramscian framework for critical party politics studies 

The previous analysis defines the research puzzle that the thesis seeks to disentangle. On the 

one hand, ELPs underwent a ‘crisis’ in elaborating new visions. On the other hand, the digital 

revolution opened new possibilities for left-wing politics that, overall, ELPs may have failed to 

exploit. In order to explain how the thesis aims at disentangling this puzzle, in this section, I 

will first define the positioning of the thesis with regards to whether parties may still be 

considered relevant actors for social change and second, I will explain why a Gramscian 

approach to critically analyse party politics is relevant to my research purposes.  
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.3.1 Contemporary party politics. Decline or change? 

In this subsection, by providing a brief overview of key approaches to the study of party 

politics, I will define the rationale for developing a Gramscian critical framework to understand 

the most recent evolutions of ELPs in platform societies.  

Historically, political parties played several functions, such as: competing in elections to gain 

votes (Sartori, 1976); recruiting and integrating activists in communities ‘actively shaping their 

interpretations of political developments’ (Albertazzi and Van Kessel, 2021, p. 225); organizing 

government by ordering complex policies’ agendas (Dalton et al., 2011). The articulation of 

these functions inherently results in a tense balance between ‘responsiveness’ to partisan 

activists and constituents and ‘responsibility’ toward the ‘general’ interests of the population 

(Bardi et al., 2014; Keman, 2014). Changes among these functions have been, since the crisis 

of the ‘liberal Keynesian’ post-war settlement in the 1970s, at the core of diverging 

interpretations among political scientists on whether parties are in decline (i.e. Mair, 2003; 

Katz and Mair, 2009; Keman, 2014; Van Biezen, 2014) or change (i.e. Saward, 2008; Dalton et 

al., 2011; Kriesi, 2014).  

The ‘decline’ theses claim that mainstream parties, by shifting from ‘mass’ to ‘electoral-

professional’ and/or personalistic machinery (Panebianco, 1988; Calise, 2015) turned into 

‘state-agents’, therefore abandoning their democratic linkages with civil society (Mair, 2013). 

Within this intellectual field, the ‘cartel party’ theory by Richard Katz and Peter Mair (2018)  

asserted that, as mainstream parties turned to the state, European party systems were divided 

between ‘parties which claim to represent, but don’t deliver, and those which deliver, but are 

no longer seen to represent’ (Mair, 2011, p. 14). The turn to the state at the expense of civil 
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society was the result of collusive practices put in place by mainstream parties, therefore 

acting as a cartel to prevent the risks of electoral marginalisation. As a result of this process of 

convergence, ‘the left-right divide loses its interpretive power as a schema for making overall 

sense of mainstream politics and is not replaced by any alternative overarching paradigm’ 

(Mair, 2013, p. 72). One of the impacts of cartelisation was a polarisation between ‘insider’ 

and ‘outsider’ parties, with the upsurging radical left and right populist parties shaping a new 

pattern of party competition that in the normative views of these authors, represented a 

major challenge for the quality of Western democracies (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2012).  

On the contrary, ‘party change’ theses focused on how parties adapted their policies proposals 

to fit into new cleavages between globalisation’s ‘winners’ and ‘losers’  (Kriesi et al., 2008; 

Kriesi et al., 2012) and reformed their organisations to recruit ‘multi-speed’ activists (Scarrow, 

2015). Also, these scholars, whilst challenging ‘decline’ theorists through identifying processes 

of ‘adaptation’ to new contexts by mainstream parties, tend to pessimistically see all new 

radical parties as problematic for the quality of democracy. For instance, Russel Dalton et al. 

(2011, pp. 215-231) depicted emerging anti-party movements claiming direct democracy 

through digital platforms as ‘threats’ to democratic politics. 

Overall, two common problems affect the mainstream schools of party politics. First, by 

focusing on parties’ relations with the ‘state’ and the ‘civil society’, the discipline of party 

politics does not consider with sufficient depth how the economic base shapes, constraints, 

or enables parties’ ideas and practices. Second, political scientists conflate contrasting 

instances of radical politics as potentially dangerous for (liberal) democracies without properly 

considering which ‘structural’ goals radical parties pursue. ‘Outsiderness’ and ‘radicality’, 
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therefore, become overarching schemes that tend to flatten the differences, for instance, 

between radical parties seeking to disrupt capitalist rulership and those seeking to 

authoritatively lead the subalterns’ frustrations into sexist and nativist projects (Dean and 

Maiguashca, 2020).  

In the remainder of the section, I will specify why a Gramscian critical approach to political 

party studies may be fruitful at overcoming such limitations, as it allows to consider parties 

both as constrained by the ‘real’ hegemony of politics and cultural-strategic agents that 

contribute to reproduce or challenge structural domination.  

.3.2 Taking Gramsci back in political science 

‘The basic innovation introduced by the philosophy of praxis into the science of politics and 
history is the demonstration that there is no abstract “human nature”, fixed and immutable 
(…), but that human nature is the totality of historically determined social relations. Hence, 
historical facts can, with some limitations, be ascertained with the methods of philology 
and criticism. Consequently, political science, as far as both its concrete content and its 
logical formulation are concerned, must be seen as a developing organism’.  
(Gramsci, 2014 Q13 §18) 

Antonio Gramsci’s intellectual contribution provided key insights within the Marxist tradition 

to understand politics as both shaped by the economic base and acting back on the relations 

of production through ‘hegemonic’ or revolutionary praxes by political agents. Within political 

science, Gramsci was interested in identifying which actors organised the confrontations for 

hegemony, and he identified the party (the Modern Prince) as the primary actor in achieving 

political change. It may come as a surprise, therefore, that Gramsci’s insights inspired critical 

theories in disparate directions, as with ‘cultural studies’ and ‘critical discourse analyses’ (i.e. 

Williams, 1973; Hall, 1992; Fairclough et al., 2011; van Dijk, 2015), ‘international relations’ and 

‘international political economy’ (Cox, 1987; Gill, 2008), ‘cultural political economy’ (Jessop, 
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2010; Sum and Jessop, 2014), but not in political science (among few notable exceptions see 

Motta and Bailey, 2007; Hall, 2017). 

Therefore, this thesis aims at taking back Gramsci in political science. It aims at doing so by 

adopting methods of ‘philology’ and ‘criticism’, meaning that any analysis of political 

phenomena should look both at parties’ ‘cultural’ production, for instance, their discourses, 

and at their ‘material’ praxes as emerging from and impacting upon concrete societal 

formations. The framework resonates with Ngai Ling Sum and Bob Jessop’s claim for a cultural 

political economy seeking to navigate between ‘the structuralist Scylla’ and ‘the constructivist 

Charybdis’ (2014, p. 148), in the attempt to avoid both economistic and culturalist 

reductionisms to understand political practices.  

The framework I develop throughout the thesis is defined, following the seminal contribution 

of the Gramscian intellectual Bob Jessop (2005a), a ‘strategical-relational approach’ (SRA) to 

societal reproduction and transformation.  

First, a Gramscian approach is ‘relational’, as it rejects views of institutions or societal groups 

as ‘reified’ through fixed attributes by looking instead at the relations through which they are 

dynamically shaped. Crucially, with Marxism,  a ‘relational’ approach refutes considering social 

classes as ‘reified’ sociological categories based, for instance, on levels of income (Piketty, 

2014) or of autonomy in the performance of labour (Oesch, 2003). Instead, classes are defined 

through the relations between groups. Therefore, classes are structurally and historically 

determined through ongoing dialectical relations between exploitation/domination and 

subalternity/liberation (Marx and Engels, 2010). This conceptualisation explains why, 

throughout the thesis, I will refer to ‘ruling/capitalist’ and ‘subaltern’ classes, in the plural, to 
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signify that also multiple relations of hegemony occur within each pole of class relations 

(Buttigieg, 2018). 

Second, a Gramscian approach is ‘strategic’, as it considers that any particular ‘structural 

configuration’ of the economic base -in this research, platform capitalism – shapes (not 

determines) the ‘superstructure’ of politics through ‘strategic selectivity’, that is to say, that 

structures ‘selectively reinforce specific forms of action, tactics, or strategies and discourage 

others’ (Jessop, 2005a, p. 49). Through these selections, the ruling classes shape the 

superstructure of politics, in Gramscian terms ‘the integral state’, that is, the ensemble of the 

relations between agents of the state and the civil society. Hereby, the concept of ‘hegemony’ 

makes its entrance as the cornerstone of Gramscian intellectual contribution. Indeed, the 

integral state is governed through ‘real’ hegemony, the ‘general social requirement for the 

construction of rulership’ (Joseph, 2002, p. 28). That is to say, political agents contribute to 

securing the reproduction of the economic base through diversified mixes of consent (by the 

subaltern to the ruling classes) and coercion. 

Third, a Gramscian approach is strategical and relational as it claims that agents’ 

understandings of the relations between economic base and superstructure are key to 

defining their strategies and tactics to act back on structures alternatively for conservative or 

transformative ends. Therefore, political agents are (potentially) reflexive on the constraints 

and possibilities within each historical configuration of ‘real’ hegemony either to secure its 

reproduction or to transform it through political practices to achieve ‘counter-hegemony’ 

(Worth, 2015). The Gramscian conceptualisation of ‘ideology’ is crucial to understanding how 

political agents tap into these interplays, and it also sets the rationale to adopt ‘ideologies’ as 
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the main perspective through which I will analyse the most recent evolutions of ELPs. Indeed, 

in a Gramscian sense, ideologies are a twofold concept. As detailed in Chapter 2, ideologies 

will be defined first as the ‘systems of beliefs’ that represent the shared interpretations of 

social events by each political group. The systems of beliefs are at the same time the result of 

past ‘entrenchments’ of each group in hegemonic relations, and they are dynamically adapted 

or changed depending on how political agents reflect on new structural configurations of the 

economic base and the political superstructure. Second, ideologies are the material organising 

principles through which political agents define their ‘strategic projects’ seeking to navigate 

or transform ‘real’ hegemony. The strategic projects, therefore, can be defined as the 

ensemble of the cultural and material practices informing the choices of specific ‘means’ and 

interventions to achieve political agents’ desired ends. Gramsci conceptualised another 

distinction to understand ideologies as both cultural and material constructs, the one between 

‘organic’ and ‘arbitrary’ ideologies (2014, Q7 §19). Indeed, for ideologies to effectively 

‘organise’ human masses, they must ‘organically’ represent the social classes they aim at 

coalescing into conservative or transformative projects. On the contrary, ideologies that do 

not organically represent social classes are ‘arbitrary’ intellectual products that, while still 

relevant for social relations, do not substantially intervene in the confrontations between 

hegemony and counter-hegemony.  

Therefore, in this thesis, I will draw upon critical theories of platform societies to assess how 

platform capitalism shaped the real hegemony of platform politics to empirically assess how 

the selected ELPs’ ideologies, first, resulted from the emergence of this new hegemony and, 

second, defined their systems of beliefs and strategic projects to navigate or transform it. 

Through this process, the expected contribution of the thesis is to provide an up-to-date 
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account of ELPs' strategic responses to their crisis ‘of visions’ by taking into consideration both 

the structural and conjunctural conditions for their emergence. 

 

.4 Research questions, argument, and thesis’ structure  

Having defined the research puzzle and introduced the key concepts through which I 

developed the theoretical framework, in this section, I will specify the research questions, 

introduce the main argument of the thesis, and describe how it is unpacked throughout the 

research design, defining the thesis’ structure.  

As the research goal is to investigate the recent evolutions of ELPs vis-à-vis the digital 

revolution as resulting from the interplays between their reflections on platform societies and 

the ideological changes seeking to tap into the hegemony governing its directionality, I 

formulated two main research questions: 

1. How did European Left Parties reflect on the societal impacts of the digital revolution 

in the 2010s? 

2. How did ELPs reshape their ideologies to navigate or transform the real hegemony of 

platform societies?  

The answers to these questions will define the thesis’ main argument, namely that the politics 

of the digital revolution provided cultural and material resources that informed and shaped 

the ideas and strategic projects of European Left Parties for their elites to design ways out of 

their crises of visions. Through the empirical analysis, I will theorise the emergence of three 

‘digital’ left-wing ideologies, defined as Techno-Third Way, Post-Social Democracy and 
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Platform Socialism, to argue that the European Left was highly polarised among contrasting 

approaches to address the real hegemony of platform societies. By looking at ELPs evolutions 

through ideologies, I will come to re-conceptualise the ‘crisis’ of the Left. Indeed, I will argue 

that, on the one hand, Techno-Third Way and Platform Socialism represent ‘organic’ 

ideologies, consistently tying parties to, alternatively, the ruling and the subaltern classes of 

platform capitalism, and that, therefore, they represent opposite but consistent ways out of 

left-wing ‘crises’. On the contrary, I will argue that Post-Social Democracy was an intrinsically 

‘arbitrary’ ideology, therefore representing the ongoing crisis of those attempts by political 

elites to achieve (impossible) compromises with ruling classes as the ‘real’ hegemony of 

platform society shrunk the spaces of intervention for Social Democracy. 

The argument is developed through two stages of empirical research, starting from Chapter 

3, that rely upon two theoretical Chapters that develop the analytical framework to assess 

ELPs evolutions vis-à-vis the digital revolution. The whole thesis is structured as follows. 

Chapter 1 reviews two bodies of literature to better identify the research gap the thesis aims 

to contribute. On the one hand, recent literature on ELPs’ crises and renewal does not 

investigate how parties understood and reacted to the digital revolution. On the other hand, 

normative theories on the transformational potentialities emerging from the digital revolution 

do not consider, neither theoretically nor empirically, whether Left-wing parties are barriers 

or facilitators to advancing radical change.  

Having defined the research gap, Chapter 2 will develop the Gramscian theoretical framework 

and specify how it inspired the research design. The framework will specify why conceiving 

parties as operating at the junctures between the economic base and the political 
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superstructure allows making sense of ELPs' specific functions for the reproduction or 

transformation of hegemony. By conceptualising ideologies as a twofold concept 

encompassing ELPs’ systems of beliefs and strategic projects, I will better specify the focus of 

the thesis. Finally, I will explain how a cross-case comparative analysis will be the research 

design through which the empirical study of the thesis will be conducted. 

Having defined ‘ideologies’ as a twofold concept (systems of beliefs and strategic projects) 

and their evolutions as the result of the interactions between parties’ reflections on 

hegemony and parties’ agency to navigate or transform hegemony, the empirical research is 

structured in two stages. The first stage aims at mapping ELPs’ ideologies to identify parties’ 

systems of beliefs regarding the digital revolution, and it will then locate these ideologies in 

the processes of ideological change characterising ELPs’ evolutions along the 2010s. This stage 

of research seeks answers to two sub-questions: 

− How did ELPs' systems of beliefs signify the digital revolution in relation to their claims 

about the reproduction or transformation of capitalism and democracy? 

− Under which conjunctural conditions did ELPs ideologies change from ‘non-digital’ to 

‘digital’ (or vice versa) during the 2010s? 

Relatedly, Chapter 3 will adopt set-theoretic methods to devise a typology of the ‘digitally 

proactive’ ideologies adopted by the selected ELPs by analysing parties’ manifestos, and 

Chapter 4 will describe the processes of ideological change that occurred during the 2010s.  

The second stage of empirical research will investigate how the three ‘digital’ ideologies that 

I theorised in the first stage resulted in parties’ strategic projects for hegemony or counter-

hegemony. This research stage will draw upon an original data set from thirty-seven elites’ 
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interviews alongside secondary data sources from twenty-four ELPs' official documents. The 

research question to which the research stage seeks to answer is 

− How did ELPs' reflections on the digital revolution inform their strategic projects to 

navigate or transform the real hegemony of platform societies? 

Accordingly, Chapters 5 to 7 are dedicated, respectively, to in-depth case studies of the 

‘Techno-Third Way’, ‘Post Social Democratic’ and ‘Platform Socialist’ parties in a twofold way. 

First, I operationalise the theoretical framework by identifying three ‘indicators’ to evaluate 

parties’ strategic projects for hegemony or counter-hegemony: their desired function vis-à-vis 

radical alternatives, their strategies to establish organic ties to the ruling or subaltern classes, 

and how their projects were meant to reproduce or elevate ‘common-sense’ views. Second, I 

analyse each party's elite’s stances on platform capitalism and platform party politics. 

Finally, in Chapter 8, I will bring together the two stages of empirical research to develop a 

typological theory of ELPs ‘digital ideologies’. Comparing the three ideologies will answer the 

main research questions and develop the thesis argument. 

In the Conclusions, I will summarise the findings of the thesis, specify its original contribution 

and identify its limitations, which will define the opportunities for a future research agenda. 
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CHAPTER 1 . EUROPEAN LEFT PARTIES AND THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION.  A 
REVIEW OF CURRENT DEBATES 
 

 

1.1 Introduction 

Why did supposedly anti-neoliberal political actors fail, overall, at taking advantage of the 

popular discontent from the consequences of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) if it was a 

neoliberal one (see Callaghan et al., 2009)? Why was left-wing politics indifferent to the 

transformative potentialities of the digital revolution if it provided new radical progressive 

visions? To seek answers to these apparently puzzling combinations, the thesis will start by 

establishing a dialogue between two fields of recent literature that tend to be indifferent to 

each other: research on European Left Parties’ (ELPs) crises and changes and critical theories 

about the radical potentialities of the digital revolution.  

The survey of this literature will highlight a twofold ‘blind spot’ in current research. First, 

recent literature on ELPs, overall, is focused on the effects of the Third Way turn, debating 

Social Democratic Parties’ (SDPs) adaptations, Radical Left Parties’ (RLPs) reactions, and the 

emergence of a ‘new’ left. Still, it does not investigate how platform societies may provide 

new means to achieve progressive transformations. Second, critical theories of the digital 

revolution explicitly refer to left or progressive politics as the ‘field’ that should carry on its 

transformational possibilities, but they do not investigate what role ELPs may play in these 

processes. As a result, we cannot know whether ELPs may be considered obstacles or instead 

facilitators and organisers of radical mobilisations in platform societies. The analysis of this 
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Chapter traces back the reasons for these ‘blind spots’ to the underlying theoretical 

perspectives through which recent research is conducted.  

First, regarding literature on ELPs’ crises, whilst ‘critical realist’ and Marxist authors provide 

key insights to identify the mechanisms through which SDPs and RLPs are entrenched within 

neoliberal hegemony and its ruling classes, this strand of literature tends to reduce parties to 

objects functional to reproduce domination, therefore neglecting their potential strategic role 

at shaping new paths forward to disruption. On the contrary, post-structuralist accounts, by 

neglecting class relations as primary determinants of party politics, render parties as ‘floating’ 

subjectivities without considering the spaces within which they operate.    

Second, concerning critical theories of the digital revolution, I observed two complementary 

flaws. First, ‘post-capitalist’ theories’ theoretical roots in autonomism lead these authors to 

ongoingly assume that collective organisations are inherently oligarchic, therefore failing to 

investigate who may enable transitions from platform capitalism to post-capitalism. Second, 

‘radical democratic’ theories, by deterministically assuming that digital technologies lead to 

unmediated direct and participatory democratic systems, neglect contrasting directionalities 

for politicisation through platforms. Therefore,  these theories do not explain why online 

mobilisations can prompt both radical transformative and nativist conservative movements. 

The Chapter is structured as follows: section two analyses literature on ELPs crises and 

changes; section three will survey critical literature on platform capitalism and platform 

politics; finally, I will bring together previous accounts to identify the theoretical flaws that the 

thesis aims to address. The Chapter’s findings will set the rationale for developing a Gramscian 

framework to analyse ELPs' responses to the digital revolution.  
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1.2 European Left Parties. Is ‘the old’ dying? Has ‘the new’ been born? 

This section provides an overview of recent debates in the literature on ELPs. It does so by 

primarily looking at comparative analyses of the crises and changes of SDPs and RLPs in the 

aftermath of the GFC. First, I will survey critical analyses depicting the struggles by established 

ELPs at defining new visions beyond neoliberalism and Keynesianism because of their 

entrenchment in the structures of capitalism and (neo-)liberal democracy against rational 

choice accounts focused on emerging post-modern dilemmas as main sources of crisis for the 

Left. This focus will allow defining a first area of crisis for ELPs to which the digital revolution 

may have provided solutions: the struggles at keeping their social linkages with the subaltern 

classes. Next, I will move to analyse post-structuralist accounts contending that whilst the ‘old’ 

Left may be dying, a new Left may be emerging. More specifically, I will critically review left-

populist research pointing to the emergence of new left-wing movements in the 2010s. Within 

this scenario, I will identify a second relevant area of transformation for the Left to which the 

digital revolution may matter: the redefinition of organisational forms of ELPs in the age of 

austerity. Throughout the section, I will highlight the strengths and limitations of different 

approaches by explaining why the lack of research on ELPs’ understandings of the digital 

revolution is problematic in uncovering their most recent evolutions. 

1.2.1 Established ELPs. Losing the working class and the subalterns? 

In this subsection, I will argue that accounts of the crisis and decline of ‘old’ ELPs in the 

aftermath of the GFC can be traced back to two contrasting approaches. The first focuses on 

ELPs as structurally constrained by neoliberal capitalism. The second points to new post-

modern dilemmas experienced by ELPs as ‘rational’ agents.  
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Although grounded in contrasting premises resulting in different outlooks, both these 

approaches tend to present ELPs as deemed to decline. The argument I draw from this analysis 

is twofold. First, whilst structuralist approaches provide relevant insights to understand ELPs’ 

recent crises, these authors tend to understand economic structures as determining political 

actors who in turn, are depicted as pure ‘executors’ of capitalists’ interests. Second, ‘rational-

choice’ scholars, by underestimating the constraints imposed by economic structures, tend to 

obfuscate the relevance of social linkages to classes as a primary source of ELPs’ crisis.  

Before surveying the literature, a caveat. When analysing the evolutions of Social Democracy 

(SD) and Radical Left (RL), two distinct units of analysis may come under scrutiny. First, SD and 

RL as visions. Second, SDPs and RLPs as the parties that historically embodied those visions. 

The analysis of recent literature on ELPs will consider how the relations between these two 

units were conceptualised. SD and RL as visions are contested concepts, as highlighted in the 

Introduction (.1). However, there is a growing consensus among researchers from distinct 

approaches at observing an increased divergence between SD/RL visions and their 

embodiment by SDPs and RLPs. For instance, authors scrutinising SDPs evolutions pointed to 

a general trend of integration of these parties into neoliberal visions (i.e. Mudge, 2011; 

Schmidt, 2016a), whilst many authors observed recent evolutions by RLPs as embracing 

‘critical’ SD visions (i.e. March, 2011; Chiocchetti, 2016). On the one hand, this consensus 

signals the relevance of further research to understand the reconfigurations of the relations 

between the ideologies and organisations of ELPs. On the other hand, different perspectives 

on the evolutions of ELPs must be scrutinised to identify new potential paths of change by left-

wing parties. 
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To begin my literature review, authors within the ‘structural dependency’ approach assert 

that ELPs are in crisis because the reconfigurations within the economic structures of 

capitalism determined unredeemable struggles by ELPs to preserve their traditional social 

linkages with the working class and other subaltern groups.  

Regarding Social Democracy, this scholarship pays tribute to Adam Przeworski (1985) 

conceptualisation of SDPs as those parties seeking to empower the working class through the 

welfare state (Esping-Andersen, 1985; see also Przeworski and Sprague, 1986; Esping-

Andersen, 1990; Callaghan, 2000). The structural configuration of post-war settlement from 

the 1950s to the early 1970s, so this line of argument goes, allowed SDPs to advance SD visions 

through the winning formula ‘welfare state plus Keynes plus corporatism’ (Jackson, 2013, p. 

345). However, since the 1970s, SDPs went into crisis because of the structural changes of the 

‘Keynesian consensus’ that determined the shrinking of its social base, the industrial working 

class. From then on, any attempt by SDPs to keep their traditional re-distributive 

commitments has resulted in losing traction over middle-class voters. Conversely, by 

moderating their agendas, SDPs would have lost terrain among their traditional working-class 

constituencies (Przeworski and Sprague, 1986). Recent literature within this tradition argues 

that following the shift from a ‘Keynesian’ to a ‘neoliberal’ consensus, SDPs ongoingly 

prioritised centrist agendas, therefore worsening their structural crisis. This is why these 

authors affirm the ‘death’ of SD as an emancipatory vision resulting from the structural turn 

imposed by capitalist classes in the Global North (Lavelle, 2008). Not only SDPs renounced to 

represent the subalterns (Przeworski, 2001), but they became barriers to empowering the 

working class as ‘there is no longer any legislative desire to reduce inequality and restrain 

capitalism’ (Lavelle, 2008, p. 14). David J. Bailey’s (2009a) theorisation of  SDPs’ transformation 
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better clarifies this perspective. Indeed, Bailey argued that traditional SDPs represented 

workers through a precarious equilibrium led by party elites’ attempting ‘to regulate and 

contain the demands for decommodification made by an electoral constituency which 

includes, but extends beyond, the industrial working class’ (2009a, p. 39). Instead, since the 

‘70s, party elites reprioritized SDPs values to protect capitalism and states’ apparatuses. 

Finally, since the emergence of the Third-Way ideology in the 1990s (see also Arndt and van 

Kersbergen, 2015), SDPs elites endorsed a stark re-commodification of work and public goods 

to suppress the demands of their traditional constituencies, 

‘in order that these demands might be both (a) “representable” within the institutions of 
the representative democratic state, and (b) compatible with the successful reproduction 
of the capital-labour relations’ (Bailey, 2009a, p. 94).  

Similarly, the entrenchment by SDPs in the structures of neoliberal capitalism was the main 

determinant for the failed attempts to find new visions to tackle the ‘age of austerity’ in the 

aftermath of the GFC. More specifically, SDPs’ appeals for a ‘Social Europe’ since 2008 to tame 

and control neoliberal globalisation were based on fragile roots, as EU institutions were 

constitutionally linked to the neo-liberal reproduction of capitalist rulership, shaping a political 

space which hampers party competition (Ryner, 2014; De Waele et al., 2013). Fabien Escalona 

and Mathieu Vieira described this turn to the EU institutions as the final stage of a long-term 

decline of SDPs, ‘wavering between a continuous adjustment to the constraints of neo-liberal 

globalisation and the search for an improbable continent-wide “green high-tech 

Keynesianism”’ (Chapter 2 in Bailey et al., 2014, p. 29). These authors have the merit to explain 

how SDPs’ ongoing entrenchment within capitalist structures, whilst initially facilitating pro-

labour compromises, turned SDPs into antagonists to SD visions, therefore setting a divide 

between SD as vision and as the organisation of subaltern classes (see also Arndt, 2013; 
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Karreth et al., 2013; Bonoli, 2014; Mudge, 2018). However, by theorising that economic 

structures determine parties’ evolutions, ‘structural dependency’ theories are affected by two 

limitations in capturing more recent evolutions by SDPs. First, these authors tend to reduce 

labour antagonism to static views equating the working class with the industrial labourers, 

underestimating, for instance, the increased stratification of labour to encompass precarious 

autonomous workers (Benedetto et al., 2020; Rennwald, 2020; Polacko, 2022). Second, SDPs 

are reduced to ‘objects’ that inevitably follow structural changes without further 

consideration for party agency. Similar limitations affect structural-dependent accounts of 

RLPs crises. 

Indeed, theorists of structural crisis by RLPs claimed that these parties followed SDPs to the 

centre of the ideological spectrum and that, consequently, they are deemed to marginality. 

Ideologically, this move was first conceptualised by David Arter as the RLPs’ ‘social-

democratisation’ following and seeking to exploit for electoral advantages the SDP's ‘neo-

liberalisation’  (2002). As a result of this process, RLPs turned from Marxist to Keynesian 

stances and from adopting anti- to espousing pro/alter- views towards the European Union 

(March, 2011). Moreover, RLPs combined these moderate stances with environmentalist, 

feminist and pro LGBTQIA+ claims. The mix of moderate Keynesianism and radical pro-

environment and pro-civil rights positions resulted in ‘social democracy plus’ visions becoming 

the new normal for RLPs (Bailey, 2016). This process of adaptation by RLPs resulted in two 

problematic outcomes. First, the ideology of RLPs, overall, was defined in the negative, what 

they criticised about neoliberalism, rather than in ‘the positive’, what they wanted to achieve 

(March and Mudde, 2005; March, 2011; Chiocchetti, 2016). Second, and relatedly, the lack of 

a radical project failed, overall, to attract working class and subaltern constituents 



34 
 

disappointed by SDPs neoliberal turn (Visser et al., 2014; March and Rommerskirchen, 2015; 

Hansen and Olsen, 2021). Therefore, scholars within this tradition tend to pessimistically 

theorise the evolutions of RLPs as a troubled ‘normalisation’. That is to say that RLPs ‘mostly 

failed to develop coherent anti-neoliberal projects, effective strategies, and solid 

organisational mediations, remaining a medium-sized but relatively uninfluential political 

actor’ (Chiocchetti, 2016, p. 357). As with accounts of the crisis of SDPs, therefore, structural-

dependency theories conceive ELPs as dependent upon the evolutions of capitalism, without 

proper consideration for how parties’ agency may act back on these reconfigurations. 

Contrary to structuralist accounts, the literature focusing on ELPs’ ‘rational’ agency, by 

overlooking the constraints emerging from the structures of capitalism, depicted the crises 

and changes of ELPs as mostly associated with the emergence of ‘post-modern’ challenges. 

The overview of this literature will show that whilst they criticize economic determinism as 

reductionist, these authors end up in a contradictory cultural reductionism. Apart from a few 

notable exceptions (i.e. Olsen et al., 2010), this scholarly strand is focused on the evolutions 

of SDPs. The roots of this scholars’ interpretation of SDP can be traced back to Shery Berman 

(2006) argument that SD was never rooted in representing the working class but in the 

primacy of democratic politics to achieve equality. If SD is first and foremost a vision of 

democracy (Meyer and Hinchman, 2007), therefore, the crisis of SDPs should be understood 

as dependent on their rational choices to represent ‘equality’ in liberal democracy, not the 

working class against capitalism. Following this line of reasoning, Herbert Kitschelt (1994) 

argued that the political competitive space shifted, since the 1970s, from a linear left-right 

divide over distributive issues to a twofold space of competition whereby class cleavages were 

cross-cut by a libertarian-authoritarian divide. Therefore, SDPs mainly changed as the result 
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of rational strategies to represent left-libertarian constituencies. These views influenced more 

recent accounts of the struggles faced by SDPs in tackling the age of austerity. For instance, 

Michael Keating and David McCrone (2013) argue that Social Democracy was never a coherent 

ideology based on the social linkages with the working class. Instead, SD should be seen as a 

multidirectional political philosophy seeking to ‘reconcile market capitalism with social 

responsibility’ (p. 2; see also Cramme and Diamond, 2012). Therefore, the recent crisis of SDPs 

does not depend on the transformation of capitalism but on the increasing salience of ‘post-

modern’ issues among voters, especially multiculturalism and the integration of immigrants. 

As a result, SDPs were recently affected by a dilemma in making a choice  

‘between a false binary – defending the jobs and economic conditions of its “traditional” 
white, working-class support, and balancing the claims of new migrants and other 
communities. In effect, it becomes electorally constrained by the populists, who argue that 
the centre-left has abandoned the former in favour of the latter’ (Manwaring and Kennedy, 
2018, p. 210; similar points are made by Bale et al., 2010; Ricolfi, 2017) 

The SDPs’ crisis, therefore, should be understood as a matter of strategy at mixing their 

policies’ proposals in ways that may appeal both to their ‘traditional’ constituencies and to 

urban libertarian middle and upper classes (Kitschelt and Hellemans, 1990). Not only is this 

argument self-contradictory, as it starts by denying any ‘real’ grounds in class politics by ELPs 

to then reaffirm its relevance for parties’ choices. Most substantively, the emphasis on parties’ 

agency is, in fact, denied by assuming that ELPs play no function in shaping citizens’ 

preferences. That is to say that these authors assume that parties are irrelevant at modifying 

roaring nativist attitudes by working class and subaltern constituents (Benedetto et al., 2020), 

while instead, as observed by many authors, the turn to nativism by these classes may exactly 

be a reaction to ELPs abandonment of subalterns’ protection (Bailey et al., 2017; Mudge, 

2018). 
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All in all, two related flaws affect the current literature on the crisis of established ELPs. First, 

by reducing parties’ evolution to narrow economic or cultural determinants, ELPs are 

conceptualised as only oscillating between neoliberalism and Keynesianism and/or between 

culturally libertarian or conservative postures. As a consequence, these analyses cannot grasp 

the more dynamic relations between structural constraints and agents’ strategies. Although 

the literature on the emergence of a ‘new’ left in the aftermath of the GFC addressed some 

of these limitations, the underestimation of the relevance of the digital revolution also affects 

this strand of literature, which will be analysed in the next subsection. 

1.2.2 The emergence of a new Left. Beyond working classes and the mass party? 

The recent electoral struggles by established ELPs and the emergence of anti-elite social 

movements since the 2010s have been theorised as the main reasons for the emergence and 

increased relevance of new left-wing parties, although with relevant differences between 

European regions. This process has resulted in different organisational projects, for instance, 

with the foundation of new parties, as with Syriza in Greece, Podemos in Spain, La France 

Insoumise (Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis, 2019), or with radical leaderships ‘occupying’ centre-

left parties, as with Corbyn in the UK or Sanders’ campaigns in the US (Panitch and Gindin, 

2020). This trend also raised a new interest among left-wing scholars, with comparative 

studies seeking to assess the extent to which new ELPs were more successful than established 

ones (Visser et al., 2014; Gomez and Ramiro, 2019; Hansen and Olsen, 2021), and the ruptures 

and continuities with traditional RLPs (Gomez et al., 2016; Escalona, 2017). In this subsection, 

while critically reviewing the main theoretical approach to the emergence of a new Left, 

namely the Laclauian left populist school, I will highlight how a second area of crisis and 

transformation of ELPs emerged during the 2010s, intersecting the one about traditional social 
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linkages with working class and subaltern groups: that of the established form of organisation 

of the mass-bureaucratic party. An area of change within which the adoption of digital 

platforms for the political organisation was recognised to be crucial (Chadwick and Stromer-

Galley, 2016; Gerbaudo, 2018), without, however, proper consideration for the different 

reasons why new parties’ elites came to adopt digital platforms within their organisations.   

The crucial perspective through which to make sense of the emergence of new left-wing actors 

is to look at the conjuncture of the wave of protests against austerity spreading across Europe 

from 2010 to 2015, commonly defined as the ‘squares movements’ (Della Porta et al., 2017; 

Bailey, 2017). As observed by many authors, there was a relevant change in the culture of 

main social movements. On the one hand, in the early 2000s, anti-globalisation protesters 

were anti-system and informed by anarchist cultures. On the other hand, the ‘squares 

movements’ of the early 2010s sought routes into institutional politics to affirm their anti-

neoliberal and anti-political elites' claims (Maeckelbergh, 2009; Badiou, 2012; Gerbaudo, 

2017b). These ‘demands’ for radical left-wing politics to disrupt established political elites 

were either generative of entirely new Radical Left movements or attracted by political 

leaderships adopting clear-cut anti-elitist postures (Gerbaudo, 2017a; Ward and Guglielmo, 

2021). This conjunctural match between activists from social movements seeking to disrupt 

political institutions from within and new left-wing radical leaderships and organisations has 

mostly been theorised as defining a left-wing ‘populist’ wave since the early 2010s.  

Indeed, recent interpretations of the Radical Left as new ‘articulations’ of populism classify as 

such almost any new RLP in Europe (Syriza, Podemos, LFI), alongside established parties such 

as the German Die Linke or the Irish Sinn Fein and new formations in Central and Eastern 
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Europe such as Levica in Slovenia (Chapters in Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis, 2019;  see also 

Stavrakakis, 2017; Damiani, 2020). These theorists argue that a major shift occurred from a 

‘traditional’ to a ‘new’ (populist) left, grounded in the subsumption or substitution of left-wing 

mobilisations along workers-capitalists cleavages with ‘new’ people-elites divides. Radical 

leftists would do so as the  

‘traditional left conception of the capital/labour cleavage (…), despite having survived the 
post-Fordist age and into the early years of the third millennium, no longer produces much 
political effect’ (Damiani, 2020, p. 167).  

This theory draws on Ernesto Laclau’s conceptualisation of populism, at first theorising it as 

peculiar to those political projects establishing a frontier of antagonism between people and 

power, therefore asserting that ‘highest forms of populism can only be socialist’ (1977, p. 196), 

to then abandon altogether any theoretical relation between populism and socialism. This 

evolution was grounded in Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s radical democratic theory, rejecting 

Marxist structuralism as  

‘affected by a radical insufficiency, as class opposition is incapable of dividing the totality 
of the social in two antagonistic camps, or of reproducing itself automatically as the line of 
demarcation of the political sphere’ (2001, p. 152).  

Hence, the normative rejection of Marxism was the ground upon which Laclauian populist 

scholarship emerged. Authors within this ‘school’ normatively assume that the Left may 

succeed at gaining counter-hegemony only if it abandons class antagonism as the cornerstone 

of its identity. Instead, left populists should constitute their projects through the articulations 

of discourses gathering a ‘class-less’ social majority. Consequently, in these accounts, parties 

as Podemos and La France Insoumise are antagonists to traditional left parties (Izquierda 

Unida and Parti Communiste) because the latter allegedly rely on the primacy of class 
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antagonisms (Kioupkiolis, 2016; Ramiro and Gomez, 2017; Marlière, 2019). Not only is there 

no clear empirical evidence supporting such claims. Most importantly, these authors tend to 

flatten distinct points of confrontation, pulling together critical views on traditional parties’ 

organisations, styles of leadership and mass integration with criticisms of their ideological 

roots. Crucially, by depicting as ‘populist’ any discursive construction, regardless of its content, 

that is built around (1) people-centrism and (2) anti-elitism (Katsambekis, 2022, p. 9), left-

populist scholars fail to detect any relevant distinction within and among these movements. 

Therefore, either they end up recognising that the discursive ‘empty signifier’ the ‘people’ by 

left populists is never ‘signified’, remaining fluid and undetermined, or they must acknowledge 

that the people are a genus subsuming labour as a frontier of antagonism for the left 

(Stavrakakis in Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis, 2019, pp. 200-202). Consequently, left populism 

as a theoretical framework fails to capture innovation within RLPs ideologies, strategies, and 

organisations. As a normative theory, it does not allow assessing how parties conceive the 

evolutions of economic structures and whether and how ELPs aim at opposing capitalist 

rulership.  

To sum up, recent literature on the emergence of a ‘new’ Left, while relevantly identifying the 

relations with social movements as a source of renewal for the identities and organisations of 

some ELPs, is flawed by overlooking how emerging structural configurations of capitalism may 

affect the Left. More specifically, left-populist theorists normatively assert a divide between a 

new and a traditional left along the lines of new cleavages of political articulation, from capital-

labour to political elites-people ones. Therefore, by assuming that the defining attribute for a 

new Left replacing the traditional one is the rejection of class antagonism, the issue of how 
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ELPs actually responded to the changing configurations of capitalism and democratic politics 

in relation to the digital revolution remain largely unanswered.  

 

1.3 Digital Revolution. New routes for transformative Left politics? 

The previous section highlighted that ELPs faced multiple crises in the aftermath of the GFC. 

Despite the differences in the analyses resting on contrasting theoretical approaches, two 

main areas of crisis and change can be observed by surveying recent literature on the Left. 

First, overall, ELPs seemed to struggle at representing disadvantaged social classes and/or at 

elaborating visions that may attract popular discontent and turn it into consistent 

transformative projects. Second, the emergence of new left-wing parties and/or leaderships 

sought to renew the organisational forms of the established Left by borrowing styles of 

organisation from ‘anti-austerity’ social movements. Throughout this section, I will review 

literature arguing that the ‘digital revolution’ represented an emerging socio-technical 

landscape that provides potentially crucial resources to address these areas of crisis and 

change for the Left.  This is the main reason to establish a dialogue between research on ELPs 

and critical literature elaborating normative theories about how platform societies may 

provide key resources for leftist mobilisations.  

The analysis will show that also critical literature on platform societies is characterised by a 

divide between structuralist and post-structuralist approaches that results in partial accounts 

of the interactions between the structures of platform capitalism and the agency of platform 

politics. On the one hand, literature conceiving the digital revolution as opening ways towards 

post-capitalism or platform socialism is mostly concerned with how the structures of platform 
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capitalism are characterised by self-disruptive tendencies while overlooking how the 

organisation of politics may facilitate or halt this transition. On the other hand, literature on 

platform politics is mostly characterised by the indifference to the relations between the 

structures of platform capitalism and the organisation of politics. Consequently, the 

digitalisation of politics is understood as isolated from the relations of production. Despite 

these limitations, critical theories of platform societies are fruitful at providing updated 

analytical tools that can also advance more refined understandings of the recent evolutions 

of ELPs. Indeed, these scholars elaborate on new frameworks to conceptualise the emergence 

of new dialectical relations between platform capitalists and the subaltern classes of platform 

societies. The latter defines the field of ‘liberation’ that may be providing crucial resources for 

ELPs to challenge exploitative capital-labour relations and redirect democracy to the 

empowerment of disadvantaged groups. However, the lack of empirical research on how ELPs 

are understanding and seeking to act upon these new dialectics does not allow, up to date, to 

assess whether these actors should be considered as facilitators or barriers for such potential 

transformative politics. 

1.3.1 Digital Platforms as ways forward to post-capitalism? 

In this subsection, I will provide an overview of critical theoretical approaches asserting that 

platform capitalism, while reviving and reshaping exploitation, also enables practices of 

resistance and liberation that may revitalise radical left-wing projects. As mentioned in the 

Introduction (.2), these theoretical approaches, classified as techno-Keynesianism, post-

capitalism/post-workerism and platform socialism, while all referring to the Left as the ‘field’ 

that should carry on transformative agendas, do not investigate whether different ELPs are 

subjects of transformation or barriers to change. However, altogether, this literature has the 
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merit of providing a theoretical compass to conceptualise three key areas of political 

intervention that may provide solutions to ELPs’ crises. First, platform societies open 

opportunities for the states to proactively govern the relations of production. Second, 

automation is leading to post-work societies, and therefore, the Left should abandon 

‘labourism’ and focus on the redistribution of incomes to reconnect to subalterns. Third, 

digital infrastructures are the new ‘means of production’ that capitalists control and manage, 

and therefore new socialist agendas should target the structures of property of platforms to 

advance radical change by disrupting current forms of control and domination.  

To begin with the first point, Techno-Keynesians argue that in platform societies, the states 

can win back their centrality through investing in digital innovation and taking control of the 

rewards of their investments. Marianna Mazzucato is the key author within this ‘school’ (2015; 

Jacobs and Mazzucato, 2016). Indeed, Mazzucato argues that contrary to the culturally 

hegemonic view imposed by neoliberals that portray private companies as innovators and the 

state as bureaucratic barriers, it is the state, not private companies, that prompts major 

innovations. However, under neoliberal hegemony, platform capitalists were capable of 

imposing policies’ agendas that socialise the risks of public investments while privatising the 

rewards. Left-wing actors facilitated the emergence of this hegemony by focusing on agendas 

to tame inequalities, defensively seeking to protect national welfare states instead of 

establishing mechanisms to gain back and socialise the rewards of public investments.  

Whereas Techno-Keynesianism advocates for new ways to ‘tame’ platform capitalism, most 

radical approaches assert that the digital revolution and automation are already paving the 

way toward a post-capitalist and post-workerist society. All these theorists of ‘disruptive’ 
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automation draw from autonomist Marxist readings of the ‘Fragment on the Machine’ in the 

‘Grundrisse’ (Marx, 1971) to argue that technology determines the conditions for socialism by 

reducing the necessary labour time for production (Fuchs, 2019d), and overcoming scarcity, a 

key condition for the reproduction of capitalist relations of exploitation (Bastani, 2019). 

Relatedly, these authors espouse the ‘Universal Basic Income’ (UBI) as the flagship proposal 

for a new post-workerist Left (Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017). Upon this common ground, 

distinct positions emerged regarding how the transition to post-capitalism should be 

achieved.  

Techno-determinist authors argue that capitalism has already entered its final crisis thanks to 

the digital revolution. The journalist Paul Mason (2016), for instance, asserted that platform 

capitalism drives to a whole new level the failing tendency of profits accumulation. More 

specifically, the profitability of private enterprises is falling as a result of decreasing marginal 

costs of production. Indeed, the marginal costs of production for essential goods and services 

in a digital economy would tend to zero, as with cultural artefacts, marketing services, etc. 

(see also Rifkin, 2015). Moreover, the logic underlying platforms’ economic relations would 

be one of ‘sharism’, empowering individuals to cooperate to produce public and private goods 

and services. The match between these two tendencies is leading to ‘post-capitalism’ (see also 

Berry, 2014). Whilst theorising digital platforms as the ‘final’ stage of capitalism may capture 

certain real trends in the fall of profits, techno-determinist approaches come with severe 

shortcomings. At best, they may indicate a tendency for alternative modes of economic 

organisation in specific sectors such as culture or social care (Mair and Noboa, 2006; Corvo et 

al., 2018). However, inferring a general theory about the crisis of capitalism from these partial 
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tendencies is analytically flawed as it does not place crisis and transition as confrontations 

between antagonist groups competing for rulership and hegemony. 

Whereas techno-determinists theorise the final crisis of capitalism, post-autonomist Marxists 

focus on how the digital revolution is reshaping class relations in platform societies. The 

tetralogy ‘Empire’, ‘Multitude’, ‘Commonwealth’ and ‘Assembly’ by  Micheal Hardt and 

Antonio Negri is paramount to this techno-optimist turn in the autonomist-Marxist tradition 

(2000; 2005; 2009; 2017). In a nutshell, Hardt and Negri’s argument is that class divides within 

‘cognitive capitalism’ (Vercellone, 2010) were reshaped along the lines of the rulership of the 

‘Empire’, roughly comprising financial and big tech companies alongside states’ bureaucracies 

and parties, and the increasingly relevant resistance by the ‘Multitude’, a dispersed ensemble 

of exploited individuals. The dialectical relations between these groups have been overcoming 

the ‘traditional’ equation of labour with waged employees, as  

‘immaterial labor power (involved in communication, cooperation, and the production and 
reproduction of affects) occupies an increasingly central position in both the schema of 
capitalist production and the composition of the proletariat’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000, p. 53). 

Hardt and Negri theorisation has the merit to identify two crucial trends in how new spaces 

for movements of resistance and liberation may be confronting the rulership of platform 

capitalists. First, the multitudes are shaping resistance by forging the space of the ‘digital 

commons’ by organising forms of production and socialisation that are subtracted from the 

control of capitalist rulership. Second, the shift from the centrality of ‘industrial’ to ‘digital’ 

machines in production challenges one of the main sources of capitalist exploitation, the 

subsumption of the ‘general intellect’ of labourers into ‘automated processes of production’, 

resulting in the alienation of workers (Virno, 2004). The digital machines, indeed, necessarily 
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enable and connect the creative intelligence of producers, therefore de-alienating 

proletarians and turning digital workers into revolutionary political subjectivities (Hardt and 

Negri, 2009; Fuchs, 2018; Negri, 2019). However, the first problem in Hardt and Negri's 

accounts is that they tend to present a utopian normative view about a potential future 

requiring political agency to succeed as an already-present trend of recent history (Pitts, 

2017). Second, the re-inversion of the relation between humans and machines, from 

instrumentalising humans to machines (as with the industrial configuration of capitalism) to 

nourishing creative and connected human intelligence, is too optimistic, as even ‘immaterial’ 

jobs (for instance, developing digital codes) are mostly routinised and monitored forms of 

alienating labour (Haidar and Keune, 2021). Third, Hardt and Negri's techno-optimistic turn 

attempts to revive the autonomist tradition in the rejection of parties as necessarily 

hierarchical-bureaucratic barriers to radical progress to which, however, they fail at providing 

any logically viable alternative. As convincingly put by Jodi Dean, indeed, Hardt and Negri  

‘model of institutions suggests that a party or parties could be such a carrier, but rather 
than present their platform as a party platform, Hardt and Negri present it as a series of 
demands to be made to existing governments and institutions of global governance (but 
who makes these demands?)’ (2019b, p. 181). 

Accelerationism is an emerging ‘school’ that, while drawing upon autonomist post-workerist 

traditions, substantially differs in how the transition to post-capitalism should be organised, 

namely by claiming the need for political and cultural leadership to enable a post-workerist 

left-wing movement. The main proponents of this approach are Alex Williams and Nick Srnicek 

with the pamphlet ‘#Accelerate. Manifesto for an accelerationist politics’ (2013). Contrary to 

Hardt and Negri, Williams and Srnicek argue that without a hierarchically organised 

mobilisation of the Left, platform capitalism is accelerating the destruction of the common 
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wealth, putting at risk the natural environment, commodifying welfare public services, 

imposing a social race to ‘the bottom’. In this scenario, instead of acting on the defensive and 

trying to tame and brake the digital revolution, left-wing politics should go on the offensive, 

embracing acceleration and redirecting its forces from exploitative to post-capitalist ends 

(Williams and Srnicek, 2013). The same authors, in a more recent book (Srnicek and Williams, 

2016), provided a more detailed agenda for the next Left. First and foremost, left-wing politics 

should abandon ‘labourism’ in favour of ‘post-workerism’, prioritising the liberation of human 

beings from the slavery of waged jobs over the defence of traditional labour. This position 

explains why left-wing agendas and mobilisations should claim for UBI and stark reductions in 

working times. Indeed, UBI has widely been adopted by post-workerists as the flagship 

proposal to take the Left out of its crisis, first and foremost as it would invert the centrality of 

wage and unemployment insurances that would represent a losing game-field for the Left 

(Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017; Bregman, 2018). When defining the subjects to bring 

about this transformation, however, accelerationists fail to go beyond superficial views of how 

a post-workerist Left should be organised. Srnicek and Williams may be right at criticising both 

autonomist horizontalist fetishism and the conservativism of established left-wing parties. 

Further, they convincingly claim for ‘a counter-hegemonic strategy. (…) to install a new 

common sense – one organised around the crisis of work and its effects on the proletariat’ 

(2016, p. 132). However, the claims for an accelerationist ‘ecosystem’ of organisations to 

advance counter-hegemony remain quite vague. This is particularly clear when Srnicek and 

Williams claim for a ‘left populist’ movement, without never specifying, first, what are the 

attributes of this ‘populism’, and second, how the movement should relate to existing or new 

political parties of the left (pp. 157-161, see also Gilbert, 2017).  
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Theorists of 'Platform Socialism’ contend that post-capitalist scholars fail to address the 

cornerstone of capitalist exploitation, the accumulation of profits made possible by the 

structure of property of digital means of production (Panitch and Albo, 2020; Hrynyshyn, 

2021). This is also why platform socialists are critical of UBI because, as argued by Aaron 

Benanav, ‘the profit motive would remain the driving force of the economy because capitalists 

would retain their power over investment decisions, which would continue to determine 

whether the economy grows or shrinks’ (Benanav, 2019, pp. 134-135; see also Sage and 

Diamond, 2017; Benanav, 2020). Evgenij Morozov argued that the transition to platform 

socialism could not ‘materialize if the means for creating alternative modes of social 

coordination—the “feedback infrastructure”—remain the exclusive property of tech giants’ 

(2019, p. 66). Morozov identifies a key mechanism to activate a disruptive process towards 

platform socialism in ‘decentralised planning’. In this utopian system, producers could be 

organised as cooperative platforms to coordinate the collection of needs for consumption and 

manage the production of goods and services (p. 68). This coordination system would be non-

profit, and the prices would be calculated not to maximise companies’ incomes but social 

wealth (see also Saros, 2014; Morozov, 2017). As Morozov recognises, however, these 

potential processes are affected by an unavoidable tension on who should carry on the 

transition to platform socialism. More specifically, this tension regards the role of the state at 

managing socialist regimes of property. Morozov himself, on the one hand, advocates for 

‘socialised’ and distributed data centres and infrastructures, that should not be run by the 

state, but on the other hand he recognises that for this disruption to happen, it would 

necessitate ‘at least to pass some sort of legislation to change the status of data, and you 

would need the state to enforce it’ (2015, p. 65). 
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Overall, each of these perspectives provides fruitful insights to develop analytical tools to 

analyse current trends within left-wing politics. To begin with, changing capital-labour 

dialectics provides potential ways out from the crisis of representation of subaltern classes by 

ELPs. First, because cognitive digital workers and producers are ongoingly organising 

resistance to platform capitalist exploitation by connecting their general intellect to generate 

the space of the ‘digital commons’ (Jordan, 2015; Kostakis, 2018). Second, because 

automation, by reducing the total amount of labour necessary for production, may justify 

post-workerist political agendas claiming redistribution through UBI. Further, platform 

societies may reshape the relations between states, private markets, and the public. First, as 

suggested by Techno-Keynesian, by providing fresh opportunities for innovative states’ to take 

back the rewards of public investments from private companies. Second, as claimed by 

platform socialists, left-wing antagonistic projects can be revitalised by seeking to socialise 

and/or nationalise the infrastructures upon which platform economy flourishes.   

1.3.2 Platforms as ways forward to radical democracy? 

This subsection analyses key theories on ‘platform politics’, namely a space of political 

interactions enabled and prompted by the exercise of political functions (mobilisation, voting 

etc.) through digital platforms (see Fenton, 2016a; Nunes, 2021, p. 205). This literature can be 

conceptualised as informed by two contrasting approaches to understanding what the role of 

the parties in platform politics is, namely ‘anti-party platform politics’, and ‘platform party 

politics’. Altogether, theorists of platform politics define two areas of change that may be 

relevant for ELPs’ evolutions. First, platforms as architectures for political organisation 

reshape the relations between the horizontal coordination of activists, infringing upon the 

typical functions played by the intermediate cadres of the mass-bureaucratic party. Second, 
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by decisively reducing the barriers to the direct participation of citizens in politics, digital 

platforms may enable more ‘radical’ forms of democracy, making it possible to transform 

democratic institutions into participatory and/or directly governed by citizens (Luppicini and 

Baarda, 2017).  

To begin with, theorist of anti-party platform politics, Manuel Castells (2010; 2015) conceived 

‘network societies’ as reshaping power relations by connecting multi-level networks. For 

instance, global financial networks link bankers and stock-market brokers for them to operate 

through coercion (by states’ agents) and symbolic manipulation, as with promises of high 

rewards for speculative financial investments. However,  digital platforms also enable the 

emergence of new networks challenging power because ‘mass-self communication provides 

the technological platforms for the construction of the autonomy of the social actor (…) vis-á- 

vis the institutions’ (Castells, 2015, p. 24;  see also 2007).  After the GFC, these networks 

connected ‘outraged’ individuals igniting ‘hope’ for radical changes. However, the emergence 

of networked social movements is also a critical stage, as established political parties could 

jeopardize their transformative goals by co-opting movements into mechanisms of political 

representation. Therefore, Castells problematically theorises as a new attribute of platform 

politics the trade-off between social movements’ radical goals and the constraints imposed by 

established political institutions, the latter inevitably reproducing ‘their own bureaucratic, 

economic, and personal interests’ (2015, p. 157). Castells’ theory has merit in shedding light 

on how digital platforms are more than communication systems but, instead, organisational 

infrastructures facilitating more individualised connections between separated instances of 

protest (see also Bennett and Segerberg, 2013; Bennett et al., 2014). However, first, Castells 

seems to conflate normative views about global networks of resistance beyond and against 
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established political actors with a necessary causal relation about why social movements tend 

to fade over time. Second, by adopting a post-structuralist outlook that prioritises radical 

democracy over the relations of production, how the latter may shape the former remains 

largely unexplored.  

Contrary to Castells' anti-party theory, other authors claimed that digital platforms may re-

direct democracy by rendering its institutions more participatory primarily through renewing 

parties, as digital tools curtail the frictions impeding full democratic processes and replace the 

intermediary functions commonly played by parties’ bureaucracies (Vaccari, 2017; Margetts, 

2019; Deseriis, 2020). These authors emphasise how brand new types of parties emerged in 

the ‘digital age’, conceptualised as ‘cyber’ (Margetts, 2006), ‘anti-establishment cyber-’ 

(Hartleb, 2013), ‘network-‘ (Klimowicz, 2018) or ‘digital’ parties (Gerbaudo, 2018). Although 

sharing common views of platforms as democratic boosters, these scholars diverge about the 

impacts of digital parties on democracy, reaching more optimistic or pessimistic views.  

Among the techno-optimists, Andrew Chadwik and Jenifer Stromer-Galley  (2016) argued that 

digital activism enforced, especially for left-wing politics, a transformation of parties through 

practices of organizational experimentation, shaping a new mentality for political 

organisations to become ‘parties-as movements’ (ibid, p. 287). Through this new mindset, the 

Left could resolve some of the gridlocks between representation and a more positive 

democratic engagement and between their centralistic bureaucratised structures and more 

efficient dissemination of power to their activists. Further, digitalisation leads parties to adopt 

new styles of engagement and more flexible forms of organisation with a sort of ‘contagion’ 

effect that spreads from movement parties to established mainstream parties, taking, overall, 
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positive consequences for party renewal (Lachapelle and Maarek, 2015). Further, digital 

platforms inherently provide the sources to unlock dilemmas between horizontal participation 

and vertical leadership, as argued, for instance, by Cristian Vaccari when highlighting that 

digitalised parties would result in ‘hybrid organizations that merge and mediate between top-

down and bottom-up modes of operation and between formal and informal modes of 

engagement’ (Vaccari, 2014, p. 16). This ‘techno-optimism’ is problematic both on empirical 

and theoretical grounds. Empirically, these theorists seem to reflect the first moment of 

techno-enthusiasm based on observations of the first ‘liberatory’ wave of politics on social 

media, symbolised by Obama’s grassroots campaign in 2008 and influenced by the emergence 

of radical social movements in the early 2010s. Consequently, by inferring from these 

exceptional events that digital platforms are democratisers, per se, does not allow assessing 

why processes of digitalisation of parties may result in opposite directions, such as 

empowering grass-roots socialist campaigns (i.e. Sanders in the US) or facilitating powerful 

nativist insurgence through social media’s echo-chambers (Margetts, 2019). 

Similar problems affect techno-pessimistic accounts of platform party politics. Paolo 

Gerbaudo’s theorisation of the ‘digital party’ (2018) is a seminal contribution to this 

perspective. Gerbaudo categorises the historical evolution of parties according to the main 

communication systems of different periods. The mass party reflected the epoch of 

newspapers (Revelli, 2013). The TV party was mostly associated with the electoral-

personalistic party (Panebianco, 1988). The digital party reflects the advent of social media 

and the narratives attached to their emergence (see also Nunes, 2021). Indeed, ‘digital party 

as a new party type is not simply the embracing of digital technology but the purpose of 

democratisation which digital technology is called to fulfil’ (Gerbaudo, 2018, p. 14). 
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Accordingly, digital parties share two commonalities. First, they are identified by a common 

ideology, ‘participationism’, conceptualised as ‘a radical democratic creed which considers 

participation rather than representation the ultimate source of political legitimacy. 

Participation is thereby framed as the normative criteria of good politics´ (2018, p. 81). 

Second, digital parties’ organisation tends to be polarised between ‘hyper-leaders’, commonly 

charismatic figures attracting wide audiences on social media and a ‘super-base’ of activists 

engaged through online activities. These two poles annihilate the functions of intermediate 

cadres. Gerbaudo’s classification corresponds to parties and movements, including Podemos, 

La France Insoumise, the 5 Star Movement, the British Momentum, and the Pirate Parties. 

Parties that range, ideologically, from the RL to techno-libertarianism. Therefore, Gerbaudo 

does not consider whether the attachment of a ’digital party’ organisation to contrasting 

ideologies may result in different practices regarding parties’ impact on democracy. This flaw 

is relevant as it also becomes the theoretical perspective through which the actual 

performances of digital parties as democratisers of party systems are assessed. Indeed, 

Gerbaudo and other authors measured intra-party democracy against the background of 

participationism, pessimistically theorising that digital parties ‘betrayed’ their promises.  As a 

result, by imposing ‘reactive’ styles of intra-party democracy, digital parties’ activists would 

be mostly reduced to followers of the leader (Gerbaudo, 2019a;  see also Caruso, 2017; De 

Blasio and Sorice, 2018). Even though these trends are supported by empirical evidence as the 

shares of approvals of leaders’ proposals through votes on online platforms, this perspective 

operates a ‘digital reductionism’ that seeks to analyse parties' debates against an ‘idealised’ 

view of digital democracy. Further, evidence suggests that increasing digitalisation is reducing 

the gulf between ‘digitally native’ and ‘established parties’ (Karpf, 2010) regarding which 
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organisational functions are transferred online and which areas of intra-party democracy are 

more problematic (García Lupato and Meloni, 2021).  

As with the critical literature on ‘platform capitalism’, theorists of ‘platform politics’ provide 

key analytical tools to further research on the Left in two key dimensions. The first regards 

democracy as the ensemble of relations between states’ and civil societies’ agents. Platforms, 

indeed, may enable societies at large with new possibilities to connect into networks 

otherwise dispersed instances of resistance and transformation. Second, regarding parties, on 

the one hand, the literature suggests that by substituting hierarchical ‘human’ intermediation 

between civil society and state institutions with digital platforms, parties may become more 

democratic and more responsive to societal demands. On the other hand, however, these 

authors highlight that digitalisation is never a neutral process but instead a politicised one, 

whose directionality should be assessed by understanding the structurally ruling forces and 

how they manipulate practices and discourses about digital platforms.  

 

1.4 Summary and next steps 

Throughout this Chapter, I have analysed two bodies of recent literature that tend to be 

indifferent to each other. Theorists addressing ELPs’ crises and changes in the age of austerity 

do not consider how these parties reacted to the digital revolution. Meanwhile, critical 

approaches envisioning the digital revolution as opening new transformational possibilities 

for the Left do not consider whether and how ELPs may hamper or enable the processes of 

radical transformation these authors theorise about. As a result, theories of ELPs’ crises and 

change may suffer from a lack of more up-to-date analytical tools to interpret parties’ recent 
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evolutions. Conversely, critical theorists of platform societies provide normative accounts 

without proper empirical observations of which confrontations are emerging within party 

politics. This twofold gap, therefore, defines the rationale for developing, in the next Chapter, 

a theoretical framework to analyse ELPs evolutions in platform societies.  

Although from different perspectives and focusing on different units of analyses, ranging from 

studies on parties and social movements to international political economy and theories of 

the state, all the literature under analysis is affected by a stark divide between accounts 

focusing on ‘structures’ and others prioritising ‘agency’. This divide was more evident with 

literature on ELPs. Structuralist analyses, though providing crucial insights into the 

mechanisms through which parties’ élites contain and discipline transformative goals by 

subaltern classes (i.e. Bailey, 2009a), seem incapable of avoiding some degree of economic 

determinism whereby parties necessarily follow structural capitalist rulership. On the other 

hand, the analyses focused on parties’ agency, by overlooking how structural constraints 

shape political parties (i.e. Mouffe, 2018) end up in an ‘absolute relativism’ (i.e. Ricolfi, 2017). 

Therefore, both these approaches seem to underestimate the interplays within which political 

parties are both constrained by structures and capable of intervening in the 

reproduction/transformation of social relations. Further, ELPs literature appears stuck in a 

conundrum to explain a conundrum. Indeed, even though there is enough evidence to support 

statements about ELPs as ‘stuck’, in recent decades, between unsolvable dilemmas and trade-

offs among Keynesian or neoliberal economic stances and libertarian or conservative cultural 

ones, these polarities are also the main analytical tools to study ELPs. As a result, attempts to 

grasp new trends in ELPs evolutions may be affected by an ‘empiricism’ that requires new 

theoretical frameworks.  
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Starting from the same divide, the opposite flaw affects critical literature on platform 

societies. Also in this case, the structure-agency divide can be identified as a barrier to advance 

knowledge. Indeed, structuralist approaches, while crucial for identifying key tendencies from 

platform capitalism affecting capital-labour relations, tend to end up in techno-deterministic 

views about a necessary transition from platform capitalism to post-capitalism (i.e. Mason, 

2016), without proper consideration of the political subjectivities that may embody this 

transition. Conversely, authors theorising platform society as a rupture in itself, by focusing 

on the agency of networks (i.e. Castells, 2015) conceive these ‘digital agents’ as floating in the 

void. All in all, this body of literature provides key theoretical insights to make sense of how 

left-wing politics may change during the digital revolution, but there is a gap in empirically 

analysing such changes. 

These gaps set the rationale for developing a Gramscian theoretical framework to analyse 

ELPs evolutions vis-à-vis the digital revolution, which will be the core of the next Chapter. I will 

argue that a Gramscian framework addresses the research gaps identified up to this point for 

three reasons. First, theoretically, Gramsci provided key insights to analyse political 

phenomena within a ‘dialectical unity’ between structure and agency. Second, by theorising 

ideologies as a twofold concept, as agents’ systems of beliefs and material organising 

principles for their (counter-)hegemonic strategic projects, a Gramscian approach can 

overcome the structure-agency divide. Third, by conceiving politics as the realm of the 

struggles for hegemony, as the mix of consent and coercion through which domination in the 

economic base is secured or radical transformation is achieved, a Gramscian approach allows 

conceiving agents as strategic actors who select their goals and forms of organisations in 

relation to their aimed contrasting functions to reproduce or transform structures.   
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CHAPTER 2. A GRAMSCIAN FRAMEWORK TO ANALYSE LEFT PARTY POLITICS 
IN PLATFORM SOCIETIES 
 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Through the review of recent literature in Chapter 1, I identified two related blind spots and 

consequent research gaps. First, literature on ELPs lacks systematic theoretical frameworks to 

analyse how the digital revolution may impact on parties’ evolutions and how parties, in turn, 

aim to act back on platform societies. Second, conversely, normative theories foreseeing 

transformative possibilities within platform societies as ‘new visions’ for the Left do not 

elaborate further on their views through empirical analyses about the political subjectivities 

that may hamper or embody those visions.  

This Chapter develops a Gramscian theoretical framework to study ELPs vis-à-vis the digital 

revolution and a research design for the empirical stages of the thesis. More specifically, I will 

explain why a Gramscian approach is particularly well suited to unveil the interplays between 

structural constraints and potential transformative praxes by political agents.  

The Chapter will argue that a Gramscian approach allows for research of these interplays, first, 

because it conceptualises the economic base and the political superstructure as woven in a 

dialectical unity, whereby the former shapes -not determines- the latter through the 

interactions with political agents. Hegemony is the key concept to understanding how political 

power secures structural domination of ruling classes in the economic base. The ‘real’ 

hegemony condensates political power as the result of both the emergent properties of the 

economic base and the interactions among agents of the ‘integral state’, namely states’ 
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apparatuses and organisations of the civil society. Parties are peculiar agents as they perform 

their functions at the junctures between the state and civil society. Therefore, they are key 

actors contributing to the reproduction or disruption of real hegemony. Ideologies are crucial 

to understanding how parties perform this function. Indeed, in a Gramscian sense, ideologies 

are twofold constructs. First, they are systems of beliefs shaped by parties’ understandings of 

‘real’ hegemony. Second, they are material organising principles of parties’ strategic projects 

to navigate or transform real hegemony. Therefore, the Gramscian framework and the 

research design will develop a project to study how ELPs reflected on the structural dialectics 

of platform capitalism and the real hegemony of platform societies and how they changed 

their ideologies to navigate or transform such real hegemony. 

The Chapter is structured as follows: the next section will explain why Gramsci’s intellectual 

production is inspiring to develop further a critical approach to political science. By drawing 

upon Gramscian concepts, section three will develop the theoretical framework to analyse 

how ELPs tapped into the confrontations between hegemony and counter-hegemony in 

platform societies. Section four will explain how the framework inspired a comparative 

research design to develop the empirical analysis across the remainder of the thesis.  

 

2.2 Antonio Gramsci’s core concepts for a critical political science 

In the Introduction (.3.2), I advocated the need to reappropriate Gramsci in political science. 

Indeed, Gramsci was, within Marxism, a key figure in deepening a transformative 

epistemology concerning the reproduction of political power through material and cultural 

means.  This section will specify key Gramscian concepts that will then inform the thesis’ 
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theoretical framework to investigate ELPs attitudes vis-à-vis the digital revolution. Indeed, 

Gramscian research seeks to assess how social groups relate to each other at the junctures of 

historically determined structural constraints (Morton, 2003; Simon, 2015) and conservative 

or transformative agential (im-)possibilities (Filippini, 2017, p. 10).  

The main source to understand Gramsci’s thinking, the Prison Notebooks (2014 -1929/1936), 

is an inevitably fragmented and unfinished oeuvre conditioned by the restrictions and 

censorship of fascist incarceration (McNally and Schwarzmantel, 2009). Nonetheless, the 

Notebooks’ evolutionary style makes it possible to seize some intellectual patterns 

representing the core of Gramscian analyses. The following subsections will trace the 

Gramscian critical approach to political science by summarising key points about the 

historically determined dialectical unity of base and superstructure, the interplays between 

ideology and political hegemony and the reflections on the ‘subjects’ of politics. Finally, the 

core of Gramscian political science will be summarised against post-structuralist and 

determinist competing critical approaches.  

2.2.1 The dialectical unity of base and superstructure 

As Ralph Miliband correctly put it, Gramsci has been, above all, ‘the analyst of the complex 

and highly mediated reciprocities between structure and superstructure’ (1972, p. 106). To 

explain these interplays, first, I will focus on Gramsci's proposed research agendas on how to 

investigate the dialectics between economic base and superstructure (Thomas, 2009). Second, 

I will highlight how Gramscian understandings of human nature as ‘the ensemble of 

historically determined social relations’ (Gramsci, 2014, Q13 §20)  resulted in his 

conceptualisation of the dialectical unity between base and superstructure.  
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Gramsci consistently asserted throughout the Notebooks the features required by critical 

research agendas aimed at understanding (and transforming) the dialectical relations within 

and between the economic base and cultural/political superstructure. As specified by 

Gramsci, to make sense of these relations, critical political science should investigate: 

‘1) the objective formation of the subaltern groups by the developments and 
transformations occurring in the sphere of economic production; their quantitative 
diffusion and their origins in pre-existing classes; 2) their passive or active affiliation to the 
dominant political formations; that is, their efforts to influence the programs of these 
formations (…); 3) the birth of new parties of the dominant groups to maintain control of 
the subaltern classes; 4) the formations of the subaltern groups themselves, formations of 
a limited and partial character; 5) the political formations that assert the autonomy of the 
subaltern groups, but within the old framework; 6) the political formations that assert their 
integral autonomy, …etc’. (Gramsci, 2014, Q25 §5)  

Gramsci constantly refers to the ‘dialectical unity’ and indissolubility of the relations between 

base and superstructure. Therefore, it is neither the economic base that determines 

superstructures nor the other way around. Consistently with Marxism, Gramsci understands 

the dialectics between ruling and subaltern classes as a primary perspective through which to 

examine the materiality of historical developments. However, these structural dialectics do 

not determine, per se, political and cultural relations but instead shape them. Conversely, the 

relatively autonomous ‘intellectuals’ articulating the superstructures are historically 

necessary to reproduce or transform the content of the productive base. Gramsci, in a 

nutshell, conceives of the ‘dialectical’ unity between economic base and superstructures by 

defining the former as the content and the latter as the shape of social relations (2014, Q7 

§21). However, Gramsci specified that this distinction is purely analytical, as ‘the material 

forces would be historically unconceivable without any shape and ideologies would result in 

pure individual speculations without material forces’ (2014, Q7 §21). Elsewhere (Q4 §15), he 

used the metaphor of the skeleton and skin to clarify this relationship.  
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For the base-superstructure unity to be ‘dialectical’, both the contents and the shapes of social 

relations must be characterised by different levels of coherence/contradiction within and 

between them, resulting in disparate historical conditions. Two ‘extremes’ can be identified 

over this relational ‘spectrum’. On the one hand, the emergence of a ‘historical bloc’, whereby 

‘the complex, contradictory and discordant ensemble of the superstructures is the reflection 

of the ensemble of the social relations of production’ (Gramsci, 2014, Q8 §162 ). Therefore 

‘historical blocs’ represent the situation of maximum coherence between the economic 

classes and their political organizations (Williams, 2019). On the other hand, the ‘organic 

crises’ are those long-term situations whereby irreconcilable structural contradictions 

between the base and the superstructure have become mature (Gramsci, 2014; Q3 §40). 

These extremes and the spaces in between are the battlefields for political projects aimed at 

the conservation or transformation of economic structures, and this is the ground upon which 

Gramsci qualifies his conceptualisation of how ideologies work. 

2.2.2 Ideology and hegemony 

Gramsci, with Lenin, played a crucial role in extending the Marxist conceptualization of 

ideologies from the terrain of the inversion of reality performed by ‘super-structural’ actors 

seeking to secure capitalist rulership to a multifaceted/strategic and relational concept 

(Larrain, 1991). More specifically, according to Gramsci, ideologies are a twofold construct. 

First, ideologies are the shared systems of beliefs of social groups. A concept developed 

further by Stuart Hall when defining ideologies as ‘those concepts, images and premises which 

provide the frameworks through which we represent, interpret, understand and “make sense” 

of some aspect of social existence’ (1981, p. 31). Second, ideologies can be understood and 

classified depending on the extent to which they represent (if at all) the material organising 
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principles of the ruling or subaltern classes. This twofold characterisation of the concept is 

evident in Gramsci’s distinction between two types of ideologies, those  

‘that are historically organic, necessary to some structure, and the arbitrary ones, 
rationalistic, “desired”. As historically organic, ideologies have a “psychological” validity, 
they organise human masses (…). In as much as “arbitrary”, they only determine “individual 
movements”, or polemics’ (Gramsci, 2014, Q7 §19)  

Therefore, the more organic to classes, the more ideologies play an educative role for the 

popular masses by reproducing or elevating the ‘common sense’ through which the people 

make sense of the world (Gencarella, 2010). This function can be alternatively played to 

energise transformational agency or to domesticate subaltern classes to conserve and 

reproduce current structures of rulership (Filippini, 2017, p. 17). These operations are 

primarily performed by ‘intellectual agents’ and have been conceptualised by Gramsci in 

relation to the overarching conceptual framework of ‘hegemony’. 

Peter D. Thomas described Gramscian theorisation of hegemony as ‘a particular practice of 

consolidating social forces and condensing them into political power on a mass basis – the 

mode of production of the modern “political”’ (2009, p. 194). Hence, Gramsci extended what 

Lenin described as a strategy for the working class to win the consent of a majority of the 

peasantry (1989 -1902-) towards a Janus-faced ensemble of ideological-political interventions 

alternatively constituting: (1) the ‘consensual’, active or passive, integration of subaltern social 

groups into existing rulership; (2) the ‘path’ of subaltern classes to disrupt economic and 

political domination (Jessop, 2005b; Cospito, 2018). Hence, Gramsci conceives hegemony as 

the ‘general social requirement for the construction of rulership’ (Joseph, 2002, p. 28) as a 

necessary attribute of the ‘integral state’, which is famously summarised in the formula: 
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(General notion of the) ‘State= political society + civil society, in other words, hegemony 
armoured with coercion’ (Gramsci, 2014, Q6 §88)  

Understanding the components of the ‘integral state’ is crucial to define an analytical 

distinction in Gramscian theory of hegemony, the one between ‘real’ hegemony and 

hegemonic/counter-hegemonic strategic projects. Indeed, real hegemony corresponds to the 

(unstable) equilibrium points between different social subjects within which hegemonic 

groups articulate their own interests as the ones of other groups (Joseph, 2002, p. 32; 

Williams, 2019, p. 97). Real hegemony secures the reproduction of structural rulership within 

the ‘integral state’ by the interactions between agents of civil and political societies. By civil 

society, Gramsci refers to the organisations of intellectuals (media, business’ associations and 

unions, schools and universities, political parties etc.) (Buci-Glucksmann, 1975), constituting, 

in the more advanced societies, ‘a succession of sturdy fortresses and emplacements’ 

(Gramsci, 2014, Q7 §16). By ‘political society’, Gramsci means the ensemble of states’ 

apparatuses that provide ‘the institutional framework for the implementation of hegemonic 

projects’ (Joseph, 2002, p. 32). However, any real hegemony is an unstable and dynamic 

process that results from the dialectical relations between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

strategic projects carried on by agents of both the political and civil society. The (counter-) 

hegemonic strategic projects, therefore, are a constitutive part of the Gramscian 

conceptualisation of ideologies encompassing the ensemble of intellectual and material 

practices through which agents of civil society aim at reproducing or disrupting real hegemony 

(Joseph, 2002; Jessop, 2005b).  

Accordingly, to understand how politics may secure or disrupt capitalist rulership, a Gramscian 

approach seeks to uncover the interactions between ‘real’ hegemony and (counter-) 
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hegemonic strategic projects through the intellectual and material practices of agents of the 

integral state. Two main types of practices can be identified. The first is referred to the 

concessions made by the rulers to subaltern groups. In the words of Gramsci, indeed: 

‘The fact of hegemony presupposes that account is taken of the interests and tendencies 
of the groups over which hegemony is to be exercised and that a compromise is reached – 
in other words, that the ruling groups make sacrifices of an economic-corporative kind. But 
there is also no doubt that such sacrifices and such compromises cannot touch the 
essential: for though hegemony is ethical-political, it must also be economic; it must 
necessarily be based on the decisive function exercised by the ruling groups in the decisive 
nucleus of economic activity’ (2014, Q13 §18). 

The second regards the broad range of practices by hegemonic groups to prevent 

revolutionary uptakes by the subaltern classes. These operations involve, among others: (1) 

the disciplining and domestication of potentially counter-hegemonic forces (Thomas, 2018); 

(2) the dissemination of world-views by the rulers to ‘naturalise’ domination, representing the 

‘ideological structure of a ruling class: that is the material organization meant to preserve, 

defend, and develop the theoretical or ideological “front”’ (Gramsci, 2014, Q3 §49); (3) the 

de-politicisation of policies-areas that could represent a field of organisation for antagonistic 

forces (Hall, 2017). 

The definition of the disparate practices through which hegemony is secured is crucial for 

Gramsci to affirm the logical steps to be taken to define counter-hegemonic strategic projects. 

Above all, indeed, hegemony serves the goal of securing current rulership by disaggregating 

and disorganizing the ‘subalterns’ (Buttigieg, 2018). Therefore, understanding the 

contradictions within the ‘hegemonic blocs’ and the political organization of the subaltern 

classes are crucial steps to progressively winning control of the ‘fortresses and emplacements’ 

of modern civil societies (Green, 2002, p. 62).  
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In analysing his contemporary context, and in line with Marx and Engels (2010 -1848-), 

Gramsci identified the ‘most innovative class’, the organized industrialised working class, as 

the crucial agent for counter-hegemonic projects to win over capitalism (Buttigieg, 2018, p. 

13). This sets the rationale for Gramsci’s particular interest in the intertwined developments 

of ‘Fordism’ in the realm of production and ‘Americanisation’ of cultures and lifestyles. These 

notes are particularly relevant to understanding how Gramsci conceived the societal impacts 

of technologies. Gramsci was firmly critical of the idea that technological changes in the 

sphere of production determine, per se, major historical changes (Q13 §48). However, as 

already stated by Marx in ‘A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy’ (1904 -1859-), 

and in the ‘Grundrisse’ (1971 -1858-), technologies were recognized as having wide impacts 

on the modes of production and consequently on social relations. For instance, Gramsci 

understood ‘Fordism’ as a mode of production crucial to split the working class between an 

‘aristocracy’ of high-waged workers and proletarian low-skilled ones (2014, Q22 §11). 

Meanwhile, the ‘Americanisation’ of culture praised the working spirit of Northern American 

capitalists demonising the ‘parasitic’ attitudes of the European rulers, and by doing so it 

reinforced the emergence of Fordism as a ‘real’ hegemony (2014, Q22 §24).  

Having defined the twofold attributes of ideologies and hegemony in Gramscian philosophy, I 

can now move on to consider how Gramsci conceptualised the functions of political parties as 

key strategical and relational agents operating at the intersections between the economic 

base and the political superstructure. 
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2.2.3 The political party as the ‘Modern Prince’ 

When it comes to identifying the primary actors that organise economic classes into politico-

ideological agents seeking to navigate or transform real hegemony, and theorise who should 

bring about revolutionary changes, Gramsci consistently refers to the parties as key players: 

‘For each economic group, the political party is the mechanism performing in civil society 
what the State does on a wider and more systematic basis, in political society. Indeed, it 
provides the connection between the organic intellectuals of the ruling class and the 
traditional intellectuals. The party plays this role because of its fundamental function, that 
of elevating its members, elements of a social group born and developed as ‘economic’, up 
to politically qualified intellectuals, leaders, and organisers of all the activities and functions 
pertinent to the organic development of an integral society, civil and political’.  
(Gramsci, 2014, Q12 §1)  

Therefore, parties are conceived as ‘the organising principle of the organisers’ (Thomas, 2017, 

p. 437), providing the political shape to the economic classes. This relational function of the 

parties is, as seen for ideologies and hegemony, dual in its nature, for them being ‘“made to 

operate” both as organic mechanisms rebalancing the power system and as an independent 

expression of the subalterns’ potentially revolutionary demands’ (Filippini, 2017, p. 47).  

When analysing the historical conjuncture of industrial societies, Gramsci argued that the 

transformation of social relations could not occur in the absence of a ‘new type of political 

party’, that he famously referred to as the ‘Modern Prince’, that 

‘cannot be a real person, a concrete individual. It can be only an organism, a social element 
in which a collective will becomes concrete (…). This organism is already given by historical 
development; it is the political party, the modern form in which the partial, collective wills 
that tend to become universal and total are gathered together’ (Gramsci, 2014, Q8 §21)  

As convincingly argued by Peter D. Thomas (2017), the scope of Gramsci’s interest in 

Machiavelli’s Prince was broader than simply adopting the ‘Modern Prince’ as a codeword for 

the Communist Party to escape fascist censorship. It was based on a ‘critical democratic’ 
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reading of Machiavelli, according to which the Florentine theorised both the obstacles to the 

irruption of popular masses into political power and a positive political manifesto based on a 

‘realist’ reading of the structures within which change could occur. Gramsci pointed out the 

‘educative’ function of the ‘myth-Prince’, as ‘grounded in reality’, contra Sorel’s conception of 

myths (1999), as the revolutionary uptakes based on the idealistic abstraction of a violent 

upheaval by the working class, and contra Michel’s ‘iron law of oligarchy’ (1968), according to 

which, the complexification of political functions couldn’t escape the bureaucratization and 

‘elitism’ of masses’ organizations. The revolutionary party as a Modern Prince, therefore, 

should be understood as the dialectical unity between the real struggle within class structures 

and the ‘imaginary’ devoted to the elevation of subaltern masses. Three main features can be 

identified to specify the concept/project of the Modern Prince: 

1. It represents a combination of ‘spontaneous mass movements’ by the subalterns, and 

organic activities of leadership (Gramsci, 2014, Q3 §48). This aspect should be 

understood in combination with Gramsci’s idea that, for a party to exist, three 

‘fundamental elements (…) have to converge: (1) a mass element  (…); (2) the principal 

cohesive element, which centralises nationally and renders effective and powerful a 

complex of forces which left to themselves would count for little or nothing (…); (3) an 

intermediate element, which links the first element with the second’ (2014, Q14 §70). 

Hence, a party can be revolutionary only in as much as the cohesive element is in a 

relation of democratic centralisation with the grassroots, that is the situation occurring 

when there is a continuous adaptation of the organisation to the most innovative 

social movements, and when the leadership is open to rank-and-file members whose 
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escalation is facilitated by the overall educative functions played by the intermediate 

cadres (Gramsci, 2014, Q13 §36). 

2. It acts as a pedagogical mediator (Williams, 2019), as it elevates popular ‘common 

sense’ through successive gains in the field of hegemonic ideological systems of beliefs, 

‘it is the organiser of a moral and intellectual reform, that means to create the ground 

for a development of a national-popular collective will aiming at the realisation of a 

superior and totalising modern civilisation’ (Gramsci, 2014, Q13 §1).  

3. It represents the ‘non-state’ state of the subaltern classes (La Porta, 2019), that is to 

say, it should represent a laboratory of experimentation to pre-figure the revolutionary 

state (Thomas, 2017). This feature implies that the Modern Prince should not replicate 

the division of labour that it aims at overcoming in society at large.  

Given the relevance accorded by Gramsci to the conservative/transformative potential 

functions of political parties, it is surprising that they are an under-investigated topic by 

Gramscian authors (Green, 2022). The consequence of this void is that Gramsci’s key insights 

are not well developed in political science. Therefore, it is relevant to develop an up-to-date 

framework inspired by Gramscian core concepts to analyse whether parties still play, at least 

potentially, both conservative and transformative functions, or instead, the conceptualisation 

of the ‘Modern Prince’ has lost its analytical validity (see Miles and Croucher, 2013; Roberts, 

2018). Before formulating such an updated framework, I will briefly explain why a Gramscian 

approach is considered best suited to understand contemporary politics in comparison to 

contrasting critical approaches.  
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2.2.4 A Gramscian approach contra structuralism and discourse theories 

If anything can be identified as the core of Gramscian political theory, is that two ‘moments’ 

must be considered in the relations between structures and agency. First, understanding 

politics requires the critical assessment of historical ‘real’ relations of forces. Second, the 

critique of ‘real’ hegemony is the premise to organise transformative praxes (see Q13 §17). 

This is why Gramsci famously incited ‘organic’ intellectuals to practice the ‘pessimism of the 

intellect and optimism of the will’ (2014, Q9 § 60).  

This ‘dual’ function of a critical political science was criticised by structuralists and discourse 

theorists. First, Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar (1970) contended that, by 

overemphasising that it is history and not the economic base that ‘determines’ social relations, 

Gramsci relativized the ‘material’ ever-present nature of exploitative relations of production, 

ending up in denying capitalism as the determinant in the last instance of social relations. 

Second, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (2001), contested Gramsci’s allegedly ‘residual’ 

economic determinism, as they argued that politics is an autonomous space of agonism 

between ‘constitutive’ discourses without any privileged ‘real’ foundation in the sphere of 

material (re)production. Therefore, politics must be understood as an un-saturable ongoing 

struggle for hegemony articulated through discourses.  

On the one hand, structuralists such as Althusser (2008) or the early Nikos Poulantzas (1973) 

recognise that social reality is made up of relatively autonomous parts (i.e. classes’ fractions 

and strata, ideological state apparatuses etc.). However, through asserting a mono-directional 

determination by the economic structures on politics, they tend to deny the complexity of 

interactions between these parts. On the other hand, by reducing Gramscian hegemony to ‘a 
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generic theory of the political construction of the social’ (Williams, 2019, p. 124), Laclau and 

Mouffe render discourses synonymous with social relations. These authors have merits in 

developing a framework to analyse the ‘micro-physics’ of how semiosis works to constitute 

the chain of equivalences between ideas so that political concepts that left alone would be 

‘empty signifiers’, acquire political connotation and work to ‘interpellate’ individuals into 

specific political projects (Laclau, 2014; Mouffe, 2005). However, when the articulation of 

discourses is collapsed into political hegemony, the latter is turned into a game theory on ‘who 

wins over language’ that disconnects the manufacturing of consent from any structural 

anchorage (Joseph, 2002;  see also Geras, 1988). Further, the critique of economic 

reductionism ends up in an opposite ‘cultural reductionism’. Consequently, as noted by Geoff 

Boucher (2008) in Laclau and Mouffe’s theory either the economic base is one of the fields 

structured by discourses, therefore determined by culture, or it is an independent ‘object’ 

upon which political discourses cannot operate any substantial transformation. If so, agonisms 

between discourses for the sake of political hegemony would be incapable of re-directing the 

relations of production to radical transformative ends.  

I briefly recalled these competing approaches to Gramscianism, because structuralism and 

discourse theories ongoingly inspire recent research on ELPs (Ch. 1.2). By developing an 

updated Gramscian approach, in the next section, I aim to provide a framework that can 

capture both, how the most advanced structural configuration of capitalism shapes politics, 

and how political agents understand this configuration to define their strategic projects for 

hegemony or counter-hegemony. 
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2.3 Developing a Gramscian framework to analyse party politics in platform societies 

So far, I have highlighted three core attributes of Gramsci’s critical political science, 

1. Social relations are historically shaped by the dialectical interplays between the 

economic base and the political/cultural superstructure. 

2. Politics is the ensemble of relations that organise economic classes and social groups 

in the ‘integral state’ (states’ apparatuses and organisations of the civil society), either 

to secure the consent contributing to reproducing structural rulership (real hegemony) 

or to disrupt and transform domination.  

3. Parties are key players to navigate or transform real hegemony because, 

a. they operate at the crossroads of states’ apparatuses and civil society,  

b. they contribute to shaping real hegemony through ideologies, conceived as 

their systems of beliefs and their strategic projects to reproduce hegemony or 

advance counter-hegemony,  

c. ideologies infringe upon real hegemony to the extent to which they 

‘organically’ tie parties’ to social classes. Namely, in as much as organic, parties 

can elevate the common sense of the subalterns into transformative projects 

through playing key pedagogical functions.  

In this section, these core concepts would be the ground upon which to develop a Gramscian 

theoretical framework to analyse how parties’ ideologies changed to reproduce or challenge 

‘real’ hegemony in platform societies. The key relations through which the framework is 

developed are plotted in a flowchart in Figure 2.1. The following subsections are organised to 
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focus on the ‘blocs’ of the flowchart, representing, respectively, the economic base, the 

‘integral state’ (see 2.2.2) and political agents (for this thesis, European Left Parties). First, I 

will summarise what we know from literature about the dialectics of platform capitalism and, 

second, how they shape the real hegemony of platform societies. Third, I will focus on what is 

unknown up to date: how ELPs reflected on the real hegemony of platform societies and how 

their ideologies changed to navigate or transform hegemony.  

Figure 2.1 Flowchart. Gramscian theoretical framework 
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2.3.1 The dialectical relations of platform capitalism 

The first moment of a Gramscian analysis requires taking into consideration the real dialectics 

between classes in the most advanced stage of the relations of production. As explained in 

the Introduction (.2.1), following Nick Srnicek (2016), I conceive platform capitalism as the 

structural configuration (Sum and Jessop, 2014) that is currently governing the directionality 

of the relations of production within capitalism after the GFC. Despite being governed through 

‘platforms’, this structural configuration is still capitalist, a mode of production based on the 

exploitation of value by the owners (and managers) of the means of production through the 

extraction of surplus value from labourers and the ever-expanding commodification of natural 

and social resources (Przeworski, 2020; Morozov, 2022). However, ‘platform’ capitalism brings 

about its specific means through which it reproduces capitalist rulership, and by doing so, it 

structures peculiar dialectical relations between the ruling and the subaltern classes, resulting 

in specific confrontations between domination and liberation (Scholz, 2013; Allmer et al., 

2015). 

Regarding the ways through which the domination by the ruling classes of platform capitalism 

(broadly speaking, an alliance of big tech and financial capitalists) is put in place, I identified 

through critical literature two main processes. First, platform capitalism is characterised by 

the extraction and control of commodified data as the necessary fuel to expand private 

companies’ profitability (Fuchs, 2019b; 2021). Geert Lovink defined this practice as the 

’commodification of everything’ (2019, p. 5), to signal that even the most intimate emotions 

of individuals are turned into digital commodities and exchanged for the sake of private 

profits. Second, and relatedly, as discussed in the Introduction (.2.1), platform capitalists 

extract surplus value from the free labour of ‘prosumers’ (Jordan, 2020, p. 123), namely the 
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‘consumers’ of social media outlets, search engines, apps and websites, that ‘produce’ data 

for platform capitalists. Further, and crucially, platform capitalism elevates to a whole new 

level the casualisation of labour in two key directions (Fuchs, 2014).  First, the business models 

of platforms deny any right to the labourers by imposing the status of false self-entrepreneurs 

to platform workers (Bröckling, 2015), whose fictitious autonomy in managing their 

productive time is instead strictly monitored through the algorithms governing the platforms 

(Zuboff, 2019). Second, by selectively promoting automation not as a source of liberation from 

the drudgeries of labour, but instead as a way to eject low-skilled workers from production to 

be then reabsorbed in labour markets as false self-employees (Dyer-Witheford, 2015).  

However, platform capitalist exploitation and domination determine the organisation of new 

forms of resistance within the economic base in two main directions. First, with new forms of 

unionisation of platform labourers, as with the resistance of platform riders and drivers across 

the Global North, often beyond established and institutionalised unions (Moore, 2019; Cant, 

2020). Second, through the initiatives of platform workers and creative producers to establish 

prefigurative and alternative models of economic organisation, namely the economy of the 

digital commons, mostly resulting in the form of platform cooperatives that aim at producing 

social shared value through forms of open and non-proprietary management of data (Scholz 

and Schneider, 2017). 

Having deduced from the literature the key attributes of the dialectical relations between 

platform capitalists and platform labourers, I can now move on to identify how this structural 

configuration came to shape the real hegemony governing the integral state of platform 

societies.  
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2.3.2 How platform capitalism shapes the real hegemony of platform societies 

As explained above, real hegemony is the historically contingent condensation of material and 

intellectual practices by agents of the states’ apparatuses (in Gramscian terms, the political 

society) and the organisations of the civil society to secure the reproduction of domination in 

the economic base through a mix of coercion upon- and consent by fractions of the subalterns. 

To make sense of how the structural configuration of the economic base ‘platform capitalism’ 

shapes the real hegemony of the ‘integral state’ governing platform societies (van Dijck et al., 

2018), my theoretical framework expands upon recent theories from Gramscian authors, 

more specifically Bob Jessop (2005a) ‘Strategic Relational Approach’ (SRA), and Alex Williams 

(2019) ‘Hegemony and Social Complexity’ (HSC). 

First, any historical stage of real hegemony is governed through the emergence of specific 

properties from the economic base (Williams, 2019, p. 139), through which capitalists 

strategically select a limited number of ‘parameters of control’ to shape the directionality of 

the whole political system (Jessop, 2005a, p. 49). As a result of this strategic selectivity, real 

hegemony comes to define the ‘game-field’ of politics as a limited ‘space of political 

possibilities’. This means that real hegemony restricts the number of existing possibilities 

through relatively stable points of attraction. For example, in the Fordist settlement, real 

hegemony corresponded to the control over a Keynesian political economy and the supply of 

universal public services mastered by welfare state institutions. Instead, in post-Fordist 

settlements, hegemonic agents controlled the adoption of neoliberal deflationary policies and 

the commodification of ‘reparative’ welfare provisions (Williams, 2019, pp. 146-149). Even 

though any stage of real hegemony controls the directionality of political power to secure the 

reproduction of domination in the economic base, it is overdetermined by the interactions of 
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multiple social groups that may be bearers of conflicting interests. This is why real hegemony 

is considered an unstable equilibrium that can only be assessed in its historical conjuncture 

(Jessop, 2005b). Crucially, real hegemony is unstable as it must confront the resistance of 

subaltern groups mobilised through their organisations within the civil society (Jessop, 2010). 

Second, the dialectics between real hegemony and resistance in the integral state can be 

understood as articulated in two spaces cross-cut by the leadership over the main 

technologies (Terranova, 2004; Williams, 2019), and more specifically: 

1. Economy, as the domain within which specific groups lead the strategies of 

accumulation. For example, since the emergence of neoliberal consensus (Harvey, 

2017), financial agents came to impose the retreat of the state from certain policies’ 

areas that may give space to political contestation thanks to new institutional settings 

as the financial rules governing the EU (see Bruff, 2014). 

2. Politics, as the sum of the activities of the integral state, to be conceived with Jessop 

as the relational ensembles of ‘power centres for different fractions or fractional 

alliances in the [ruling] power bloc and/or as centres of resistance for different 

elements among the popular masses’ (2008, p. 123). 

Third, the ‘strategic selectivity’ of any structural configuration results in the real hegemony 

governing the organisation of economy and politics through three ‘areas of intervention’ by 

social agents (Worth, 2015, p. 150), and more specifically, 

1. Disaggregating alternatives, for instance through practices naturalising domination, as 

with demonising the adoption of transformative policies agendas as detrimental to 

economic wealth. 
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2. Rendering the organisations of political and civil societies organic to the interests of 

the ruling classes, for instance through the intellectual hegemony of certain ‘Business 

Schools’ at protecting certain political-economic agendas as the only viable ones 

(Mudge, 2018). 

3. Reproducing popular common sense, by spreading systems of beliefs that legitimate 

domination while at the same time naturalising the logic of TINA (there is no 

alternative) (Hall, 2017). 

Having defined, on theoretical grounds, how the economic base shapes the real hegemony 

governing the integral state, the key spaces through which the game-filed of politics is 

articulated, and the main areas of intervention for states and civil societies’ agents to secure 

(or challenge) hegemony, I can now assert the key ‘points of control’ through which the real 

hegemony of platform societies has been achieved in the 2010s. It must be stressed again that 

real hegemony is an unstable equilibrium and that even within the historical conjunctures of 

maximum coherence between the economic base and the integral state (in Gramscian terms, 

the ‘historical bloc’, see 2.2.1), the dialectical nature of social relations provides the resources 

to advance resistance. The practices through which the real hegemony of platform societies 

is secured in the Global North are plotted in Figure 2.2.  

First, regarding how real hegemony is secured by disaggregating alternatives, platform 

capitalists shape the governance of the economy, by seeking alliances with agents securing 

the ongoing commodification of digital data and opposing initiatives to socialise the 

infrastructures of platforms to turn them into ‘digital commons’ (Birkinbine, 2018). 

Accordingly, platform capitalists strategically select practices and discourses to advance data 
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commodification as the main model to be applied both by private entrepreneurs and state 

bureaucracies, to maximise private profitability and wealth generation (Fuchs, 2019c).  

Figure 2.2 Real hegemony (and resistance) in platform societies 

 

Relatedly, for instance, the regulation of big tech companies as those at the EU level is 

facilitated only in as much as limited to marginally protect privacy without touching the ‘core’ 

processes of data management and accumulation by big tech companies (Gawer and Srnicek, 

2021). Accordingly, hegemonic agents demonise as obstacles to economic growth any 

initiative seeking to socialise digital infrastructures (Morozov, 2017). Regarding platform 

politics, hegemony strategically selects the adoption of platforms as positive to enhance 

competition, in a broad sense. This can be observed with the adoption of platforms replicating 

the proprietary models of big-tech platforms by public offices to compete among themselves 
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on efficiency or to promote discourses about the state as ‘market-friendly’ to attract flows of 

financial capital in national stock markets (Gawer and Srnicek, 2021). At the same time, the 

practices of resistance claiming the adoption of digital platforms to advance alternative 

models of political decision-making, for instance, through social movements demanding the 

adoption of open-source software by public administrations, are marginalised as detrimental 

to the state (Rossiter and Zehle, 2012).  

Second, real hegemony is achieved by establishing organic ties between organisations of the 

integral state and the ruling classes of platform capitalism. These ties are established through 

discourses and practices naturalising the oligopolistic control of a limited number of big-tech 

companies which act as gate-keepers for the access to the material infrastructures of the 

platform economy, and the management of data as means of production and organising 

principles of distribution and consumption (Plantin and Punathambekar, 2019; Flensburg and 

Lai, 2020; Gawer and Srnicek, 2021). Therefore, real hegemony secures the consent to the 

rulers of potentially subaltern groups, such as small entrepreneurs, for instance by approving 

policy plans to incentivise the digitalisation and automation of small companies, attracting 

these groups through promises of cost reduction (Acemoglu and Restrepo, 2017; Thewissen 

and Rueda, 2019). At the same time, competing logics of automation as drivers to post-work 

societies, for instance with campaigns for stark reductions in working times are demonised as 

dangerous for market competition, or, as in the case of the UBI, as detrimentally fostering 

cultures of welfare dependency (Cowan, 2017). Regarding how hegemony shapes platform 

politics, digital platforms are presented as positive to establish networks of the ruling classes. 

For instance, public administrations provide banks and other financial institutions with access 

to their databases under the promise to render public services more competitive (Gawer and 
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Srnicek, 2021). Conversely, radical attempts to establish networks of the subalterns to activate 

democratic processes in companies and public offices are demonised as detrimental to 

political decision-making or marginally co-opted by local governments (Fenton, 2016b).  

Third, real hegemony is achieved through the control of common sense views. The hegemony 

over ‘common sense’ regarding platform economy works through the promotion of discourses 

emphasising individual effort as opening chances of enrichment for digital self-entrepreneurs 

(see Sum and Jessop, 2014, p. Ch. 7; Bröckling, 2015), while at the same time blaming those 

who fail to take advantage of the new opportunities allegedly provided by the digital markets 

(see Stanley, 2015). Meanwhile, the real hegemony of platform society tends to co-opt radical 

views on ‘sharism’ as one of the alternative principles to capitalist competition. For instance 

platforms such as Airbnb and Uber promote themselves as enablers of a ‘sharing’ economy 

(Aslam and Woodcock, 2020). Politics is shaped by hegemonic common sense views that 

naturalise the adoption of models of political organisation mimicking social media as a 

benchmark of innovative and efficient political formations (Nunes, 2021). The field of 

resistance, promoting discourses about new possibilities to promote radical democracy 

through ‘commons’ digital platforms are demonised as destructive of political established 

institutions (Avril, 2015).  

Up to this point, I have analysed how platform capitalism ‘shapes’ the real hegemony of the 

integral state of ‘platform societies’. However, following the logic of a Gramscian framework, 

the base and the superstructure ongoingly and dynamically interact with each other. That is 

to say that real hegemony acts back on the base. Crucially for my argument, this feedback can 

generate two opposite effects. On the one hand, real hegemony is a generative entrenchment 
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of structural domination. From this point of view, real hegemony is an ‘autocatalysis’ of power, 

meaning that it accelerates the reproduction of given power settlements through a mixture 

of ‘enablement and constraint’ (Williams, 2019, p. 153). On the other hand, the 

transformation of real hegemony, and its spaces of possibilities is how structural domination 

may be disrupted (Jessop, 2005b). To understand whether one or the other effect is achieved, 

the analysis should move on to assess how agents of the integral state possibly reflect ‘about 

the strategic selectivity inscribed within structures so that they come to orient their strategies 

and tactics in terms of their understanding of the current conjuncture’ (Jessop, 2005a, p. 49). 

At this point, I move from what can be known through existing research to what is unknown. 

First, how European Left Parties, conceived as agents operating at the junctures between civil 

and political society reflect on the real hegemony of platform societies. And second, how 

these reflections shape their systems of beliefs and strategic projects to contribute to the 

reproduction or disruption of platform capitalism by navigating or transforming the current 

space of political possibilities. Accordingly, the next subsection will better specify how the 

theoretical framework will inform the research design of the following empirical research.  

2.3.3 Parties as relational and strategic (counter-) hegemonic agents 

In this subsection, I will develop the analytical tools to conduct critical research on parties as 

agents reflexively understanding the real hegemony of platform societies and strategically 

seeking to act back on the structures of platform capitalism. More specifically, as agents 

operating at the junctures between civil and political society (Gramsci, 2014, Q12 §1), either 

ELPs seek to navigate the spaces of real hegemony aiming to integrate varied social groups 

into existing ruling conditions, or they pursue the organisation of counter-hegemony to 

transform those spaces through practices aimed at connecting dispersed instances of 
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resistance. The analytical framework to assess how parties perform these functions is drawn 

upon Gramscian literature on hegemonic parties and Owen Worth (2015)‘s theorisation about 

the attributes of counter-hegemony. 

First, the articles analysing Labour Party and the Chilean Socialist Party by Sara C. Motta and 

colleagues (2008; Motta and Bailey, 2007; Mansell and Motta, 2013) provide relevant insights 

to understanding key mechanisms through which these parties supported the ‘real’ hegemony 

of financial capitalism via their integration into dominant power networks. More specifically, 

these authors conceptualise hegemonic parties as adopting and promoting ideas and norms 

that naturalise domination and disarticulate and de-legitimise potentially counter-hegemonic 

agents, interests and practices (see also Bruff, 2010). Moreover, the analyses by Stuart Hall 

(1988; 2017) on the crisis of Labour amidst the emergence of Thatcherism during the 1970s 

highlighted how parties’ cultural functions were crucial to gaining or losing traction over 

common sense views by subaltern classes (see also Williams, 1973; Rehmann, 2016).  

These different perspectives, alternatively focused on parties as active agents of structural 

rulership or as ‘intellectuals’ competing upon cultural values, are complements to each other 

under a Gramscian perspective. Indeed, this twofold dimension (cultural and material) 

through which parties understand the structural configurations of capitalism, and how they 

shape the real hegemony of the integral state, defines the rationale for looking at parties’ 

ideologies as the perspective through which to assess their functions in the interplays 

between the base and the superstructure. Parties’ ideologies as systems of beliefs interact 

with ideologies as ‘material’ organising principles of their strategic projects to secure 

hegemony or advance counter-hegemony. Both dimensions depend on parties’ elites and 
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members’ previous understandings and relations with social classes, previous ideologies and 

the paths that shaped parties’ institutional forms (Jessop, 2005a).  

Therefore, to research how parties are shaped by- and aim at shaping real hegemony, first, 

my research will look at how their systems of beliefs reflect their understandings of the real 

hegemony of platform societies (see 2.3.2). Second, by mirroring the analytical areas of 

intervention through which real hegemony is achieved, my Gramscian research will look at 

the practices defining parties’ strategic projects for hegemony or counter-hegemony as aiming 

at impacting upon:   

1. Alternatives, that hegemonic parties will seek to disaggregate, whereby counter-

hegemonic parties will seek to embody radical alternatives by providing platforms to 

connect dispersed instances challenging the status quo. 

2. Classes, with hegemonic parties seeking to be integrated into dominant power 

networks by representing the interests of the ruling classes whereas counter-

hegemonic parties will aim at establishing organic ties with subaltern classes. 

3. Common sense, with hegemonic parties aiming at reproducing discourses that 

legitimate domination while at the same time demonising alternative views as 

detrimental for society, whereas counter-hegemonic parties will seek anchorages to 

‘good sense’ claims to elevate common sense by performing an intellectual leadership 

to challenge domination. 

These key dimensions will inform the empirical analysis of how ELPs tapped into 

confrontations for political hegemony vis-à-vis the digital revolution. The next section will 

specify how the framework is turned into the research design for my empirical analysis. 
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2.4 From a Gramscian theoretical framework to a comparative research design 

Throughout the Chapter, I have defined the theoretical framework and the main concepts 

through which to develop a Gramscian critical approach to party politics. I can now move on 

to explain how the Gramscian approach inspired the research design and methodology for the 

following empirical study. The research, as anticipated in the Introduction (.4), seeks answers 

to the two main research questions:  

1. How did European Left Parties reflect on the societal impacts of the digital revolution 

in the 2010s? 

2. How did ELPs reshape their ideologies to navigate or transform the real hegemony of 

platform societies?  

After specifying the research design, I will define the logic of case selection for my empirical 

research, and next, I will provide an overview of the methodology that will characterize the 

two main stages through which the analysis is developed. The specific methods for each stage 

will be detailed in Chapters 3 (.2) and 5 (.2).  

The empirical research is a cross-case comparative analysis seeking to understand how ELPs 

reshaped their ideologies to react to the real hegemony of platform societies. The study is 

exploratory in essence, as the literature review on ELPs demonstrated that up-to-date no 

empirical studies have been conducted on how parties understand the emergence of this new 

socio-technical landscape and which goals they pursue, for instance, when adopting certain 

policy positions or models of organisation related to platform societies. However, as argued 

throughout Chapters 1 and 2, critical theories of the digital revolution provide crucial insights 

to define the key attributes of the dialectics of platform capitalism, how they shape the ‘real’ 
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hegemony of platform societies and the relations between the platform’s economy and 

politics. The Gramscian approach developed throughout this Chapter, therefore, aims at 

uncovering how ELPs tapped into these relations. Relatedly, I aim to map the historically 

conjunctural (counter-) tendencies that conditioned the outcome of interest (Jessop, 2005a, 

p. 42), namely ELPs’ ideologies. Accordingly, the thesis sits on a critical realist ontological and 

epistemological understanding of social science (Joseph, 1998). In a nutshell, first, contra 

interpretivism, critical realism affirms ontological ‘realism’, that is to say, that structures pre-

exist to individual agency and that social reality is stratified at three levels: the empirical, the 

observable and interpretable phenomena; the actual, where the events occur whether 

observed or not; the real, the causal mechanisms within structures generating the events at 

the empirical level to occur (Archer et al., 1998; Sayer, 2000). Second, contra positivism, 

critical realism asserts epistemological relativism, namely that social research can identify the 

mechanisms that correspond to conjunctural tendencies about how ‘real’ objects of analysis 

are generative of empirical outcomes and not ‘naturalistic-‘ alike ‘laws’ governing social 

relations (Jessop, 2005a, p. 43). This is why the logics of inference within critical realism is 

retroductive, meaning that research defines hypotheses about the effect generated by the 

interactions between the ‘real’ objects configuring structures and human agency that may 

lead to equifinal (different combinations resulting in the same outcome) or multi-final (same 

combinations resulting in distinct outcomes) results of social inquiry (Bhaskar, 1978). 

Therefore, my research design is meant to generate a typological theory about the attributes 

of parties’ changing ideologies vis-à-vis the digital revolution. Indeed, the proponents of 

‘typological theories’ Alexander George and Andrew Bennett describe it as suited to reaching 

‘contingent generalizations on how and under what conditions […social agents…] behave in 
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specified conjunctions or configurations’ (2005, p. 223). Hence, consistently with a Gramscian 

analysis, research aimed at generating a typological theory not only compares cases based on 

how they are classified within certain property spaces (Ryan, 2018, p. 273) but seeks to 

uncover the structural conditions from which specific configurations emerge.  

The research design is case-oriented as it aims at understanding complex combinations of 

factors intervening in the outcome of interest, ELPs ideologies vis-à-vis the digital revolution 

(Gschwend and Schimmelfennig, 2011; Marx et al., 2014). Accordingly, case selection is 

purposive and reflects the logic of the ‘most similar systems designs’ as elaborated by 

Przeworski and Teune (1970). That is to say, I am interested in analysing the maximum 

variations in the outcome (ELPs ideologies) by parties operating within similar political 

contexts.  

ELPs in three countries, France, Italy and Spain, correspond to these criteria. For each country, 

I will look both at SDPs and RLPs parties, and therefore the research will be focused on six 

parties: the French Parti Socialiste-PS (Socialist Party) and La France Insoumise- LFI (Unbowed 

France); the Italian  Partito Democratico-PD (Democratic Party) and Sinistra Ecologia e Libertà-

SEL (Left, Environment, Freedom); the Spanish Partido Socialista Obrero Español -PSOE 

(Spanish Socialist Party of Workers) and Podemos-POD (We Can). First, a preliminary 

observation of the ideologies of these parties, conducted through the Right-Left index (RILE) 

by Ian Budge and M.J. Laver (1992) detected significant ideological variations during the 

2010s. Most importantly, these ideological changes took contrasting directions, for instance, 

with the PD and POD alleged shifts to the right and the PS and PSOE purported turns to the 
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left. Second, these parties operate within similar political systems, according to the following 

criteria: 

1. Western Europe. This criterion of selection reflects most of ELPs’ comparative 

literature (i.e. Bailey et al., 2014; Damiani, 2016) researching cases within rooted 

liberal democratic systems and established patterns of party competition along the 

left-right dimension of citizens' ideological identification (Nwokora and Pelizzo, 2018). 

2. Multi-party systems. Although the classification of party systems based on how many 

parties gain parliamentary representation is contested in literature (i.e. Bardi and Mair, 

2008; Dalton, 2008), for the sake of this research project, which aims at comparing 

multiple processes of change by parties by considering their relations, the criterion is 

considered sufficient for case selection. 

3. Ongoing national parliamentary representation by SDPs and RLPs meant as parties 

affiliated to the European parliamentary groups S&D (Progressive Alliance of Socialists 

and Democrats) and GUE/NGL (European United Left / Nordic Green Left), 

4. Emergence, during the 2010s, of new Left-wing parties that recent literature has 

classified as digital (Gerbaudo, 2018; Barberà et al., 2021) and/or ‘populist’ (Damiani, 

2020) and that challenged SDPs as the most voted left-wing parties.  

Even though the ongoing reliability of RILE index as a source to measure ideological change is 

debatable (Bauer et al., 2017, see Ch. 3.2 and 4.7), the preliminary observation of ideological 

changes in multiple directions is sufficient to consider the six parties in France, Italy and Spain 

as providing variation with consideration to the outcome of interest.  
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The research project is designed, first, to analyse ELPs ideologies as systems of beliefs by 

looking at parties’ official discourses. Second,  I will go in-depth with each case to analyse their 

(counter-) hegemonic strategic projects from the perspective of parties’ elites.  

Following this design, the research will be developed in two stages. The first stage (Chapters 

3 and 4, Appendix 2) will map ideologies as systems of beliefs and the ideological changes 

experienced by the selected ELPs in the 2010s. This first stage is meant to identify parties’ 

understandings of the (1) salience of the digital revolution in relation to their claims for (2) the 

transformation or reproduction of capitalism and (3) the progressive or conservative 

attributes of democracy. These dimensions correspond to the spaces within which real 

hegemony is materialised and upon which strategic (counter-) hegemonic projects aim to 

produce their impacts (see 2.3.2 and 2.3.3). By adopting set-theoretic methods (Ragin, 2014), 

I will therefore identify ELPs ‘digitally proactive’ ideologies and map how these ‘systems of 

beliefs’ came to redefine parties’ identity, goals, activities and relations (Gramsci, 2014; see 

also van Dijk, 2011). Set-theoretic methods allow me to classify the cases as configurations of 

conditions (Ragin, 2000). There are two main advantages to the adoption of set-theoretic 

methods for this stage of the research project: 

1. They are well fitted at answering ‘how’ questions, allowing comparisons across and 

within cases while retaining detailed information about conjunctural and structural 

conditions (Marx et al., 2014). 

2. They strengthen the validity and reliability of qualitative research even with a small 

number of cases, as they are based on the analytical tool of the ‘truth tables’ that 
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consider all the logical possible combinations of the conditions under scrutiny (Ragin, 

2014). 

The first stage of the research, however, which considers ideologies as systems of beliefs, 

cannot delve into their materiality. Therefore, through the second stage of research (Chapters 

5 to 7), I will go into depth within each case to define the attributes of each ‘digital’ ideology 

with regards to how parties’ elites, first, reflected on the ‘real’ hegemony of platform societies, 

and second, defined their strategic projects to navigate or transform real hegemony. 

Therefore, methodologically, the stage will be conducted with in-depth case analyses drawn 

upon primary sources of data primarily collected by interviewing parties’ elites (Patton, 2015; 

Mason, 2017). Parties’ ideologies will be traced back retroductively (Joseph, 1998; Gerrits and 

Verweij, 2013; Belfrage and Hauf, 2017) to the identification of parties’ responses both to the 

strategic selectivity emerging from the structures of platform societies and the conjunctural 

conditions within which parties operated. The details of data collection and analysis for this 

second stage will be presented in Chapter 5.2 and Appendixes 1 and 3. The themes around 

which parties’ practices will be analysed are structured around the three ‘areas of 

intervention’ (see 2.3.3) within which parties are expected to perform their hegemonic or 

counter-hegemonic functions, namely alternatives, ties to classes and ‘common sense’.  

Finally, in Chapter 8, the findings from the two empirical stages will be brought together to 

map ideologies both as cultural products and ‘material’ organising principles of ELPs’ strategic 

projects. The comparative analysis will allow theorising, for each ideology, how parties 

responded to the digital revolution. More specifically, parties’ ideologies will be related to 

their understandings of the constraints and possibilities emerging from platform capitalism 
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and shaping platform societies. Further, these understandings and the subsequent strategical 

re-orientations by parties will be considered in combination with contextual factors, for 

instance, with the patterns of party competition within which parties are entrenched. 

 

2.5 Summary and next steps 

Throughout this Chapter, by identifying the core of Gramsci’s conceptualisations to analyse 

party politics, I have defined the critical framework to research the ideologies of ELPs in 

platform societies. Gramsci’s key theories about the dialectical unity between structures and 

agents, the interplays between ideologies and political hegemony, and parties as key 

subjectivities within these relations have been the ground to refine a theoretical framework 

that clarifies, 

1. The philosophical approach underpinning the thesis. More specifically, I highlighted 

the resonance of Gramsci’s research agendas for political science with my research 

project that seeks to map and uncover political events at the junctures between 

economic base and superstructures. 

2. The attributes of how the structural configurations of the base strategically select 

cultural and material practices shaping the real hegemony of the ‘integral state’.  

3. How agents’ reflections on ‘real’ hegemony shape their ideologies, conceptualised as 

both systems of beliefs and organising principles of their strategic projects for 

hegemony or counter-hegemony.  
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Finally, the theoretical framework was linked to a research design aimed at analysing how 

parties perform their functions in the interplays between economic base and superstructures 

in platform societies.  

Accordingly, the next step of the thesis is to move to the first stage of empirical research, 

which will map parties’ ideologies as systems of beliefs by looking at parties’ official discourses 

through a qualitative analysis of twelve electoral manifestos. This first step will identify how 

ELPs signified the digital revolution in relation to their claims for the reproduction or 

transformation of capitalism and the conservative or progressive nature of democracy.  
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CHAPTER 3. MAPPING LEFT-WING IDEOLOGIES IN PLATFORM SOCIETIES 
 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Having defined, with Gramsci, ideologies as a twofold concept encompassing systems of 

beliefs and strategic projects for (counter-) hegemony, this Chapter begins with an analysis of 

ELPs ideologies as systems of beliefs. As I identified the economy and politics crosscut by 

technologies as the main spaces of political interactions between hegemony and counter-

hegemony (Ch. 2.3.2), the Chapter will focus on how views on the digital revolution have been 

mutually signified with parties’ claims on capitalism and democracy.  

This Chapter aims to provide a threefold contribution to developing a Gramscian critical 

approach to party politics. First, methodologically, I combine critical ideological discourse 

analysis (CIDA) and set-theoretic methods to devise a classification of ideologies (i.e. Kvist, 

2007; Fairclough, 2013; Büchel et al., 2016). Second, I offer a critical analysis that develops 

indicators to measure the extent to which ideologies aim at radically disrupting capitalism and 

at making democracy more progressive. Third, I provide an original conceptualisation of the 

digital revolution as a politicised and ideologically ‘loaded’ space of political contestation.  

By analysing twelve manifestos by the selected parties between 2011 and 2018, the Chapter 

will seek answers to the research sub-question: 

− How did ELPs’ systems of beliefs signify the digital revolution in relation to their claims 

about the reproduction or transformation of capitalism and democracy? 
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The Chapter’s analysis leads me to identify and theorise the attributes of three distinct 

‘digitally proactive’ ideologies. I labelled them as follows: 

1. Techno-Third Way is an ideology within the Neoliberal tradition that signifies the 

digital revolution as fuel for entrepreneurial market competition and bureaucratic 

slimming.  

2. Post-Social Democracy is an ideology seeking to revive the core of SD principles by 

envisioning the digital revolution as a toolkit to reassert the control of public powers 

over the ruling classes of capitalism. 

3. Platform Socialism is an ideology that conceives the digital revolution as a battlefield 

to build up new frontiers of class antagonism and radical democratic organisations. 

The Italian Partito Democratico -PD (Democratic Party, 2018) and the Partido Socialista Obrero 

Español -PSOE (Spanish Socialist Party of Workers, 2016) are classified as Techno-Third Way. 

The French Parti Socialiste-PS (Socialist Party, 2017), the Italian Sinistra Ecologia e Libertà-SEL 

(Left, Environment, Freedom, 2013) and the Spanish Podemos – POD (We Can, 2016) are cases 

of Post-Social Democracy. La France Insoumise - LFI (Unbowed France, 2017) is mapped as 

Platform Socialism. 

The Chapter is structured as follows:  in the next section, I will present how set-theoretic 

methods and CIDA were combined to map ELPs’ ideologies and how these methods relate to 

mainstream indexes mostly used in political science; the following sections will present the 

classification by analysing how parties’ official discourses represented cases of the three 

‘digital’ ideologies and how their systems of beliefs shaped parties’ identities, activities, goals 

and relations.  
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3.2 Combining CIDA and set-theoretic methods to map ELPs’ ideologies in platform societies 

In this section, I will first define the rationale for developing a more critical approach to 

political ideologies, explaining how it overcomes the flaws of mainstream indexes commonly 

adopted in political science. Second, I will specify how set-theoretic methods were developed 

to inform the qualitative data analysis through which I mapped ELPs ideologies. 

The approach I develop is critical as it explicitly assumes that society is heavily influenced by 

forms of domination and inequality. Further, it assumes that research agendas should be 

committed to unveiling how certain discursive forms are adopted, alternatively, to naturalise 

and reproduce domination or to organise resistance and opposition. While critical approaches 

are quite developed in disciplines such as discourse studies (i.e. Fairclough, 2013) or ‘cultural 

political economy’ (i.e. Jessop, 2004; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005), they lack a 

systematisation in political science, whereby ideologies are mostly classified through 

quantitative indexes including limited indicators of transformative politics. For instance, the 

Right-Left Index by Laver and Hunt (1992), based on the salience of political issues in parties’ 

manifestos (Volkens et al., 2018), defines equally ‘left-wing’ indicators such as ‘market 

regulations’ and ‘nationalisations’, without considering that they represent qualitatively 

contrasting goals. In a similar vein, the recent classification by Pippa Norris (2020), based on 

expert surveys, defines the left-right axis as an economic dimension limited to parties’ claims 

for state interventionism, assuming that ‘big government’ is the only way to define parties’ 

‘leftism’ or ‘rightism’. Therefore, Norris identifies ‘Keynesian statism’ or ‘neoliberal 

privatizations’ as the only games in town available for parties. Further, the indexes to capture 

post-modern values as those by Ronald Inglehart (1990) or Herbert Kitschelt and Staf 

Hellemans (1990) consider ‘libertarian’ those parties showing openness to gender equality 
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and ethnic minorities. However, they do not assess whether these stances aim to limit broader 

transformative agendas, for instance, by displacing the claims for equality from economic to 

cultural issues, or instead, they aim to connect varied marginalised groups for counter-

hegemonic purposes (i.e. Fraser, 2019). Obviously, these criticisms are not meant to dismiss 

the value of these seminal contributions to understanding political parties globally and over 

time. Nonetheless, while these indexes are crucial to identify, for instance, statistical 

correlations between parties’ changing attitudes and voters’ preferences, they do not fit with 

research looking at whether parties aim at shifting the spaces of political possibilities 

(Williams, 2019) or at how and why parties adopt broad transformative agendas. This sets the 

rationale for the development of an alternative critical way to measure parties’ ideologies, 

which is operationalised through set-theoretic methods. 

Set-theoretic methods suit the aim to provide a more detailed understanding of ELPs 

ideologies compared to mainstream indexes by allowing to capture the maximum variations 

between ideologies. Indeed, as argued by Jon Kvist,  

‘the view of cases as configurations of aspects introduces the idea that a single difference 
between two cases may constitute a difference in kind — a qualitative distinction’ (2007, 
p. 479; see also Büchel et al., 2016, p. 213).  

My classification results from the qualitative analysis of twelve ELPs’ manifestos presented at 

general elections between 2011 and 2018 (Table 3.1). The calibration of qualitative data, 

namely how to score cases within sets, is recognised as one of the most challenging steps in 

set-theoretic methods. However, recent research has defined a range of calibration 

procedures to improve the internal validity and reliability of qualitative analysis (Basurto and 

Speer, 2012; Legewie, 2017; Tóth et al., 2017).  
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Table 3.1 List of twelve parties’ manifestos for qualitative data analysis 

 

Accordingly, I drew upon the ‘anchored calibration of qualitative data’ method by Nicolas 

Legewie (2017), which proceeds via the following steps and tasks: 

1. Constructing a calibration framework: 

a. Formulating concepts’ trees; 

b. Determining relevant variations; 

c. Defining the characteristics of variations. 

2. Applying the calibration framework to the data: 

a. Sorting data pieces; 

b. Defining data anchors; 

c. Minimizing grey zones. 

 
Country 

 
Year 

 
Party Name and Acronym 

Party 
Family 

 
Code 

France 2012 Parti Socialiste – Socialist Party, PS SD FRSD12 

  Front de Gauche – Left Front, FdG RL FRRL12 

 2017 Parti Socialiste – Socialist Party, PS  SD FRSD17 

  La France Insoumise – Unbowed France, LFI RL FRRL17 

Italy 2013 Partito Democratico – Democratic Party, PD SD ITSD13 

  Sinistra Ecologia e Libertà – Left Environment Freedom, SEL RL ITRL13 

 2018 Partito Democratico – Democratic Party, PD SD ITSD18 

  Liberi e Uguali – Free and Equal, LeU RL ITRL18 

Spain 2011 Partido Socialista Obrero Español -  Spanish Socialist Party of Workers, PSOE SD SPSD11 

  Izquierda Unida, IU RL SPRL11 

 2016 Partido Socialista Obrero Español - Spanish Socialist Party of Workers, PSOE SD SPSD16 

  Podemos – We Can, POD RL SPRL16 
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3. Assigning fuzzy memberships: 

a. Scoring cases on indicator-level dimensions; 

b. Defining rules of aggregation. 

Details of how each step and task was performed are reported in Appendix 2. In this section, 

I summarise the main operations I undertook to map ideologies to better clarify the core 

concepts determining the spaces and axes that define the attributes of ELPs ideologies. 

As the classification is meant to capture maximum variation concerning if and how the digital 

revolution was conceived by parties as facilitating agendas aimed at transforming dominant 

economic structures and pursuing political arrangements to empower subaltern groups, the 

core concepts (sets) to measure parties’ ideologies are:  

1. Transformation of Capitalism (CAPTRANSF); 

2. Progressive Democracy (PROGDEM); 

3. Digital Proactivity (DIGPROACT).  

How parties’ ideologies will be scored on these dimensions, depend on the definition of 

secondary level concepts and indicators (full details in Appendix 2).  

Capitalism is understood as a regime of accumulation ruled by the class of owners (and/or 

strategic managers) of the means of production seeking to maximise private profits through 

exploiting subaltern classes and commodifying valuable assets. Accordingly, two secondary-

level concepts measure whether political actors aim at reproducing or transforming 

capitalism: ‘Property Socialization’ (SOCPROP); ‘Decommodification of Social Life’ (DECOMM). 
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These concepts are deduced from literature emphasising the unbalances in property 

distribution (see Przeworski, 2020; Piketty, 2020), and the dialectics between 

commodification and de-commodification (see Polanyi, 1957; Bailey, 2009a), as crucial areas 

for capitalist reproduction.  

Democracy is conceived, with Thomas Meyer and Lewis Hinchman, as ‘a pluralistic regime that 

respects human rights and abides by the rule of law’ (2007, p. 2) through institutions mutually 

checking and balancing each other to protect individual freedom as if every citizen has equal 

sources of liberty (see Bobbio, 2007). Two secondary-level concepts are deduced from 

literature to capture whether political actors aim at progressive democratic changes: ‘Politics 

of Civic Engagement’ (CIVENG); ‘Politics of Recognition’ (RECOGN). The former refers to goals 

aiming to include and activate otherwise excluded citizens within decision-making (see 

Mudge, 2018). The latter focuses on political practices seeking to overcome substantial 

inequalities suffered, for instance, by women and immigrants  (Fraser, 2019).  

The digital revolution is conceptualised as a technological paradigm developing an 

infrastructure connecting platforms ‘fueled by data, automated and organized through 

algorithms and interfaces, formalized through ownership relations driven by business models, 

and governed through user agreements’ (van Dijck et al., 2018, p. 23). Two secondary-level 

concepts capture whether ELPs conceive the digital revolution as a booster of their societal 

visions: ‘Digital Positive for (the Critique of) Economy’ (DIGECO); ‘Digital Positive for (the 

Critique) of Politics’ (DIGPOL). The former refers, alternatively, to understandings of digital 

paradigms as accelerators of market efficiency (Mayer-Schönberger and Ramge, 2018) or as 

leverage to enact shared forms of property and distribution (Morozov, 2019). The latter refers, 
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alternatively, to views on digital technologies as tools to improve the functioning of existing 

political institutions (Vaccari, 2014), or as ‘liberating’ spaces to connect dispersed instances of 

radical politics (Castells, 2007; Fenton, 2016a).  

For each of the secondary concepts, indicators have been identified through a dialogue 

between theories and data. The resulting concepts tree is displayed in Figure 3.1, and the 

indicators are listed and defined in Appendix 2.  

Figure 3.1 Set-theoretic methods to map ideologies. Concepts’ tree and logical connectors 
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Next, I defined the relevant variations for each indicator and theorised the characteristics 

attached to each score. More specifically, I operationalised the memberships of cases into sets 

through an eleven-values fuzzy set scale (see Table 3.2. My elaboration on Ragin, 2000, p. 156; 

Schneider and Wagemann, 2012, p. 30). Then, I fixed as data anchors those paragraphs of 

ELPs’ manifestos that were most closely associated with each definition. Accordingly, data 

anchors were the reference points against which cases were scored for each indicator.  

Table 3.2 Set-theoretic methods to map ideologies. Eleven values fuzzy-sets scale 

 

Therefore, I aggregated the scores up from indicator levels to secondary and core ones. The 

choice of logical connectors was guided by the theoretical framework. Therefore, as with 

Gramsci, I consider ideologies primarily structured around views on the economic base (2014; 

Q7§19), I scored ELPs as committed to the Transformation of Capitalism to the extent to which 

both the ‘Socialization of Property’ AND the ‘Decommodification of Social Life’ are present, 

meaning that the score on the core concept will be the minimum among the two secondary 

Fuzzy Value The element is 

1 Fully in 

0.9 Almost Fully in 

0.8 Mostly in 

0.7 More In than Out 

0.6 Less or more In 

0.5 Crossover: neither in nor out 

0.4 Less or more Out 

0.3 More Out than In 

0.2 Mostly Out 

0.1 Almost Fully Out 

0 Fully Out 
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level concepts. Conversely, as I want to capture how discourses on democracy and the digital 

revolution are related to capitalism, I consider their constitutive parts as substitutable and 

therefore connected through the logical OR. Hence, for instance, a case scoring 0.2 in the 

secondary level concept ‘Politics of Civic Engagement’, and 0.8 in ‘Politics on Recognition’ was 

scored as 0.8 on the core concept ‘Progressive Democracy’. 

The number of possible combinations defining the property spaces of each ideology 

(Lazarsfeld, 1937; Weber, 2011) depends on which variations are considered qualitatively 

relevant for the cases to be in or out of each set. Accordingly, I defined the thresholds above 

and below which a condition is considered present or absent. I conceptualised the set 

CAPTRANSF as structured around three ranges of values to sort cases according to historically 

relevant ideological traditions: (Neo-)Liberal, scores  ≤ 0.3; Social, scores (0.4;0.6); Socialist, 

scores ≥ 0.7. This classification is consistent with the identification of broad ideological 

traditions in the literature around the primacy accorded to individual freedom and 

competition ((Neo-)Liberal ideologies), collective action to balance excesses of competition 

(Social ideologies), and cooperation against competition as the condition for human progress 

(Socialist ideologies) (i.e. Freeden, 1996; Freeden and Stears, 2013; Heywood, 2017). The 

second and third dimensions -PROGDEM and DIGPROACT- are instead considered present 

when their value is ≥ 0.6 and absent when their value is ≤ 0.4. More specifically, the 

‘democratic’ dimension crosscuts the first one, resulting in progressive or conservative 

ideologies (Poulantzas, 2013; Bruff, 2014), whereby the third dimension determines whether 

ideologies are conceptualised as ‘digitally proactive’ or not. The list of the twelve possible 

combinations is displayed in a truth table in Appendix 2. 
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Based on the conceptualisation of the key dimensions to analyse ideologies and on the logical 

connection between them, I performed CIDA to analyse parties’ manifestos. More specifically, 

data analysis was carried out by coding manifestos’ paragraphs through NVivo software. The 

coding provided data for each indicator, covering the following topics regarding parties’ (1) 

identity, who they are, (2) activities, the tasks they perform, (3)  goals, what they want to 

obtain, and (4) relations, who are their allies and opponents (van Dijk, 2011, pp. 424-425). This 

approach is particularly suitable for Gramscian research as, with Matthew Donoghue, I 

understand CIDA as ‘intimately concerned with how groups marshal and control social power’ 

(2018, p. 395), and therefore its ‘focus is on how the emergence and dominance of particular 

discourses help some blocs consolidate their power over others’ (ibid.). Accordingly, besides 

sorting cases into sets, through CIDA, I focused on how discourses, alternatively, naturalise 

and reproduce domination or attempt to organise resistance (i.e. Wodak, 2004; Fairclough et 

al., 2011).  

Having applied these methods to the selected data, I can now move on to present the results 

of data analysis through mapping and theorising the attributes of three left-wing ‘digitally 

proactive’ ideologies.  

 

3.3 Classifying digital ideologies by ELPs in the 2010s 

As shown in Table 3.3, six ideologies are populated by cases. The scores for the selected cases 

are summarised in Table 3.4 and plotted in a three-dimensional space in Figure 3.2.  More 

specifically, I found that three ‘digitally proactive ideologies’ were populated by cases:   

1. Techno-Third Way, two cases, PD 2018 and PSOE 2016 
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2. Post-Social Democracy, three cases, PS 2017, SEL 2013, POD 2016 

3. Platform Socialism, one case, LFI 2017. 

Table 3.3 Classification of ELPs’ ideologies in the 2010s 

Tradition Ideology CAPTRANSF PROGDEM DIGPROACT CASES 

(Neo)Liberal  Neolib-Lab - - - SPSD11 
FRSD12 
ITSD13 

 Techno-Third Way - - + SPSD16 
ITSD18 

 Lib-Lab - + - ITRL18 

Social Post-Social Democracy +/- + + ITRL13 
SPRL16 
FRSD17 

Socialist  Popular Socialism 

 
+ + - SPRL11 

FRRL12 

 Platform Socialism + + + FRRL17 

 

Table 3.4 Selected ELPs’ scores on core concepts 

CASES CAPTRANSF PROGDEM DIGPROACT IDEOLOGY 

FRSD12 0.3 0.3 0.2 Neolib-Lab 

FRSD17 0.4 0.6 0.8 Post-Social Democracy 

FRRL12 0.9 0.9 0 Popular Socialism 

FRRL17 0.8 0.8 1 Platform Socialism 

ITSD13 0.2 0.2 0.1 Neolib-Lab 

ITSD18 0 0.2 0.7 Techno-Third Way 

ITRL13 0.6 0.7 0.6 Post-Social Democracy 

ITRL18 0.3 0.6 0.4 Lib-Lab 

SPSD11 0.1 0.1 0.3 Neolib-Lab 

SPSD16 0.3 0.4 1 Techno-Third Way 

SPRL11 1 1 0.4 Popular Socialism 

SPRL16 0.6 0.9 0.9 Post-Social Democracy 

 

In the following sub-sections, I will analyse, first, how the digital revolution was signified under 

different ideologies in relation to parties’ claims about capitalism and democracy. Second, I 

will empirically scrutinise how each ideology answered the questions:  

1. What defines parties’ identity? 
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2. Which activities do they aim to perform? 

3. Which goals do they pursue? 

4. Who are their allies or opponents defining their relations? 

Figure 3.2 Three-D plot. ELPs ideologies in the 2010s 
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3.3.1 Techno-Third Way. The digital as fuel for capitalist competition 

Techno-Third Way is an ideology within neoliberalism that signifies the digital revolution as 

fuel to boost market competition and slim down states’ bureaucracy. It is an ideology within 

a neoliberal tradition as it aims to provide an institutional framework that ‘facilitates 

conditions for profitable capital accumulation’ (Harvey, 2005, p. 7; see also Garrett, 2019), by 

promoting discourses and practices which emphasise individual liberties and opportunities as 

keys to prompt economic growth. It is digitally proactive as it conceives a crucial goal of politics 

the support to technological innovation for providing the best conditions to compete within 

‘knowledge-based economies’ as the desirable horizon for societal wealth to flourish (Huo, 

2009). The emphasis in parties’ discourses on education and support for start-ups as key to 

fueling economic growth is understood as a revival of Third Way politics characterising the 

centre-left in the late 1990s across the Global North (Giddens, 1998; Keman, 2008).  

Techno-Third Way represents an upgrade of the Third Way tradition by subsuming optimistic 

stances towards knowledge-based economies under hyper-optimistic views of digital 

technologies. This was evident from the analysis of the manifestos of the PD and PSOE that 

promote discourses on the digital revolution as representing a paradigmatic rupture from 

outdated models of production and consumption. For instance, the PD claimed that there is a 

need to invest in digital infrastructures as they are as relevant for competitiveness as building 

‘the highways [was] after World War two’ (2018). In the same line of argument, the PSOE 

2016’s manifesto claimed that  

‘we are now facing a radical change, not an incremental one. Digital technologies display 
two powerful features: first, they are growing exponentially, and second, they produce 
wide general effects penetrating and re-combining all the old processes, products and 



105 
 

services (…)’, allowing to ‘improve economic productivity, by boosting the most advanced 
and valuable industrial sectors of the country’1.  

Relatedly, the PSOE’s manifesto proposed several plans to achieve a ‘4.0 economy and state’, 

by promising to set incentives for the most advanced sectors of the industry capable of 

winning over global market competitions in digital services. The prevailing narratives on digital 

technologies play two functions. First, by proposing to support start-ups and innovative 

enterprises, these ELPs promise to expand economic opportunities for all. Second, digital 

technologies are conceived as accelerators to lighten state bureaucracies, for instance, by 

proposing the establishment of a  

‘laboratory for public innovation whose goal is to design, with the cooperation of public 
officers and private socio-economic actors, the processes leading to the digital 
transformation of the state’ (PSOE, 2016). 

The narratives on digital platforms are meant by these parties to embody three key principles 

identified by Ian Bruff (2014) as essential for neoliberal ideologies: first, politics is devoted to 

pleasing financial markets; second, welfare state organisations should mimic the logic of 

private companies; third, social antagonism is detrimental in itself, and therefore potential 

areas of political conflict should be de-politicised.  

The first point emerges from the promotion of discourses naturalising TINA (‘there is no 

alternative’) logics of confrontations with financial markets. For instance, the Italian PD in 

2018 affirmed that ‘to reassure financial markets, lending us 400 billion a year to finance our 

public debt (…) we pursue a constant reduction of the debt stock’. Second, claims for a 

managerial reorganization of welfare states characterise the two Techno-Third Way 

 
1 All translations of parties’ manifestos are mine 
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manifestos. Efficiency, cost-reduction, and dynamism are the semantic benchmarks of parties’ 

discourses. Third, support for financial capitalism and managerialism are mutually reinforced 

through the attempts to depoliticise areas of dissent to insulate them from political 

antagonism (see Bruff, 2014, p. 115). These positions are associated with discourses pointing 

to a politics ‘for all’, as with the PSOE’s promise to  

‘change Spain into a more innovative and more egalitarian country, grounded on robust 
enterprises generating high revenues, with less dualism within job markets, (…) and a 
citizens’ and enterprises’ friendly state’ (2016). 

These parties, therefore, shape their identities by accepting platform capitalism rulership as a 

positive booster of companies’ profitability while providing resources to all (individual) 

citizens to take part in markets’ competition through the promise of equal opportunity 

achievable via educative efforts. Digital innovation is deemed as the main driver of ‘success’ 

and ‘merit’ to compete in this scenario. Accordingly, ‘digital platforms’ are the fuel to improve 

efficiency for states and (small to large) enterprises, whose growth is inherently linked with 

the reproduction of platform capitalist relations.  

Therefore, Techno-Third Way parties understand digital technologies as bearers of 

opportunities to reshape the relations between the economy, state and citizenship. On the 

one hand, as powerful means to transform state bureaucracies into ‘light’ apparatuses (Ryner, 

2010, p. 556). On the other hand, by structuring new paradigms for social relations 

characterised by entrepreneurialism and dynamism as benchmarks of ‘good’ citizenship. 

Relatedly, any antagonism is pointed as a detrimental brake for the opportunities coming from 

new platform economies. 
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3.3.2 Post-Social Democracy. The digital revolution as a toolkit for public empowerment 

Post-Social Democracy is an ideology signifying the digital revolution as a toolkit providing the 

resources to reshape the desired relations between markets and the power of the ‘public’. 

Post-Social Democracy combines continuities and ruptures with the core of Social Democratic 

(SD) worldviews.  

On the one hand, this ideology represents a renewal of SD's optimistic views on modernity 

combining (1) a critical acceptance of capitalism ‘as a force capable of bringing about that 

modernity’ (Andersson, 2009, p. 7) and (2) the confidence in democratic politics to re-direct 

capitalism toward egalitarian ends. On the other hand, I labelled this ideology as ‘Post’, as it 

moves beyond some of Social Democratic tenets, namely its roots in industrial economies and 

the related social and political mass organizations as necessary forms of mediation and 

representation within democracies (Schmidt, 2016a; Bremer, 2018). In both these dimensions, 

the understanding of the digital revolution played a crucial role in how parties shaped their 

ideologies. However, the observation made in the three parties’ manifestos that fall into this 

category demonstrates relevant differences regarding which ‘tools’ are privileged to reshape 

SD projects. 

First, for traditional Social Democrats to keep political traction, the continuous growth of 

productivity in the industry was considered the necessary condition for collecting the public 

resources to provide universal public services (Fitzpatrick, 2004, p. 213). Post-Social 

Democrats, instead, attempt to re-design economic relations towards post-productivity and 

post-work (Fitzpatrick, 2004, p. 218). Hereby, the digital revolution is understood as a toolkit 

to organise new cooperative forms of enterprises and liberate citizens from the drudgeries of 
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waged jobs (Scholz, 2016). More specifically, discourses on digital platforms were crucially 

associated with parties’ goals to make Social Democratic tenets fit for post-industrial societies 

to take back public control over the global forces ruling capitalism (Piketty, 2014). However, 

the cases show relevant differences in their emphasis on the ‘radicality’ of digital platforms to 

redesign market competition. On the one hand, Podemos adopted techno-optimistic 

discourses in a less antagonistic style in comparison to SEL and the PS, as with the promise to 

establish ‘public-private partnerships to produce digital applications for the public interest’ 

(2016). On the other hand, SEL and the PS envisioned the digital revolution as providing the 

means to radically reshape the relations of production towards cooperative models of 

economic organisation prioritising ‘social’ over ‘market’ value. For instance, the PS made 

radical proposals to establish a tax on robots to establish a ‘Jobs’ Transitions Fund, whose 

mission was to create as many new employments as those disappearing’ because of the digital 

transformation of production, and to associate this process with  

‘a new pillar of social protection, the Universal Basic Income, that will allow facing changes 
in jobs and digital revolution peacefully’ (2017).  

Further, digital economies were presented as prompting human creativity and autonomy, as 

with SEL’s manifesto claiming that politics should contribute to ‘multiplicate participatory and 

collective creative workplaces, through supporting co-working laboratories, the spaces for 

autonomous jobs in a shared ecosystem‘ (2013). Therefore, while all these parties envisioned 

the digital revolution as a potential bearer of economic relations based on cooperation and 

‘sharing’ values, the directionality of these beliefs tends to differ along less or more 

antagonistic views by the three ELPs. 
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Second, Post- Social Democracy represents a turn from traditional SD for its claims on 

participatory and/or direct forms of democracy to overcome the neoliberal ‘occupation’ of 

liberal democracies (Crouch, 2004).  This turn is conceived as a torsion of SD away from its 

identity in mass- organisations as key mediators between social demands and political 

supplies (Streeck, 2014; see also Ronzoni, 2018). The irruption of positive discourses about 

digital technologies as tools to ‘radicalise’ democracies and gather new social alliances 

between workers and post-materialistic activists is relevant to this trend (Margetts, 2019). 

However, the intensity of this ideological reconfiguration is varied in our cases. On the one 

hand, the French PS and Italian SEL refer to digital platforms as allowing ‘to expand human 

capabilities and push to enact forms of participatory democracy’ (SEL, 2013), and to move to 

‘a 4.0 Democracy (…) that doesn’t accept to be sporadic or immature, but instead grounded 

in collective intelligence’ (PS, 2017). However, these parties conceive of online participatory 

democracy as a complement rather than a replacement for representative politics. Podemos, 

on the other hand, explicitly refers to ‘radical democracy’  (see Kioupkiolis and Pérez, 2019) as 

its overarching and primary goal and logic of organisation. Indeed, Podemos’ manifesto in 

2016 emphasised how the most voted proposal among the activists on its digital platform was 

the one regarding ‘the chance to organise a revocatory referendum in case the Government 

impinges its programme’. Podemos’ range of proposals on direct and participatory democracy 

are innumerable, from the ‘popular vetoing’ to law proposals, to participatory schemes 

through digital platforms. Therefore, while all these parties promote discourses claiming the 

need to re-engage massive shares of citizens to rebalance the forces of global capitalism and 

the malfunctioning of politics, the nature of this integration, whether complementary to 
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existing representative organisations, or challenging to established institutions, consistently 

varies among the cases. 

All in all, therefore, Post-Social Democrats promote views of the digital revolution as a toolkit 

to re-design a political tradition (SD) seeking to combine a critical acceptance of capitalism 

with strong public counter-balances through participatory democracy. 

3.3.3 Platform Socialism. The digital revolution as a battlefield to disrupt capitalism 

Platform Socialism is an ideology that encompasses views about the digital revolution as an 

emerging battlefield providing both novel spaces of confrontation against capitalists and a 

new logic of political organization for resistance. It is grounded in Socialism as it promotes an 

identity rendering capitalism as intrinsically unjust and irreformable (see March and Mudde, 

2005, p. 34), and it aims at replacing capitalism with a ‘humanist’ and cooperative Socialism.  

These stances regard both the structures of property of capitalism and the institutional 

activities to gain ground to de-commodify common goods (Panitch and Gindin, 2020). 

Consistently with this definition, LFI’s manifesto supports views of ‘the digital revolution as a 

domain of public interest to be reconquered through the public property of ICT’s 

infrastructures’. Crucially, the emergence of the digital revolution is understood as offering 

fresh opportunities to gain ground for socialist politics. Hence, LFI insists that  

‘the digital revolution may be essential leverage to develop a truly collaborative economy. 
But this view presupposes not to leave this field at the disposal of multinational companies 
and their logics of profit accumulation’ (2017c).  

These principles inform many of LFI’s most salient policies’ proposals, as the ones regarding 

the reduction of working times to 32 hours per week. This techno-optimism must be 

understood in the context of the anti-austerity’s movements that were perceived as opening 
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new windows of opportunities for radical digital parties seeking to scale up the anti-capitalist 

agendas of protesters into the arenas of formal politics (Marlière, 2019). Platform capitalism 

was considered relevant as a battlefield for socialist antagonism as well as for providing 

unknown means to disrupt corrupted neoliberal democratic institutions. To begin with, for 

instance, LFI proposed to nationalise essential common assets as all energetic supplies and 

asserted a proactive role of the state through the establishment of a nationalised bank of 

investments. Further, LFI proposed to establish ‘the right to work, by making the state the last 

resort employer’ (2017c), while advocating for a 400,000 € cap for individual revenues.  

Platform Socialism is conceptualised in this thesis as an evolution of popular-democratic 

Socialism, as it ongoingly aims at activating and mobilizing from the bottom up subaltern 

classes, by aiming to attract these citizens through anti-political élites claims grounded in the 

promise of more ‘participation and substantive democracy’ (March, 2011, p. 17).  Accordingly, 

platform societies are also conceived as a battlefield to radically reshape the institutions of 

liberal democracy that are portrayed as discredited emanations of big-tech and financial 

corporations (see Hrynyshyn, 2021). This understanding of the digital revolution is relevant 

for three defining activities, goals and social relations of LFI. Indeed, this ideology envisions an 

evolution in how the ‘field’ of Socialism should organise social antagonism by redirecting its 

ideological emphasis from the centrality of a single mass party of the subaltern classes to 

movements-alike platforms to match more individualised and dispersed forms of resistance. 

Relatedly, digital platforms are conceived as providing unknown possibilities to horizontally 

organise and coordinate protest movements (Fenton, 2016a; Gerbaudo, 2017a). This is why 

traditional mass parties and unions should be transformed into cooperative platforms 

enabling more flexible forms of activism. This organisational principle for the field of Socialism 
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was also supposed to prefigure new forms of democracy which were expected to disrupt what 

was considered the inextricable alliance between capitalist rulers and states’ elites. 

Accordingly, LFI aimed at placing itself as the platform to ignite a 

‘citizens’ revolution, (…) the pacific and democratic way through which we can turn the 
page of the current tyranny of the financial oligarchy and the political caste serving its 
interests’ (2017). 

Digital platforms were key in LFI manifesto’s (2017) multiple proposals to radically change the 

French Constitution by moving to a ‘Sixth Republic’ whose functioning was crucially informed 

by direct and participatory forms of democracy. For instance, LFI prioritises referenda as new 

means to put an end to what they call ‘the presidential monarchy’ currently ruling France, 

proposing to extend their use to the right to revoke MPs during their mandate.  

Therefore, Platform Socialism places digital platforms at the core of key trends of renewal of 

the socialist tradition in two directions. First, platforms provide a battlefield to confront the 

alliance of the ‘rulers’ led by financial and big tech private companies. This hegemonic alliance 

can be disrupted from above, through states’ actions to take over private property of digital 

infrastructures, and from below, through the prefiguration of cooperative modes of 

production and social value exchange. Second, digital platforms are said to provide the 

resources to mobilise and connect multiple subaltern groups around the goal of the radical 

disruption of existing political institutions. This focus concerning where antagonism should be 

ignited is crucial to broadening social alliances specifically targeting social movements and 

young voters.  
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3.4 Summary and next steps 

To sum up, through this Chapter I mapped the ideologies of the selected ELPs, representing 

their systems of beliefs on three dimensions (capitalism, democracy, and digital technologies). 

By detailing how set-theoretic methods and CIDA were combined to map parties’ ideologies, 

I explained how the selection of key concepts to reach the classification was informed by a 

critical approach. Accordingly, differently from mainstream indexes in political science 

measuring parties’ ideologies on one or two dimensions, through indicators that only capture 

limited possibilities, first and foremost I mapped ideologies as based on the core dimension 

‘transformation of capitalism’. Further, I defined stances toward democracy as composed of 

the (lack) of identities and goals aimed at empowering disadvantaged groups. Finally, I 

designed a set of indicators to measure digital proactivity that, while capturing how the digital 

revolution is signified, also allows to consider distinct directionalities for how digital 

technologies may facilitate parties’ strategies. Through the qualitative data analysis of twelve 

parties’ manifestos, I identified three ‘digitally proactive’ ideologies that showed contrasting 

understandings of the digital revolution, namely 

1. A fuel for entrepreneurial competition and for states’ efficiency through bureaucratic 

slimming, Techno-Third Way,  

2. A toolkit to reshape the boundaries between markets and ‘public’ democratic power 

and between political representation and participation, Post-Social Democracy,  

3. A battlefield to build-up new frontiers of antagonism and organisation of new spaces 

of resistance and disruption, Platform Socialism. 
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I summarised in Table 3.5 how these three ideologies shaped parties’ systems of beliefs 

defining their identity, activity, goals and relations. All in all, this classification allows, first, to 

look at the digital revolution as a space of ideological articulation resulting in competing 

understandings of how it may shape social relations. Second I considered views on the digital 

revolution not in isolation but as a cross-cutting dimension that is signified through its 

relations with parties’ claims for the transformation of capitalism and the advance of 

progressive democracy.  

Table 3.5 ELPs’ digital ideologies. Identity, activity, goals and relations 

Ideology IDENTITY ACTIVITY GOALS RELATIONS 
Techno-Third Way Capitalism is the driver 

of innovation and 
growth. 
Entrepreneurialism and 
managerialism as 
totalising styles of social 
life 
 

Reshape institutional 
politics to please the 
interests of financial 
and big tech 
companies. 
Domesticate and 
prevent radical 
demands by subaltern 
groups 

Expand and distribute 
opportunities 
provided by digital 
and financial 
capitalism. Discipline 
antagonist politics as 
detrimental to 
economic growth 

Opponents: unions, 
radical politics, public 
officers. 
Alliances: big tech and 
financial corporates. 
Innovative 
entrepreneurs, 
especially targeting 
digital start-ups 
 

 Post Social Democracy Critical acceptance of 
market economy as 
expanding both  wealth 
and inequalities, to be 
balanced by 
autonomous political 
organisations  
 

Organise 
institutionalised 
counter-weights to 
ruling classes. Explore 
through digital tools 
new combinations 
between 
representative and 
participatory forms of 
democracy 
 

Subtract certain 
common goods from 
market competition.  
Boost social 
innovation through 
exploiting the 
collaborative 
potentialities of digital 
platforms 
 

Opponents: rentiers, 
big corporations and 
conservative parties. 
Alliances: reformist 
unions, innovative 
small entrepreneurs, 
young activists in 
post-materialist 
movements 

Platform Socialism 
 

Confidence in the 
disruptive potentialities 
of digital platforms to 
overcome capitalism 
 

Activate popular classes 
through ‘prefigurative 
platforms 
organisations’. 
Experiment new style 
of radical politics 
 

Expand political 
antagonism to new 
frontiers –i.e. 
environment and 
digital capitalism. 
Improve participatory 
forms of democracy 
 

Opponents: Big-tech 
and financial 
corporations. 
Alliances: social 
movements boosted 
by young generations 

 

The classification of digital ideologies by ELPs provides a first compass to advance research on 

how they were meant to organise parties’ strategic projects tapping into the confrontations 

for real hegemony in platform societies. However, the analysis of this Chapter is static, in as 
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much as it does not locate the emergence of digital ideologies within parties’ conjunctural 

evolutions. Accordingly, the next step in the thesis is to trace the processes of ideological 

changes experienced by the selected parties during the 2010s and at what point and within 

which conjunctural configurations their ideologies went ‘digital’.  
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CHAPTER 4. GOING DIGITAL, FROM WHERE? TRACING ELPs IDEOLOGICAL 
CHANGES DURING THE 2010s 
 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Through the previous classification, I identified three distinct ‘digital ideologies’, differently 

signifying the digital revolution in relation to parties’ claims on capitalism and democracy. 

However, this first map only offers a static account of how the selected ELPs’ ideologies, at 

specific points in time, were informed by the salience of the digital revolution. As a Gramscian 

approach requires dynamic analyses of how ideologies tap into the interplays between 

economic base and superstructures, in this Chapter, I will locate the three ‘digital’ ideologies 

within the processes of ideological changes in the respective national contexts. Before 

describing the national conjunctures within which parties changed their ideologies, I will 

briefly introduce the three non-digitally proactive ideologies that were populated by the cases 

in my empirical analysis of parties’ manifestos. I defined these ideologies as Neolib-Lab, Lib-

Lab and Popular Socialism. 

The findings will show that all the selected ELPs changed their ideologies across the 2010s in 

multiple directions. More specifically, 

- two cases, the Italian Partito Democratico-PD (Democratic Party)  and the ‘Partido 

Socialista Obrero Español’ -PSOE (Spanish Socialist Party of Workers), moved to 

Techno-Third Way from a Neolib-Lab ideology. Therefore, these parties’ ideologies 

went ‘digital’ with a change within a neoliberal tradition.  
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- One case, the Italian  ‘Sinistra Ecologia e Libertà’ -SEL (Left, Environment, Freedom)  

and its successor ‘Liberi e Uguali’, LeU (Free and Equal), shifted from Post-Social 

Democracy to a Lib-Lab ideology. Therefore the ‘digital’ was abandoned to embrace a 

more moderate ideology.  

- One case, the French ‘Parti Socialiste’ -PS (Socialist Party), shifted from Neolib-Lab to 

Post-Social Democracy, therefore going digital while abandoning a neoliberal 

tradition. 

- One case, ‘La France Insoumise’ – LFI (Unbowed France), evolved to Platform 

Socialism from the Popular Socialist ideology of its predecessor ‘Front de Gauche’ -

FdG (Left Front), therefore going digital within a socialist tradition. 

- One case, ‘Podemos’ – POD (We Can), adopted Post-Social Democracy, shifting from 

a Popular Socialist ideology of its predecessor Izquierda Unida -IU (United Left), 

therefore going digital while moderating its claims on capitalism. 

This Chapter will describe the conjunctures within which these contrasting changes occurred. 

Identifying the relations between ELPs in single countries will be necessary to orientate the 

next stage of empirical research, looking at how ELPs' systems of beliefs related to parties’ 

strategic projects for hegemony or counter-hegemony. 

The Chapter is structured as follows: the next section will briefly introduce the key elements 

of the non-digitally proactive ideologies found in my empirical analysis of parties’ manifestos; 

sections three to five will provide descriptions of ideological changes for each country; finally, 

I will discuss how this stage of research contribute to further the understandings of ELPs 

ideologies and explain how these processes set the rationale for the next phase of research.  
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4.2 Surveying the non-digitally proactive ELPs ideologies in the 2010s 

To make sense of where ‘digitally’ proactive ideologies came from (or, in one case, the Italian 

RLP, went to), I will briefly summarise the main traits of the three other ideologies that were 

populated by cases through the previous qualitative analysis of parties’ manifestos. I defined 

these ideologies Neolib-Lab, Lib-Lab, and Popular Socialism.  

First, within neoliberalism, I labelled Neolib-Lab (PS 2012, PD 2013, PSOE 2011) the ideology 

aimed at the reproduction of capitalist rulership while attempting to promote discourses 

about the necessity to tame some of its excesses through references to past Labourist 

identities and traditions (Lavelle, 2010; Meyer, 2012). Neolib-Lab is distinct from Techno-Third 

Way with regards to the attitudes towards innovation. Indeed, whilst Techno-Third Way 

understood the digital revolution as fuel for capitalist competition (see Ch.3.3.1), Neolib-Lab 

defended traditional industrial relations. It was so as, under Neolib-Lab, the ELPs perceived 

platform societies as disruptive of how parties traditionally enforced compromises between 

ruling and subaltern classes. 

Lib-Lab (LeU 2018) aims to advance progressive democracy within capitalist rulership. This 

ideology is informed by a ‘social’ view of liberalism (see Rawls, 2009). Therefore, Lib-Lab claims 

for a more invasive role of the state to promote ‘positive’ freedom through universally 

accessible welfare state provisions. (Olssen, 2010). Lib-Lab had quite a neutral view of the 

digital revolution as a landscape posing new challenges for regulation without changing the 

nature of economic or political relations.  

Popular Socialism (FdG 2012, IU 2011) is the third non-digital ideology identified through the 

analysis of manifestos. In line with Stuart Hall’s definition of ‘popular democracy’ (1985; see 
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also 1988), popular socialists emphasise participation as the key to attracting new 

constituencies to socialist goals. However, unlike Platform Socialism,  this ideology conceives 

its main activity as channelling radical instances into the arenas of institutional politics through 

traditional organisations, mainly the mass- political parties and unions. This logic of political 

mobilisation mirrors an understanding of affluent societies as ongoingly dominated by big 

industrial corporates and demonstrates a passive attitude vis-à-vis the digital revolution.  

Having defined the ideologies from (or to) which ELPs changed their systems of beliefs, I can 

now turn to describe the conjunctures within which these changes took place. I will do so by 

placing the ideological changes within the context of the GFC and the following austerity age 

as contributing to new patterns of competition within the space of the political left. 

 

4.3 French left-wing Parties 

This section describes French ELPs’ ideological evolutions, respectively, from NeoLib-Lab to 

Post-Social Democracy (PS) and from Popular to Platform Socialism (FdG-LFI). Figure 4.1 

displays these changes for each indicator (see the concepts’ tree in Figure 3.1 and Table 16 in 

Appendix 2 for the scores by each case on indicators). 

4.3.1 Parti Socialiste. From Neolib-Lab to Post-Social Democracy  

The PS consistently changed its ideology during the 2010s, shifting from Neolib-Lab to Post-

Social Democracy. Looking at Figure 4.1, this is particularly evident, with the indicators 

‘decommodification of work’ and ‘participatory democracy’. In 2012, the PS was a moderate 

party promising marginal economic reforms, as demonstrated by the goal to co-opt subaltern 

classes into power networks by seeking ‘cooperation between all the social groups in the law-
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making processes’ (PS, 2012). On the contrary, the party’s manifesto in 2017, promised, first, 

to repeal the ‘labour law’ approved under the PS government in 2016, which facilitated job 

casualisation, and, second, to empower workers, by ‘reinforcing democracy within companies, 

as employees’ representatives will be half of big and medium enterprises’ boards’ (2017).  

Figure 4.1 Radial charts. French left-wing parties. Ideological changes at indicators level 
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The context of the GFC is crucial to make sense of the PS’ evolution throughout the decade. 

Indeed, being in opposition since 2002, the PS took advantage of the GFC to gain the 2012 

elections by promising moderate social democratic reforms and more protections from 

international competition for national companies (PS, 2012). However, the actual 

implementation of the PS programmes as the incumbent party between 2012-2017 under the 

Presidency of François Hollande was informed by neoliberal agendas. This ‘turn’ worked as a 

catalyst for the explosion of the PS’s ideological intrinsic antagonisms, countering radical 

‘quasi-socialist’ views and liberal-social democratic ones (Clift and McDaniel, 2017). The 

approval of a new ‘labour law’ in 2016 under the government Valls (the ‘El Khomri’ law from 

the name of the Secretary of State for Labour), that facilitated redundancies of workers and 

provided the companies with mechanisms to overturn the 35-hours working week (France and 

Vauchez, 2017), was a crucial turning point for the PS evolutions. First, it represented a rupture 

with the attempts to co-opt institutionalized unions into the governance of the French political 

economy, resulting in multiple waves of strikes (Elmaleh et al., 2018). Second, the protests 

against the PS ‘austerity’ agenda took new forms in the ‘Nuit Debout’ (Standing Nights) 

movement, which was vital to reshaping the political organisation of the French Radical Left 

(Felicetti and Della Porta, 2018). Third, it polarised up to a non-returning point the PS intra-

party factionalism (Schmidt, 2016b).    

Indeed, the incumbent Prime minister Emmanuel Valls lost PS’ primaries for the presidential 

elections, which saw the surprising victory of the outsider candidate Benoît Hamon. Hamon 

represented a rupture with Hollande’s agenda, leading to an ideological shift towards a 

systemic critique of the market economy. As previously highlighted, discourses on sound 

finances were replaced by the flagship proposal of a ‘Universal Basic Income’ (UBI), which was 
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key for a narrative built around a vision of the future strongly influenced by the digital 

revolution. The ‘digital’ was crucial to sustaining discourses of re-foundation for the French 

Republic and for the national economy (PS, 2017, in figure 3, see indicators 'digital commons' 

and 'digital democracy'). However, the ambition to radically shift the PS agenda failed, as the 

party experienced in 2017 its worst defeat since the foundation of the Fifth Republic (Cautrès, 

2017, p. 181; Ivaldi, 2018, p. 287). Along these processes, the PS was shrunk by outsider 

leaders and parties, both on the left and the centre. The most centrist PS officers joined 

Emmanuel Macron and his centrist movement ‘La République En Marche’-LREM (Marching 

Republic), which won the presidential elections in 2017. On the left, the same Hamon 

abandoned the PS to establish a new movement called ‘Génerations’.  

4.3.2 Front de Gauche and La France Insoumise. From Popular to Platform Socialism 

Both manifestos by the French Radical Left in 2012 and 2017 supported Jean-Luc Mélenchon 

as the presidential candidate. However, in 2012, Mélenchon ran as the coalition ‘Front de 

Gauche’ (FdG) candidate after he prevailed in the primaries elections held by the Communist 

Party in 2011. In 2017, LFI emerged as a ‘movement-not-a-party’ subsuming RLPs’ elites under 

a single platform (Guglielmo in Barberà et al., 2021 Ch. 12). This organisational change was 

crucially reflected in the shift, within socialism, from a Popular to a Platform ideology. The 

continuities and changes are represented in Figure 4.1, displaying the almost perfect 

overlapping scores within the manifestos in their claims on capitalism and democracy. 

Regarding the latter, for instance, FdG claimed that ‘people’s passivity is the strongest fortress 

of tyrants. (…). To halt markets’ tyranny, people must create a movement!’ (2012), strongly 

resonating with the promise of a citizens’ revolution towards a sixth Republic as the defining 

moment of LFI’s foundation (Ch. 3.3.3). 
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However, there were relevant changes in the ideological posture of the French Radical Left. 

First, since 2012, after breaking up with the Communist Party over the coalition strategies at 

local elections, Mélenchon accelerated its rhetorical turn aiming to prioritise a 

reappropriation of the symbols of the ‘Republic’ by left-wing activists (Premat, 2019). The 

discourses emphasising the return to a Republic controlled by the people and not the 

incumbent political élites are constantly referred to as signs of the populist turn by the French 

RL (i.e. Hamburger, 2018; Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis, 2019). However, contrary to these 

analyses, identifying a trade-off between popular appeals and socialist goals, I understand this 

move as aiming to take off the French RL from the margins of the national party system. By 

looking at parties’ manifestos, the narratives about the digital revolution were crucial for this 

change, as platforms were seen as opening novel chances to activate citizens.  

Gaining traction over the social movements mobilising protesters against the ‘labour law’ in 

2016 was crucial for the evolution of Mélenchon’s strategy. Indeed, by presenting himself as 

disentangled from established left-wing parties, Mélenchon succeeded in attracting leading 

intellectuals of the ‘Standing Nights’ by placing them in charge of the definition of the 

programme ‘L’Avenir en Commun’ (A Common Future). Then, Mélenchon called for support 

for the manifesto through an online platform that became the first organisational 

infrastructure upon which La France Insoumise was developed (Damiani, 2020). This strategy 

successfully attracted wider constituencies from the PS discontents in a climate of increased 

opposition towards the whole political élites (Cautrès, 2017). The salience of discourses about 

the digital revolution, completely ignored in 2012’s manifesto, was relevant to understanding 

this trend. Indeed, digital platforms were understood to fight the ‘new’ leading forces of 

capitalism as well as crucial resources to reorganise radical politics around platform 
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organisations mimicking the most recent forms of protests against austerity (Marlière, 2019). 

More specifically, the overarching narrative through which Mélenchon gained momentum, 

achieving 19.6% votes in the first round of the 2017 Presidential election, was the claim for 

‘dégagisme’, a French word meaning the act of cleaning-off politics (Premat, 2019) through 

advancing participatory democracy. Digital platforms, therefore, within this narrative, not only 

provided the resources to revitalise the anti-capitalist stances of the Radical Left, but crucially, 

they signified in LFI’s discourses the possibility of activating new means to advance the 

disruption of the alliance between capitalist and political elites.  

 

4.4 Italian left-wing Parties 

This section describes Italian ELPs’ ideological changes, respectively, from Neolib-Lab to 

Techno-Third Way (PD) and from Post-Social Democracy (SEL) to Lib-Lab (LeU). Figure 4.2 

displays these changes through radial charts. 

4.4.1 Partito Democratico. From Neolib-Lab to Techno-Third Way 

The Italian PD, between 2013 and 2018, moved from a Neolib-Lab to a Techno-Third Way 

ideology. The PD kept a soft reformist approach toward capitalism while changing its posture 

concerning innovation (Pasquino, 2018, p. 137; Ventura, 2018). The relevant differences 

detected in the PD’s manifestos can be understood as a turn in the PD stances from a passive 

to a proactive attitude towards the ruling forces of capitalism. Indeed, on the one hand, under 

the leadership of the former communist Pierluigi Bersani, in 2013, the PD paid attention to 

keeping its linkages with traditional left-wing constituencies, with convoluted messages as  
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‘if austerity and sounds public finances, although necessary, become a dogma and an end 
-without paying attention to increase employment and investments in research- they end 
up in denying themselves’.  

Figure 4.2 Radial charts. Italian left-wing parties. Ideological changes at indicators level 

 

On the other hand, from 2014 to 2018, under the leadership of the former centrist Matteo 

Renzi, the PD assertively claimed that ‘we have pursued expansive policies while at the same 



126 
 

time reducing the public deficit (…) as we aim at a politics that works “for all”’ (2018, see Figure 

4.2, for instance, indicators ‘Labour value’ and ‘Redistribution’). Further, as previously 

explained (see Ch.3.3.2), discourses about the digital revolution and innovation were 

particularly salient to prove this change of attitude. Indeed, only a few references to digital 

technologies could be found in 2013’s manifesto, mostly with generic claims about public 

investments to create more jobs. Instead, in 2018, the emphasis on the ‘fourth industrial 

revolution’ to reinforce globalisation was consistently referred to as a new set of opportunities 

exploitable through a managerial and ‘innovative’ style of leadership (Fasano, 2020). 

The trajectory of the PD in the aftermath of the GFC explains this ideological shift. Indeed, the 

PD, founded in 2008 by merging previous centre-left and left parties, was in opposition until 

the fall of Berlusconi’s government amidst the ‘debt’ crisis in 2011. After Berlusconi resigned, 

the PD answered on the positive to the call for ‘national unity’ by the President of the Republic, 

Giorgio Napolitano (a former communist and PD officer), to support the ‘technical’ 

government led by the former member of the European Commission, Mario Monti 

(Culpepper, 2014). The technical government imposed draconian austerity agendas to halt 

speculations on Italian public debt, including a new labour law facilitating unjustified 

dismissals. The PD, led by Bersani, guaranteed parliamentary support until the general 

elections in 2013, characterising the election campaign with attempts to distance the party 

from the measures it had just supported (Tedeschi, 2018). As a result, the PD only scored 

25.3% in 2013 elections, characterised by the outburst of the 5 Star Movement-M5S, led by 

the comedian Beppe Grillo (Caruso, 2017). This result opened a window of opportunity for the 

emerging young leader Matteo Renzi, former mayor of Florence and coming from the centrist 

‘Popular Party’ to present himself as the frontrunner to succeed Bersani in party leadership. 
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Renzi conducted the campaign for the PD primaries by promising to ‘scrap’ the old losing elites 

of the PD by portraying himself as representative of the younger generations growing up in 

digital cultures (Bickerton and Accetti, 2021). By conquering the party’s leadership, and being 

elected Prime Minister in 2014, Renzi gained momentum to reshape the PD’s ideology to 

revive Third Way leadership styles, antagonistically using discourses on innovation against 

outdated bureaucracies both in states’ institutions and left-wing organisations. For instance, 

a defining moment of Renzi’s leadership as a Prime Minister was the approval of the ‘Jobs Act’ 

in 2015, a law that enhanced the liberalisation of unjustified dismissals and that caused a wave 

of strikes even by the most moderate unions (Cirillo et al., 2017). This background is relevant 

as this ideological turn also raised new conflicts within the PD, up to the crisis of Renzi’s 

leadership, ending in 2018, with a new failure at general elections (Ventura, 2018). After Renzi 

resigned from the leadership, the PD elected a new leader, the former Left Democrat Nicola 

Zingaretti. Whilst retaining most of Renzi’s reforms as the Jobs Act, under the new leader, the 

PD aimed at re-establishing more cooperative relations with moderate unions, and, within the 

party, Zingaretti claimed the need to reinforce the intermediate cadres of the mass party.  

4.4.2 Sinistra Ecologia e Libertà and Liberi e Uguali. From Post-Social Democracy to Lib-lab 

The Italian Radical Left, represented in 2013 by SEL, led by Nichi Vendola, at that time Regional 

Governor in Apulia, and in 2018 by LeU, led by Pietro Grasso, a former anti-mafia prosecutor, 

shifted from Post-Social Democracy to Lib-Lab, moderating its ideology about capitalism and 

democracy (see all the indicators in Figure 4.2). I found evidence of this change, for example, 

in the rhetorical shift from the emphasis by SEL on ‘common goods’, as ‘those basic and 

necessary goods to promote a decent life as water, food, air, education, that must be 

subtracted from markets’ (SEL, 2013), to a return to ‘productivism’ in LeU’s manifesto blaming 
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‘casualisation as a brake for enterprises to face stagnation in productivity’ (2018).  Making 

sense of the Italian Radical Left as a unitary actor is challenging, as it ran under different 

symbols resulting from multiple splits and alliances between factions at each election. 

Nonetheless, its ideological changes can be traced back to the strategies pursued by the Italian 

RLPs since the aftermath of the GFC.  

It is important to highlight that the Italian RL is the only case whose ideology went less digital 

during the decade. By placing this evolution in its conjuncture, the remainder of the sub-

section will argue that this was the case for the combination of three conditions.  

First, Italy was characterised by anti-austerity protests since 2009, especially with student 

movements, earlier than other European countries (Della Porta, 2015). Second, in 2008’s 

general elections, the RL lost parliamentary representation for the first time in history. This 

‘shocking’ loss set incentives for radical innovations in the political supply of the RL (Damiani, 

2016). Third, the coalition linkages with the PD in the age of austerity and the outburst of the 

5 Start Movement led to a poor result in 2013’s elections that hampered the ‘momentum’ of 

success by the new Radical Left, explaining the return to more traditional ideas and forms of 

organisation. 

Indeed, after 2008, Nichi Vendola emerged as the RL outsider leader, coalescing factions 

splitting from existing parties, first and foremost from the Communist Refoundation party. 

After winning  Apulia’s regional primaries and elections in 2005 and 2010, Vendola became 

the most popular leader in the whole centre-left (Damiani, 2013). Therefore, SEL represented 

the attempt to synthesise radical and reformist cultures, incarnated by Vendola’s extroverted 

personality (Gerbaudo, 2011; Bordandini, 2013). Since then, SEL’s strategy was to hegemonise 



129 
 

the whole centre-left coalition (Chiocchetti, 2016) by launching, in 2010, a campaign to 

support Vendola as the candidate Prime Minister of the coalition with PD at the fore-coming 

national primaries.  

The analysis of the discourses on digital technologies must be understood within this 

campaign. SEL, alongside which Vendola launched a movement-alike organisation to support 

his campaigns, called ‘Nichi’s Factories’, attracted young leaders from social movements, 

mostly from the students’ and water-supply nationalisation movements. Especially between 

2010 and 2012, Vendola raised a novel sense of excitement among activists for the new 

possibilities for the RL to win new consent (Ward and Guglielmo, 2021). Indeed, the ‘digital’ 

was key in the discourses about connecting and organising varied instances of protests and 

providing an innovative economic agenda grounded in cooperativism and the de-

commodification of natural and social common goods. However, Vendola’s momentum was 

short-lived. The attempt to keep a radical left stance by opposing Monti austerity agendas 

while ongoingly pursuing a coalition with the PD undermined the field upon which SEL project 

had flourished (Damiani, 2016). After 2013, intra-party factionalism within SEL raised while at 

the same time, Vendola’s popularity declined. As a result, in 2015, the party was shut down 

and split between Radical Left officers constituting a successor party, Italian Left (SI) and 

others joining Renzi’s PD.  

SI, however, merged with officers who abandoned the PD against Renzi’s leadership to form 

the electoral cartel LeU in 2018. At that time, LeU was competing against the PD, and the 

attempt by their élites, mainly influenced by those officers previously part of the Democratic 

Party, was to attract traditional left-wing moderate Democratic constituencies by adopting a 
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‘typical’ soft Keynesian and liberal democratic agenda (Tarditi and Vittori, 2019). Therefore, 

the abandonment of the salience of digital innovation should be understood as a tactic by LeU 

elites targeting first and foremost unionised constituencies and older generations 

disappointed by Renzi’s PD. As a result, although LeU gained representation in Parliament, it 

remained a relatively marginal force in the Italian political landscape.  

 

4.5 Spanish left-wing Parties 

This section describes Spanish ELPs’ ideological changes, respectively, from Neolib-Lab to 

Techno-Third Way (PSOE) and from Popular Socialism to Post-Social Democracy (IU-POD). 

Figure 4.3 displays these changes through radial charts. 

4.5.1 Partido Socialista Obrero Español. From Neolib-Lab to Techno-Third Way 

As for Italy, the ideological change experienced by the PSOE has been classified as a shift from 

Neolib-Lab to Techno-Third Way. Whilst the core represented by the consensus on the 

financial paradigms of neoliberalism was retained, there was a move from a defensive attitude 

to tame its excesses toward a proactive stance to restore economic growth through incentives 

to private companies. The evidence from the PSOE manifestos shows this change from Neolib-

Lab claims to ‘disincentivise excesses in temporary contracts (…) by reducing the gap in the 

costs between temporary and permanent jobs’ (PSOE, 2011), to Techno-Third Way proactive 

stances asserting the need to transform Spain ‘in an innovative and more egalitarian country, 

through a stronger entrepreneurial sector that must generate high market value to better 

compete abroad’ (PSOE, 2016).  
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Similarly to SDPs in Italy and France, the conjuncture of the GFC and the subsequent ‘austerity 

age’ was particularly challenging for the PSOE’s evolution. But, unlike in the other two cases, 

the party was hit harder by the political consequences of the crisis.  

Figure 4.3 Radial charts. Spanish left-wing parties. Ideological changes at indicators level 
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Indeed, in 2008, the PSOE won the general elections by gaining 43.9% of the votes and the 

absolute majority of parliamentary seats, promising social protection from the effects of the 

GFC through generous unemployment insurance schemes. However, since 2010, the 

deterioration of growth and the expansion of the public deficit made Spain one of the targets 

of speculative attacks on its public debt stocks (Meyenberg and Corrochano, 2015). The fall in 

GDP was particularly harsh as the Spanish economy was heavily dependent on estate market 

values that financial markets’ speculations pumped up. Consequently, the Socialist 

government led by José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero followed the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and European Commission memoranda imposing harsh cuts to the welfare provisions. 

These cuts raised the squares’ movements that connected varied instances of protest, from 

workers within public services to citizens evicted from their houses. As a consequence, 

Zapatero resigned in 2011 and called for snap elections. The PSOE faced the election campaign 

under the leadership of Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba, a pragmatist centrist. His strategy was to 

convince Spanish citizens of the affordability of the PSOE in managing the economy compared 

to its right-wing counterparts. In this context, the PSOE experienced the worst loss of votes in 

two elections, gaining 28.76% of the votes (Manwaring and Kennedy, 2018, p. Ch. 9). In the 

wake of austerity, the PSOE struggled to position itself as a credible alternative to the right-

wing government.  

Therefore, the election of a young leader in a moment of challenging crisis, Pedro Sanchez, 

whose discourses were crucially informed by claims for innovation and ruptures with the 

party’s established élites, was key to renewing the PSOE’s posture (Fernández García and 

Luengo, 2020). The salience of the digital revolution as an innovative political and economic 

imaginary within which to regain centrality for the PSOE was a crucial benchmark of Sanchez’s 
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leadership. Indeed, on the one hand, the implementation of digital tools within PSOE’s 

organisation played an essential function for the leader to gain support, through online votes, 

for his strategy aimed at denying the consent to the centre-right government as advocated by 

a majority of the Parliamentary party (Barberà and Rodríguez-Teruel, 2020). Not only the 

‘digital’ was meant as an organizational device to secure the party’s internal control. 

Moreover, it was presented as fuel for the PSOE’s democratic re-foundation when emergent 

movements such as Podemos from the Left and Ciudadanos from the centre attacked the 

party. Further, as the horizon driving an optimistic view for the Spanish economy, to be re-

founded through the ITCs-driven multiple plans for an ‘Economy 4.0’. This encompassing and 

optimistic vision of the ‘digital paradigm’ is reflected by the PSOE’s high memberships in the 

sets ‘digital economic growth’, ‘digital state’ and ‘digital democracy’ (Figure 4.3). 

4.5.2 Izquierda Unida and Podemos. From Popular Socialism to Post-Social Democracy 

The traditional Spanish Left was disrupted during the 2010s by the abrupt insurgence of a new 

party, Podemos, that at first replaced and then subsumed Izquierda Unida (IU), the main 

electoral coalition of RLPs, that, until 2011, was hegemonised by the Spanish Communist 

Party. Ideologically, I traced this change in the Spanish Radical Left as one from Popular 

Socialism to Post-Social Democracy. Looking at Figure 4.3, this change is particularly evident 

with regard to the transformation of capitalism. For example, IU’s manifesto promoted stark 

anti-capitalist views by claiming that ‘it is impossible to defend left-wing ideas without (…) the 

fight for Socialism, as the only way to halt the organized barbarity of capitalism’ (2011). On 

the contrary, Podemos abandoned Socialist ‘grand visions’ altogether, by asserting that its 

programme was to implement the existing Spanish Constitution, promising that ‘public power 
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will promote favourable conditions for social and economic progress through a fair 

distribution of wealth within a framework of economic stability’ (2016). 

This change process was similar to the one reconfiguring the Italian RL when the crisis of the 

SDP opened an opportunity for the RL to reshape its ideology to synthesise radicalism and 

reformism (Damiani, 2016). However, two unique features characterized the Spanish case. 

First, Spanish politics was shaken by the enormous relevance of the ‘Squares’ anti-austerity 

movements’ in 2011, gathering vast masses of protesters around an anti-established parties 

agenda (Gerbaudo, 2017b). Second, and relatedly, the abrupt insurgence of a new movement 

party as Podemos (Della Porta et al., 2017) paved the way into the institutions of 

representative politics for former protesters. The origin of Podemos was relevant to 

understanding its ideology. In 2014, indeed, a group of intellectuals, mostly academics from 

the Complutense University in Madrid, launched a manifesto for the upcoming European 

elections that turned into a movement surprisingly gaining 8% of the votes. A radical left 

leader guided Podemos, Pablo Iglesias, himself an academic and host of TV broadcasts 

inquiring about the roots of corruption in the linkages between political elites and financial 

institutions (Rodríguez-Teruel et al., 2016).  Iglesias’ outsiderness and public image allowed 

the movement to promote discourses promising to disrupt the whole political system beyond 

the boundaries of the Radical Left.  

Since the European elections, Podemos roared in the opinion polls. However, in the 2015 and 

2016 elections, Podemos failed to overcome the PSOE as the first left-wing party. Podemos 

also established a strategic alliance with IU in between these elections. IU was led, since 2011, 

by a young and ‘innovative’ leader, Alberto Garzón, that tried to connect IU to the squares 
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movements (Damiani, 2016). Therefore, the references to the squares’ movements 

constituted a common space for the convergence between the two parties. These linkages are 

also relevant to understanding the popular democratic appeals foundational for Podemos, 

grounded in an encompassing agenda to promote direct democracy (Katsambekis and 

Kioupkiolis, 2019). In this respect, as shown in Figure 4.3, the views on digital technologies 

mirror the attempt to change the ideology of the Spanish RL towards a ‘catch-all’ one, for 

instance, with a strong emphasis on the new technologies as tools to support at the same 

time, platform cooperatives, and platform capitalist companies’ interests. By looking at the 

radial charts, Podemos is the only party with high scores in all the indicators of ‘Digital 

Proactivity’, even though they may be considered antinomic views about the digital 

revolution. Therefore, I understand the evolutions of the Spanish RLPs as an attempt to gain 

traction for a radical alternative to the PSOE through the redefinition of a vision encompassing 

digital technologies as a set of tools to reshape both economic and political relations. 

 

4.6 Conjunctures for ideological change 

In this section, I will briefly summarise the main conjunctural attributes within which varied 

processes of ideological change have been observed in the previous sections.  

First, all selected parties underwent processes of ideological change facing the common 

conjuncture of the ‘austerity age’ after the GFC. Unsurprisingly, all SDPs under analysis faced 

severe backlashes and crises as held responsible by their constituencies and protesters of the 

anti-austerity social movements for implementing or supporting austerity agendas 

(Manwaring and Kennedy, 2018). Conversely, the crises of SDPs and the stagnation of 
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established RLPs set the scene for the emergence of new movement parties that aimed at 

exploiting popular protests against austerity to channel these demands within parliamentary 

politics (Della Porta et al., 2017). Second, paralleling the reconfiguration of capitalism through 

platforms, the digital revolution provided resources to shape the systems of beliefs of all 

parties under consideration in the attempt to place themselves at the forefront of 

‘innovation’. Third, in all cases, the promotion of new discourses on platforms was associated 

with the emergence of outsider leaders (Dean, 2017) that aimed at presenting themselves as 

breaking up established styles of politics within the respective parties or political spaces. Even 

though pointing to different goals, leaders' outsiderness was central to making sense of how 

ELPs sought solutions to their crises through mastering innovation and change.  

However, the directionalities of these changes were highly differentiated among the cases. I 

plotted in Figures 4.4 and 4.5 the ideological shifts at national and party family levels to make 

sense of the multiple directions of these evolutions. First, the ideologies of five over six cases 

went more ‘digital’ during the 2010s, as shown in the 3-D plots with their movements along 

the axis ‘Digital Proactivity’. I detailed in section 4.4.2 the specific conjunctures of Italian 

politics that explain the only exception to this trend, with the Italian RL going ‘less’ digital 

throughout the decade. Second, the findings seem to confirm, with authors such as Ashely 

Lavelle (2008) and Stephanie L. Mudge (2018), that regardless of their self-description, the 

terms Social Democratic and Radical Left parties are less and less associated with common 

ideologies. Indeed, the findings demonstrate that, among SDPs, two of three cases, the PD 

and PSOE, went from Neolib-Lab to Techno-Third Way, remaining within a neoliberal tradition. 

In contrast, the French PS abandoned neoliberalism to adopt a Post-Social Democratic 

ideology. The ideological changes were even starker among RLPs, also as a consequence of 
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the emergence and ongoing reconfiguration along different parties. In one case, France, the 

RL moved within a socialist tradition from a Popular to a Platform ideology. In Italy, the Radical 

Left abandoned the ‘digital’ ideology ‘Post-Social Democracy’ to move to ‘LibLab’. In Spain, 

the Radical Left shifted from Popular Socialism to Post-Social Democracy.  

Figure 4.4 Three-D plots. Directions of ELPs ideological change by country 

 

 

Figure 4.5 Three-D plots. Directions of ELPs ideological change by party families 
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First, these change processes suggest that parties’ elites were reactive agents reflecting on 

the emergence of a new socio-technological landscape as providing opportunities to reshape 

parties’ ideologies. Second, the evidence suggests that similar conjunctural conditions may 

lead to contrasting ideological changes. For instance, being held responsible for adopting 

austerity agendas as the incumbent parties and the emergence of new left movement parties, 

although associated with ideological changes, cannot be left alone as predictors of the 

directions of those changes. To make sense of how these evolutions can be interpreted, in the 

remainder of the Chapter, I will first discuss the contribution of the thesis up to this point, and 

I will explain how this first stage sets the rationale to move to the second phase of empirical 

research.  

 

4.7 A Gramscian analysis of ideologies as systems of beliefs. Discussion.  

Chapters 3 and 4 analysed ELPs’ ideologies in platform societies. First, by elaborating on critical 

indicators, I identified how the digital revolution shaped ‘digitally’ proactive systems of beliefs 

re-defining ELPs’ identities, goals, activities and relations. Second, I performed a conjunctural 

analysis of change processes from non-digital to digital ideologies (and vice versa). This 

empirical research stage contributes to advancing the understanding of ELPs’ ideologies in two 

directions.   

First, the findings confirm that the ideological variations among ELPs are broader than 

commonly acknowledged by literature relying on measurements through mainstream indexes 

such as the RILE (Volkens et al., 2018). To prove this point, the bar chart in Figure 4.6 compares 
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the ‘Left’ index of RILE2 with the results of my analysis, displaying the average scores of the 

cases on the axes ‘Transformation of Capitalism’ and ‘Progressive Democracy’ (see Table 3.4). 

First, the Left index of RILE measures a variation ranging from 0.06 for the Italian PD in 2013 

up to 0.47 for the French Front de Gauche in 2012, while my scores ranged from 0.1 (PSOE 

2011, PD 2018) to 1 (IU 2011) (Laver and Hunt, 1992; Volkens et al., 2018). Second, by looking 

more in-depth within the cases, to give one example, according to the RILE index, the French 

PS in 2012 would be more ‘leftist’ than La France Insoumise and on a similar level to the 

Spanish IU, even though the former is a party that stood firmly for a neoliberal agenda, 

whereas the Spanish Radical Left explicitly called for the reversal of capitalism as an unjust 

political system (sections 4.3, 4.4).  

Figure 4.6. Bar-chart. Left Index in RILE vs thesis’ classification of twelve ELPs manifestos 

 

 
2 The RILE index measures parties’ ideologies on a scale from -1 to 0 (Right) and 0 to 1 (Left) 
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These differences justify the point I made in Chapter 1 and then Chapter 3.1 when arguing 

that current mainstream indexes to analyse parties’ ideologies are limited as they collapse a 

limited number of contrasting political positions altogether. On the contrary, by adopting a 

Gramscian approach to measure parties’ ideologies on the extent to which they aim at 

transforming the economic base and relatedly at conceiving democracy as the progressive 

empowerment of subaltern groups, it is possible to understand parties’ distinct identities and 

goals better. 

Second, my analysis provides a more detailed account of the ideological variation compared 

to current literature on ELPs. First, my research rejects theories identifying common trends of 

de- and re-social democratisation by European SDPs in the ‘austerity’ age (i.e. Moschonas, 

2014; Schmidt, 2016a). Second, I contest the overarching perspective of left-populism, in 

Laclauian terms (see Ch. 1.2.2), that would flatten all new instances of radical politics under 

the replacement of class antagonisms with people-elites ones (Panitch and Gindin, 2020). 

Indeed, regardless of their parties’ families, some went more radical and some more moderate 

among the cases under consideration. For instance, the status of ‘new’ parties does not relate, 

per se, to common, anti-socialist ideologies. Further, the analysis demonstrates that two cases 

commonly considered as the benchmark of ‘left-populism’, Podemos and La France Insoumise 

(Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis, 2019; Damiani, 2020), are bearers of distinct ideologies, Post-

Social Democracy and Platform Socialism. 

However, looking at parties’ ideologies as systems of beliefs would render parties’ ideologies 

as ‘floating objects’ on platform societies. Instead,  under a Gramscian perspective, ideologies 

must also be understood in their materiality, as organising principles of parties’ strategic 
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projects to navigate or transform real hegemony. In the next section, after summarising the 

findings of the first stage of empirical research, I will define how they will inspire the next 

steps of the thesis. 

 

4.8 Summary and next steps 

This Chapter completed the first stage of my empirical analysis beginning with Chapter 3 by 

identifying three digitally proactive ideologies among the selected ELPs. Techno-Third Way, 

Post-Social Democracy, and Platform Socialism signified the digital revolution, respectively, as 

fuel for market competition, a toolkit to reassert public control of capitalist and political elites 

and as a battlefield for antagonism.  

Throughout this Chapter, I highlighted how these ideologies emerged within their national 

conjunctures. The analysis identified two related conjunctural conditions that set incentives 

for parties’ elites to promote discourses on innovation, associated with competing views of 

the digital revolution, as ways to face the ‘crisis within the crisis’ (Galli, 2013) of established 

ELPs. First, the ‘austerity age’ following the GFC, at different points in time, resulted in social 

cutbacks carried on by Social Democratic incumbent parties. Second, the emergence of anti-

austerity social movements set pressure on SDPs and RLPs. Concerning the latter, the goal to 

establish linkages with protesters by outsider leaders resulted in the generation of new parties 

that aimed at competing with SDPs attempting to occupy the position of the main actor within 

the parliamentary left. Conversely, the emergence of new parties defined relevant incentives 

for SDPs’ change. These demands were matched by outsider leaders who presented 
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themselves, though in distinct directions, at the forefront of the new frontiers of societal 

innovation brought about by the digital revolution. 

Therefore, this first empirical stage of the thesis developed a theoretical compass to identify 

distinct approaches by ELPs to the digital revolution and identified the conjunctures within 

which digital ideologies emerged. Following the Gramscian framework that I developed in 

Chapter 2, to make sense of how these ideologies were related to the interplays between the 

economic structures of platform capitalism and the real hegemony of the superstructures of 

platform societies, I will now move on to the second stage of empirical research. I will look in-

depth within the cases to assess how ideologies informed parties’ strategic projects to 

navigate hegemony or advance counter-hegemony. 
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CHAPTER 5. TECHNO-THIRD WAY. NAVIGATING HEGEMONY  
 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In the previous stage of empirical research, I identified three ‘digitally proactive’ ideologies 

representing the ELPs’ systems of beliefs. I defined these ideologies Techno-Third Way, Post-

Social Democracy and Platform Socialism. Then, I analysed the conjunctures within which 

these ideologies emerged. With this Chapter, I will begin to explore the ‘material’ attributes 

of ideologies assessing how parties’ elites defined their strategic projects to navigate the ‘real’ 

hegemony of platform societies or to transform it by seeking to advance counter-hegemony. 

Accordingly, this stage of the empirical investigation will seek answers to the sub-question 

− How did ELPs' reflections on the digital revolution inform their strategic projects to 

navigate or transform the real hegemony of platform societies? 

The question will be unpacked by looking at how parties’ strategic projects were meant to 

intervene concerning ‘alternatives’, ties to classes and common sense in two spaces: platform 

capitalism and platform party politics. 

This Chapter begins with the two parties whose ideologies were mapped as Techno-Third Way 

(see Ch. 3.3.1), the Italian ‘Partito Democratico’-PD (Democratic Party) and the Partido 

Socialista Obrero Español -PSOE (Spanish Socialist Party of Workers). The findings result from 

the qualitative analysis of multiple data sources, including fourteen interviews with parties’ 

officers and experts on digital platforms (see Appendix 1) and nine textual data sources 

comprehending official congress resolutions, policies’ reports and position papers. 
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In both cases, Techno-Third Way informed a strategic project to place the PD and PSOE at the 

forefront of the reproduction of ‘real’ hegemony governing platform society. However, the 

logic informing their strategic projects also showed some relevant differences between the 

cases. These commonalities and differences can be summarised as follows: 

1. Both parties aim to secure the reproduction of platform capitalism by disseminating 

views about big tech companies as wealth boosters, marking them as the benchmark 

for innovation and generating new opportunities for citizens. Moreover, both cases 

adopted models of parties’ digitalisation that replicated the hegemonic logics of 

platform politics by furthering the ‘personalisation’ of parties' organisations (Calise, 

2015) and attempting to reshape ‘mass’ parties’ organisations.  

2. The strategic project of the PD sought to ‘weaponise’ the digital revolution to confront 

established organisations of labour, demonised as barriers to innovation, and parties’ 

intermediate cadres, blamed as outdated burdens on the PD’s electoral potentialities. 

Conversely, the PSOE promoted hyper-optimistic views of the digital revolution to 

‘catalyse’ new alliances aiming at co-opting within hegemony potentially radical 

opponents both within party organisation and in society at large. 

The Chapter is structured as follows: section two will summarise the methods that I adopted 

in Chapters 5 to 7; section three will specify the analytical tools to identify hegemonic practices 

in parties’ strategic projects; sections four and five will analyse the cases by looking at how 

they faced platform capitalism and platform party politics; finally, I will compare parties’ 

strategic projects and highlight the areas of tension emerging from these parties’ evolutions.  



145 
 

5.2 Methods. Multiple case studies and thematic analysis 

Chapters 5 to 7 are multiple case studies describing how the ideologies Techno-Third Way, 

Post-Social Democracy and Platform Socialism informed ELPs’ strategic projects aimed at 

reproducing hegemony or advancing counter-hegemony. Multiple case studies fit my purpose 

for two main reasons:  

1. they are designed to focus on in-depth understandings of complex dynamics within 

organizations (Aaboen et al., 2012; Yin, 2017); 

2. case studies on strategic projects, along with the previous critical discourse analysis, 

will provide key concepts to develop a typological theory of ELPs’ digital ideologies 

(George and Bennett, 2005) by conceptualising commonalities and differences among 

the cases (Baxter and Jack, 2008). This will be developed in Chapter 8.  

In this research stage, as the goal is to understand the agency of parties’ elites about how they 

reflected on the real hegemony of platform societies and how they designed their strategic 

projects to tap into those dynamics, I conducted the analysis primarily through thirty-seven 

semi-structured elites interviews with parties’ officers (Francis et al., 2010). The list of 

interviewees is detailed in Appendix 1. I stratified the sample according to the following 

criteria: first, I identified key officers with expertise in platform capitalism and party politics; 

second, I interviewed officers with broader responsibilities of parties’ leadership; third, I 

balanced the number of interviews for each party, by collecting between four and ten 

interviews in each case (see Guest et al., 2006; Patton, 2015). Further, I analysed twenty-six 

textual data sources, including conferences’ resolutions, working papers, policies reports and 

position papers. These data complemented interviews by providing crucial information to 
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assess parties’ strategic projects and were meant to triangulate data analysis by (in-)validating 

‘factual’ claims made by the interviewees (Gioia et al., 2013).  

I performed the qualitative data analysis (QDA) by adopting the criteria of thematic analysis 

(Braun et al., 2019) and coding the data via NVivo software. The logic of inference is 

retroductive (Belfrage and Hauf, 2017). Accordingly, I deduced from the literature the logically 

most extensive range of ‘themes’ characterising the emergence of real hegemony in platform 

societies (see Ch. 2.3.2). Next, through the analysis of data, I identified the actual themes 

representing parties’ practices composing their strategic projects, representing the 

interactions between their reflections and their strategic choices. 

Therefore, I developed the final coding structure through the themes that emerged from the 

data for each group of parties (see Appendix 3 for details). Just to provide an example 

regarding how real hegemony worked to disaggregate alternatives, I deduced from the 

literature, among others, the theme ‘data as commodities against data as commons’ (Fuchs, 

2011; Morozov, 2019). Techno-Third Way Parties reflected on this strategic area of 

intervention by promoting practices emerging from the themes ‘digital positive for 

competition and growth’. When looking instead at Platform Socialism (Ch. 7), I identified their 

reflections to enable alternatives around ‘data as commons’ through the theme ’platforms as 

commons disrupt platform capitalism’.  

The themes constitute the building blocks through which to advance understandings of ELPs’ 

strategic projects in the confrontation for/against real hegemony in platform societies. In the 

following section, I will specify the analytical tools through which these blocs have articulated 

Techno-Third Way strategic projects to reproduce hegemony. 



147 
 

5.3 How to analyse Techno-Third Way as a hegemonic strategic project  

In this section, I specify the analytical framework to understand how the PD’s and PSOE’s 

Techno-Third Way ideology ‘organised’ a strategic project to reproduce hegemony. As 

specified through the theoretical framework elaborated in Chapter 2 (.3.3), the interplays 

between ‘real’ hegemony and the strategic projects for (counter-)hegemony can be analysed 

by looking at three main areas of intervention: alternatives, ties to classes, common sense. 

Within these areas, when looking at strategic projects aiming at reproducing hegemony, the 

main range of strategic choices that parties may take to secure hegemony can be categorised 

as follows: 

1- Disaggregating alternatives and resistance to hegemony. These strategies can be 

enacted, alternatively or in conjunction through the following: 

a. by co-opting into hegemony some fractions of the subaltern classes, for 

instance, by facilitating compromises that, however, do not affect the core of 

rulers’ interests (Gramsci, 2014; Q3 §18); 

b. by delegitimising potentially counter-hegemonic actors, for instance, 

‘demonising’ their practices as generative of chaos, or marking them as the 

antagonists to economic growth and a stable social order (see Motta and 

Bailey, 2007). 

2- Establishing organic ties with ruling classes. With Gramsci, I define as ‘organic’ those 

ideologies that protect specific class interests. Therefore, I will examine the practices 

through which these parties aim to tie themselves to the dominant classes.  
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3- Reinforcing hegemonic common sense views. Hegemonic strategic projects promote 

narratives and practices to naturalise ‘common sense’ claims compatible with the 

reproduction of hegemony to gain traction over subaltern classes (see Hall, 2017). 

I will analyse how parties’ elites strategically aimed to define the range of operations within 

these areas of intervention within the spaces of platform capitalism and platform party 

politics. 

Regarding platform capitalism, I will look, first, at how the PD and PSOE naturalise the ongoing 

commodification of data (Srnicek, 2016). Second, I will focus on how parties attempt to 

position themselves as representative of the interests of the ruling classes of platform 

capitalism (see Jordan, 2020). Finally, I will focus on how these parties adopt certain narratives 

about platform capitalism to disseminate common sense views about modernity.  

Regarding platform party politics, I will focus on the strategic choices inspiring the adoption 

of digital platforms to parties’ organisations to understand how they were meant to facilitate 

the reproduction of hegemony. First, I will look at how the PD and PSOE adopted digital 

architectures to centralise leadership control over activists’ communication while at the same 

time co-opting some of the claims for a more participatory form of intra-party democracy 

(Bennett et al., 2018). Second, I will look at how adopting digital tools facilitated the resistance 

of hierarchical models of parties’ organisation. Finally, I will assess how these organisational 

innovations were associated with discourses prompting dominant common sense views about 

the advantages of digital politics (see Deseriis, 2020).  

After analysing the practices of the PD and PSOE within these two spaces, I will compare the 

strategic projects by the two parties to highlight the main commonalities and differences.  
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5.4 PD and Techno-Third Way. Digital platforms as ‘weapons’ against resistance 

In this section, I will analyse the PD’s Techno-Third Way strategic project to place the party at 

the forefront of the reproduction of real hegemony in platform societies. The main findings 

allow conceptualising the Techno-Third Way strategic project by Matteo Renzi and PD’s elites 

as seeking to ‘weaponise’ digital platforms against opponents, ranging from moderate unions 

and their allies within the PD to radical social movements.  

5.4.1 Platform capitalism 

In this subsection, I will first present how the PD’s Techno-Third Way project aimed at 

naturalising platform capitalism as a positive innovation by highlighting the key themes that 

emerged from the data analysis. Second, I will analyse how these understandings informed a 

strategic project aimed at weaponising digital innovation against what was depicted as the 

‘old’ Left. Finally, I will highlight how the aggressive attitude towards unions and left groups 

resulted in increasing intra-party tensions that determined a turn back to more moderate 

strategic choices when Renzi resigned from party leadership in 2018.  

5.4.1.1 The ‘myth’ of platform capitalism. 

The PD under Renzi’s leadership, lasting from 2014 to 2018, promoted what Simone Tani 

(member of the Economic Advisors' board for PM Renzi, interview 11/03/2021) defined as a 

‘mythological view of the digital’. The PD aimed at spreading common-sense views of platform 

capitalism as a ‘promised land’ enhancing entrepreneurial opportunities for those citizens 

who accept the hazards of market competition. As declared by Renzi when presenting the 

Italian Plan ‘Industry 4.0’, 

‘For those who look only to the past, this epochal transition will involve more risks and 
consequent harm than rewards. For those who prefer to deal with the present and the 
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future, the transformation underway is bringing with it many opportunities and future 
benefits3’. (2018) 

From this perspective, big tech companies were presented as the benchmark of business 

models to be adopted by entrepreneurs and states’ apparatuses to innovate Italian capitalism 

and the state. All the interviewees confirmed that the Techno-Third Way project was based 

on the acceptance of the rulership of big tech companies, even though they acknowledged 

that new private oligopolies governed platform capitalism. It was so as their priority was to 

boost competition through innovation by removing supposedly outdated forms of regulation. 

As sharply put by Paolo Barberis, Renzi’s advisor for Digital Innovation (25/03/2021), platform 

capitalism was meant to inspire a new wave of ‘trickle-down economy’: 

‘Let's say that the “digital” creates lower friction for large companies, allowing them to gain 
higher profits. Part of these profits will be distributed through taxes and reach those left 
behind. Therefore we should not “kill those who’ve made it” .. Right? ... It means taxing 
those who have made it fairly and teaching those who are left behind the way forward’. 

The promotion of common-sense views about the advantages of entrepreneurialism and ‘risk’ 

as available for all citizens were meant to tackle what the PD elites at the time understood as 

a ‘crisis’ in the party’s traditional social linkages. Indeed, as recurrently emerged from all 

interviews, the PD’s activists and the party’s electoral base were mostly comprised of middle-

aged to elder groups, large factory workers and public officers within state and regional 

bureaucracies, education and health services. There is a broad agreement among the PD’s 

officers that, since one of the consequences of the GFC after 2008 was the impoverishment of 

the Italian middle classes, the party struggled to channel the growing frustration of younger 

generations and subaltern classes into its agendas. However, as mentioned by Walter Tocci 

 
3 All translations of interviews and textual data are mine. 
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(Senator 2006-2018, 09/03/2021), the shrinking of the PD linkages to popular classes had been 

a long-term trend: 

‘The loss of consent by PD among popular and middle classes, (…) was the main cause of a 
meltdown from which no exit way is still foreseeable. As the party only represented affluent 
groups, this process led to the selection of a political elite that represents these interests, 
a bourgeois political class without any capacity not only to represent, but even to know 
how to talk to the working class’. 

However, the strategic turn by Renzi’s leadership to resolve this problem was not to reconnect 

the party to the subaltern classes. On the contrary, the crisis in its traditional social linkages 

was seen as a leverage point to boost a more radical anti-subaltern classes stance by the PD. 

Renzi’s PD pursued this strategy in a twofold way. First, when asked which social groups the 

party aim to represent, the interviewees answered the ‘whole of society’ and especially those 

entrepreneurs that accept innovation (interview Chiara Braga, MP and PD Secretary for 

Environment, 2013-current, 03/06/2021) or, concerning the digital transformation 

‘The individuals! Not the classes! We need to think and realize a new humanism of which 
the digital - if well governed- is an ally. At the centre of every choice must be the individuals, 
with their rights and freedoms -education and skills, decent work, freedom of enterprise, 
simple and secure digital public services-’ (interview Marianna Madia, Secretary of State 
for Public Offices, Renzi’s government, and Secretary of PD for Innovation between 2018 
and 2021, 23/04/2021 ). 

Therefore, the PD promoted growing individualism and entrepreneurialism as ‘good 

citizenship’ benchmarks. Second, Renzi’s strategic project was to weaponise digital innovation 

to politicise a generational divide, by claiming the need to attract younger constituencies 

against the unionised bureaucrats that were ‘marked’ as the main obstacle for the country to 

flourish and innovate (interview Francesco Nicodemo, chief of Renzi’s communication both in 

PD and as Prime Minister, 2014-2016, 12/12/2020).  
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5.4.1.2 Young and digital against the old (and losing) Left 

The strategic project of Renzi was constantly seeking to ignite new antagonisms between the 

innovative, young and digital ‘Left’, and the outdated, bureaucratic cadres of the old PD that 

Renzi promised to ‘scrap’ (see Ch.4.4.1). The party of innovation should embrace platform 

capitalism and to represent platform capitalists as a ‘role-model’, not opponents. A symbolic 

choice to demonstrate this affinity with big-tech companies was the appointment of Diego 

Piacentini, former vice-president of Amazon, as chair of a ‘Committee for the Digital 

Transformation’ of Italian Public Offices (interviews Tani, Barberis). The team declared in the 

report of its activities in 2018 that its goal was to achieve  

‘a more efficient state, less bureaucratic, and whose processes and services have been 
simplified and digitalised to help companies to be more competitive on a global level’ 
(Docs.italia.it, 2018).  

This goal was consistent with Renzi’s strategic project to present the PD as the driving force 

of economic innovation. The PD economic agendas aimed at supporting the digitalisation of 

companies through hyper-tax credits for investments in digital machinery and services 

(interview Tommaso Nannicini, Senator, economic advisor of Renzi, PD NEC Secretary of 

Economic Affairs 2018-2019, 28/06/2021), while at the same time deregulating the job 

markets. 

The most symbolic measure through which Renzi pursued this goal was the adoption, in 2015, 

of the ‘Jobs Act, which provoked a wave of strikes and protests by the unions as the law 

dismantled workers’ protections against unjustified dismissals (see Cirillo et al., 2017). The 

strategy underlying the ‘Jobs Act’ was made particularly clear by Nannicini when arguing that 

‘Matteo Renzi's leadership aimed at creating a new centre on economic and social agendas. 
Therefore, some symbolic turns had to be enacted. Renzi was inspired by Blair’s 
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confrontation with unions. His tactic was to break any tie with them. Hence, the rupture 
was not a mean; it was an end. It was a key political goal of Renzi’s leadership. Accordingly, 
strikes were not avoided but sought. The goal was to send out a message of credibility, to 
tell to large international investors “come to invest in Italy because there is a new Italy no 
longer full of rigid rules” and to the EU “give us the flexibility clauses because we are 
carrying out structural reforms to return to growth”’. 

The empowerment of the entrepreneurial skills of younger generations as antagonistic to left-

wing radical groups is also the key perspective to analyse how the PD understood ‘digital 

labour’. Following this approach, Nannicini and Nicodemo claimed that the Jobs Act was 

meant to intervene in a supposed trade-off between older workers and younger generations. 

Nannicini further clarified this point by specifying that the ‘Jobs Act’ 

‘logic was to say: we erased the workers' right to reinstatement in the event of unjustified 
dismissal, but in exchange, we gave young workers more protections. And indeed, for 
instance, there was a verdict of the Court of Turin, which used a piece of the Jobs Act to 
affirm the rights of the Deliveroo riders. Therefore, I still believe that our design was right. 
But the public investments and political emphasis were only placed on one issue, the 
dismissals, that derailed everything else.’ 

However, riders and platforms’ precarious workers were only considered marginally relevant 

in the PD’s agendas. Indeed, the PD sought primarily to attract the ‘VAT people’, the small 

entrepreneurs working in sectors such as digital graphics and design (see interviews 

Nicodemo, Nannicini). Further, the ‘start-up’ ecosystem was prioritised as the model to boost 

creativity and innovation by young entrepreneurs. According to this point of view, on the one 

hand, under Renzi’s government, public investments -through the state-owned ‘Deposits and 

Loans Institute’- were raised up to 1 billion € (interview Tani). On the other hand, this sector's 

marginal growth was again weaponised in Renzi’s discourses against the state’s bureaucracies. 

Indeed, as explained by Tani, 

‘the big problem with our agendas for start-ups is that we provided the funds in national 
budgets, but then the bureaucratic procedures to access those funds were too complex. As 
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a result, most of those public funds were not spent as states’ bureaucracies halt innovation 
with outdated rules’. 

The emphasis on young generations, entrepreneurialism and start-ups can be understood as 

the strategic attempt to position the PD as a proactive agent within the hegemonic social bloc 

driving platform capitalism. The role of the state in implementing this agenda was twofold. 

First, as aforementioned, the PD aimed to provide the resources to the small Italian companies 

to invest in their digitalisation without any conditionality on their social impacts (interview 

Nannicini). Second, the state’s digitalisation should support data commodification, as declared 

by Madia, when proposing to provide private banks with data collected by the public 

administrations. 

All in all, the attacks on unions and states’ bureaucracies were underlined by a common theme 

emerging from the interviewees. Criticisms by established organisations were sought to raise 

confrontations between innovation and conservation fields (interviews Braga, Nannicini, 

Tocci).  

5.4.1.3 Backlashes from the analogue ‘old’ left 

Renzi’s Techno-Third Way strategic project was relatively short-lived. Renzi was forced to 

resign as Prime Minister in 2016 after the Italian electorate rejected his proposal of a 

Constitutional Reform allegedly seeking to centralise political power in the hands of the 

Government to the detriment of Parliament and to take back to central state areas of policy 

previously devolved to Regional Governments. Then, in 2018, the PD reached its lowest result 

in the general elections. After that defeat, Renzi resigned as party leader, to be replaced in 

2019 by the moderate leftist Nicola Zingaretti (Tedeschi, 2018; see Ch. 4.4.1). 
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Even if the PD retained all of Renzi’s pro-business reforms, the party under Zingaretti’s 

leadership aimed to return to a cooperative strategy with moderate unions and other 

intermediate groups. The limitations of Renzi’s project were clearly explained by Nannicini as 

strongly related to the digital revolution: 

‘there was an excess of techno-optimism. We should have worked to make sure that 
investments in technology did not replace employees but helped the demand for work to 
increase its quality. We struggled to understand that platform capitalism created high costs 
for low-skilled workers and to understand how to respond to their anxieties and their 
demands for protection. There are indeed major problems of equity between the 
generations in our country, but, despite our rhetoric, we failed at attracting young people. 
They did not look at us as a party that enables their skills to create new worlds, as we were 
inciting them to take hazard without a safety net.’ 

Therefore, after 2018, while ongoingly pursuing the same agendas, the PD’s leadership 

attempted to dismiss the Techno-Third Way's more aggressive stances on platform capitalism 

as the benchmark of innovation. As declared by Braga, with Zingaretti’s leadership, there was 

a reorientation vis-à-vis platform capitalism, understanding it as a process to be ‘governed’ to 

mitigate its social impacts on inequalities and job markets through the dialogue with unions 

and small companies’ organisations.  

To sum up, the PD’s Techno-Third Way strategic project was to weaponise the logic of 

capitalist platforms as ‘innovation’ against radical resistance, demonised as an outdated brake 

to economic wealth. For instance, this was evident with the PD’s elites’ violent attacks on any 

proposals on Universal Basic Income (UBI) as fostering welfare scroungers (see interviews 

Nannicini and Nicodemo). These attitudes generated a double backlash that undermined the 

Italian Techno-Third Way strategic project. On the one hand, the young constituents that Renzi 

targeted to renew the PD did not become a consistent base of support for the PD's new project 

(interview Nicodemo). Nonetheless, the strategic project was consistent with the goal to keep 
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the previous organic ties of the PD elites with the interests of the ruling classes by placing the 

party at the forefront of the disaggregation of radical alternatives.  

5.4.2 Platform Party Politics 

Similarly to the PD strategic project concerning platform capitalism, the practices underlying 

the party’s digitalisation were informed by the goal to ‘weaponise’ platforms against internal 

and external opponents. In this subsection, I will argue that the fragmented implementation 

of digital tools within the PD’s organisation was strategically designed to achieve two goals. 

First, it was meant to personalise and professionalise parties’ activities to dismantle the PD’s 

traditional mass organisation. Second, it was planned to attack the intermediate cadres 

depicted as outdated bureaucracies hampering the PD’s electoral potentialities. Finally, I will 

analyse the internal clashes between two logics of the digital organisation that characterised 

the PD’s evolution. 

5.4.2.1 Digital platforms against the mass party 

The PD digitalisation was highly patchy and incomplete (see Lioy et al., 2019, p. 53). This 

outcome is observable through its multiple platforms' lack of continuity and consistency. For 

instance, the platform ‘Democratic Network’ involved a training programme for intermediate 

cadres to organise 2013’s election campaigns (interview Stefano Di Traglia, former 

spokesperson and chief of Communication under Bersani’s leadership, 26/02/2021). The app 

‘Bob’, named so honouring Bob Kennedy, under Renzi’s leadership (PD, 2017), was launched 

to establish direct communication between the leader and parties’ constituencies. More 

recently, the party implemented an app called Agora (PD, 2021), presented by Stefano Vaccari, 

Secretary of Organisation since 2018 (interview 12/04/2021), as a platform  
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‘whereby the party’s NEC can perform varied functions, such as surveying members on 
policy proposals, but also manage multi-level debates dedicated, for instance, to local 
branch secretaries or officers from Provincial Federations’. 

The fragmented nature of the PD digital devices mirrored diverging strategies by the different 

leaders that governed the PD during the 2010s. Indeed, from the onset, the PD was 

characterised by the tensions in holding together an electoral-personalistic model of party 

organisation (Diamond and Gunther, 2001, p. 9)  and a mass-bureaucratic one (Panebianco, 

1988). The open primaries symbolised the former model as a rule to select national and 

regional leaders (Pasquino, 2014). The latter was grounded upon the inheritance of large 

membership and intermediate bureaucracies from the former Communist Party. Even though 

the PD’s membership remained consistent over time, with around 400.000 members between 

2012 and 2020 (interview Vaccari), the function of the mass party to integrate activists into 

stable local communities (Albertazzi and Van Kessel, 2021) for them to debate parties’ 

positions became an area of stark disputes between competing factions. More specifically, on 

the one hand, parties elites from the former Communist Party sought to retain the 

communitarian linkages of the mass party (interviews Di Traglia, Vaccari). On the contrary, 

young centrist officers supporting Renzi claimed the need to starkly modernise the party by 

orientating its activities to election campaigns (interviews Nicodemo, Nannicini). These 

differences were mirrored in competing understandings and strategic projects in relation to 

the party’s digitalisation. Techno-Third Way factions tended to prioritise the electoral 

campaigning functions of digital tools. For instance, Nicodemo pointed out that  

‘Renzi’s leadership was innovative at using digital media. For example, the famous 'Matteo 
answers', a video chat with his voters on Twitter and Hangout, and then Facebook's live 
feeds for the first time in Italy, relied on the idea that digital media could be powerful tools 
for disintermediation, allowing the leader to reach wider audiences’. 
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Conversely, officers from leftist traditions perceived these changes as a hyper-personalisation 

of the party, damaging the main organisational asset of the PD, its mass base of activists. 

Hence, Nico Stumpo, Secretary of Organization between 2009 and 2013 (interview 

19/03/2021), said that: 

‘in an electoral competition such as the primaries, there is no space for political 
confrontation on ideas, cadres’ selections etc. Primaries impose the rule of the ‘strong-
man’, and whoever takes one more vote gains control over the party. I never supported 
this party model’.  

A related confrontation regarded how the digital platforms were meant to redefine the 

internal relations between activists, intermediate cadres, and leadership. 

5.4.2.2 The activists as micro-influencers against the intermediate cadres 

As previously argued (see 4.4.1), the Techno-Third Way represented Renzi’s strategic project 

to redirect the PD’s hegemonic function from co-opting traditional left-wing constituencies 

into hegemony to occupying the centre of the Italian party system by waging frontal attacks 

against the unions and their allies within the PD.  

Regarding platform party politics, this strategical turn was mirrored by practices pointing to 

parties’ intermediate cadres as outdated bureaucracies restraining PD’s electoral expansion 

(see interviews Nicodemo and Vaccari). Professionalising the party’s presence on social media 

was crucial to achieving Renzi’s goals. The backbone of this project was to redirect the function 

of intermediate cadres and activists from organising parties’ primary operations -candidates’ 

selections, consensus building for policies’ agendas etc.- to social media mini-influencers. The 

main project to implement this strategy was named ‘Pd Community’, a Whatsapp chat 

aggregating 200 intermediate cadres. As clearly explained by Nicodemo, 
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‘that was the “war room” of PD’s national communication. (…). The idea was to build a 
national community of 200 people that would then multiply the same model within local 
communities. The idea was to build a digital militancy of at least 5,000 people whose goal 
was not only to like Renzi's Tweets but to replicate our messages in their own “echo-
chambers”, among soccer friends on Whatsapp etc.” 

Therefore, the main logic of the party’s digitalisation was to train elites to learn professional 

techniques of social media usage to support Renzi’s leadership. On the contrary, competing 

factions conceived the party’s digitalisation as an organisational adaptation to secure the 

survival of the mass party, facilitate the offline activism of local communities and reinforce 

the role of intermediate cadres.  

5.4.2.3 Going digital to reproduce hegemony. Tensions and failures of the PD’s digitalisation 

Hence, the inconsistent digitalisation of the PD was characterised by the clashes between two 

distinct projects. First, the one pursued by Renzi’s predecessor Pier Luigi Bersani and his 

successor Zingaretti conceived the party’s digitalisation as an organisational adaptation for 

the survival of the mass-bureaucratic party (interviews Stumpo and Vaccari). On the other 

hand, the Techno-Third Way project sought to reconfigure the party as a network of digital 

followers (see Gibson et al., 2017). Nonetheless, these digitalisation logics shared three 

commonalities, configuring them as strategically oriented to reproduce the hegemony of 

platform societies. First, the party’s digitalisation aimed to perpetuate top-down direction 

forms by parties’ elites over activists and constituents. This feature characterised all the digital 

initiatives of PD, such as the recent ‘Agora’, which does not allow horizontal interaction among 

members (interview Vaccari). As critically pointed out by Tocci, this is the case because among 

the PD’s leadership,  

‘Views about digital technologies as an organisational infrastructure have no space. In my 
opinion, the mistake lies in considering digital technologies as 'media' (…). Instead, digital 
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platforms may allow people to get in touch with each other at the grassroots, which is a 
basic -but essential- action for any political organisation’.  

Second, the PD adopted platforms that reflected proprietary forms of data exploitation and 

management (Lioy et al., 2019, see interviews Stumpo, Vaccari). For instance, the PD held five 

open primaries to elect its general secretary and select the premiership candidacy between 

2009 and 2019, with an average turnout of around 2.5 million citizens (Tedeschi, 2018; Sandri 

et al., 2020). However, the only time the PD imposed an online registration of voters was in 

2012 when selecting the premier candidate. Not only, as declared by Stumpo, at the time chief 

or primaries’ organisation, the collected data of around 1.2 million individuals were stored on 

private companies’ clouds, but in his opinion, afterwards, that database was sold to private 

companies, and used ‘brutally, for commercial reasons’. Finally, all our interviewees 

delegitimate potential alternative views of digital organisations prompting horizontal 

networking and non-proprietary models of data extraction and management, typically by 

ridiculing the platforms of the 5 Stars Movement as unrealistic claims for direct democracy 

that would damage the essence of a representative one (interviews Di Traglia, Nicodemo).  

To sum up, the Techno Third Way strategic project attempted to digitalise the PD to dismiss 

parties’ bureaucracies as outdated burdens over the PD’s electoral expansion. Accordingly, 

the party’s digitalisation was designed to advance two goals. First, digital tools centralised the 

direction of communication to turn parties’ cadres into micro-influencers whose goal was to 

widen the leader’s followers’ basis. Second, platforms should establish a more direct 

communication channel between the leader and citizens. Even though Renzi’s plans failed to 

define a long-term and consistent reorganisation of the PD, his strategic project advanced 

views of the digital platforms as replicating into platform party politics, the data extraction 
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and management models of big tech companies. Therefore, digital platforms represented, 

first and foremost, a means to improve parties’ efficiency regarding leader’s communication 

and electoral campaigning and not spaces to empower the party’s grassroots or to re-link the 

PD to the subaltern classes.  

 

5.5 PSOE and Techno-Third Way. Digital platforms as ‘catalyst’ of hegemonic consensus 

In this section, I will analyse how the PSOE’s Techno-Third Way ideology organised its strategic 

project to navigate hegemony. The analysis will show that the PSOE’s strategic project was to 

promote hyper-optimistic views of platform societies to cement a broad political and social 

consensus toward its hegemonic goals. Accordingly, digital platforms were meant to function 

as a ‘catalyst’ to merge potentially antagonistic logics of organisations and social groups. 

Regarding platform capitalism, the strategy informed the attempts by the PSOE to promote 

pro-big tech agendas while attempting to co-opt unions and precarious workers into 

hegemony. Concerning platform party politics, the PSOE's main goal was to hybridise mass- 

and personalistic party models by consistently digitalising party organisation.  

5.5.1 Platform Capitalism 

In this subsection, I will first show how PSOE’s understanding of platform capitalism is 

associated with hyper-optimistic views about technologies as the bearer of new opportunities 

for all citizens. Accordingly, platform capitalism was presented as a ‘catalyst’ to merge a vast 

majority of citizens into a new social consensus. Second, I will analyse how the digital 

revolution was one of the main axes through which the PSOE aimed to gain back political 

traction over subaltern classes. Finally, I will show that the PSOE’s goal was to co-opt 
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subalterns into hegemony by combining traditional references to social democratic claims 

while simultaneously integrating the party within the dominant networks of platform 

capitalism.  

5.5.1.1 Techno-optimism. A ‘human platform capitalism’ to overcome economic scarcity 

The data analysis of interviews and texts shows that the PSOE’s turn to a Techno-Third Way 

ideology emphasised the digital revolution as a paradigmatic change. These views have 

informed the PSOE’s strategic project since 2015, both in the party’s resolutions and in the 

agendas of the governments led by Pedro Sanchez since 2019. The PSOE constantly mentioned 

the digital revolution in the party’s analyses of new global scenarios as a paradigmatic shift 

opening vast opportunities for the PSOE’s project (interview Ignacio López Cano, MP, PSOE’s 

Secretary of Social Movements, 28/07/2021). For instance, the party’s Congress Resolution of 

2017 made clear that globalisation and the digital economy must be accepted as irreversible 

phenomena and that the role of the political Left is to ‘govern’ their underlying processes, not 

disrupt their ruling classes. The same document clarifies how the digital revolution is crucial 

for the abandonment of ‘traditional leftism’ when stating that  

‘Unlike what was postulated from the point of view of elementary Marxism, it cannot 
currently be argued that capitalism carries within itself the seeds of its automatic 
destruction. (…) Under the current technological revolution, we can move towards a society 
without scarcity, a community of equality and well-being in harmony with our planet’s 
ecological limits (p. 10). 

Therefore, the party’s strategic project naturalises views about platform capitalism as the 

bearer of post-scarcity (see Mayer-Schönberger and Ramge, 2018). Consequently, the PSOE 

aimed to reshape the party’s projects to govern the directionality of the digital transition. On 

the one hand, interviewees constantly refer to the need to make platform capitalism 
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compatible with social justice by ‘humanising’ it (see interview Iban García del Blanco, PSOE 

NEC 2017-2021, MEP, Spokesperson of EP Special Committee ‘Artificial Intelligence, 

17/06/2021). But on the other hand, the PSOE adopted an a-conflictual understanding of 

platform capitalism by promoting views about big tech companies as business models that 

also small and medium enterprises (SMEs) should adopt (see Gob.es, 2021). Further, the 

PSOE’s views about the digital revolution are constantly referred back to as wholly aligned 

with EU agendas about data protection and anti-trust regulations (see Nooren et al., 2018). 

María Ángeles Marra (MP, Spokesperson for the parliamentary committee on Economic 

Affairs and Digital of the Spanish Parliament, interview 21/04/2021) further clarified this point 

when speaking of data accumulation and artificial intelligence (AI):  

‘Our view is that the digital revolution must be human, different from what is happening in 
China or the United States. More concretely, AI in China is seen as a means for the state to 
control citizens. In the United States, instead, it is more oriented toward private companies 
for profit maximisation. Our view that is the one of the EU is that AI can be more human to 
serve our citizens’. 

All interviewees emphasised how the PSOE’s top priority was not to leave anyone behind 

amidst the digital revolution. However, the priority for this seemingly egalitarian goal is 

typically inscribed within the Third-Way’s emphasis on (technological) education (Andersson, 

2009) as a means to empower individuals in the new markets’ competition. As clearly stated 

by Marra, indeed, 

‘we are facing a revolution. It is already called the fourth industrial revolution, and it is 
changing everything. And within these radical changes, citizens must adapt, as happened 
amidst all the industrial revolutions. Training and education will be essential in this respect’. 

This hyper-optimistic and a-critical understanding of platform capitalism are relevant to 

understanding how the PSOE sought new ways to cement a broad social consensus to the 
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hegemony governing platform societies. First, by naturalising anti-class views of 

contemporary societies, as stated by Lopez Cano when arguing that ‘we cannot separate 

ourselves into compartments, social classes, especially economic ones in current societies.  

Today, we live in an individualistic society, and we must deal with this change’. 

Second and relatedly, the PSOE’s officers emphasised the need to attract young, ‘digitally 

native’ generations as the key target groups to renew the party and make it fit for an 

individualistic society. As stated in the PSOE’s 39th congress resolution, indeed, the ‘digital 

space’ 

‘requires new frameworks to exercise rights and freedoms. It is a space of unprecedented 
human development. New opportunities are emerging, but also significant risks. The 
answer that we, the socialists, must give regards not only to offering solutions and horizons 
to the new digital citizenship. We must also learn from the young generations, 
incorporating their digital skills, listening to them and making them protagonists of a new 
political and social agenda, harnessing the full bandwidth of civic energy in the 21st 
century’ (p. 42) 

Relatedly, the PSOE understands digital labour extensively, not only affecting workers in 

communication and digital platforms. First, the PSOE prioritised plans to improve individual 

digital skills through education. Second, the Sanchez government prioritised public 

investments directed to the digitalisation of small and medium enterprises. However, the logic 

underlying the PSOE’s plans for SMEs’ digitalisation was consistent with the goal of re-

producing capitalistic logics of accumulation by empowering individual entrepreneurs to 

compete in new markets. As explained by Marra, indeed,  

‘When it comes to giving SMEs chances to grow, to enhance their abilities to compete in 
international markets through products’ internationalization, or when it comes to digital 
marketing, SMEs have no choice but to go digital’. 
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Therefore, the Techno-Third Way strategic project informed practices to establish a broad 

social consensus that was meant to reinforce the party’s position to navigate the real 

hegemony of platform societies.  

5.5.1.2 A catch-all strategic project. Protecting platform capitalism, co-opting alternatives 

The PSOE’s views on platform capitalism should be understood in the context of the challenge 

by Sanchez’s leadership to overcome the risks of marginalisation that the party was 

experiencing in the mid-2010s. Indeed, as explained above (see Ch. 4.5.1), at that time, the 

PSOE experienced severe electoral losses after Zapatero’s governments imposed austerity 

agendas in 2009-2010 (Delgado-Fernandez and Cazorla-Martin, 2017). Therefore, the Techno-

Third Way’s strategic project sought to re-orientate the PSOE’s priorities around two new 

axes, the digital and ecological transitions, overlapping the three more ‘typical dimensions’ of 

the PSOE’s politics as pro-social inclusion, pro-gender equality and pro-EU party (Interview 

López Cano). According to Garcia Blanco, Sanchez was elected party leader by putting forward 

a  

‘clear social democratic project, one that has to do with a much more important 
participation of the state within the country's policies and, on the other hand, an approach 
to a comprehensive reform of our productive model’. 

Therefore, the party’s strategy was to bring together moderate redistributive reforms and pro-

business agendas to cement a hegemonic social bloc to be realised through two primary 

strategic practices.  

First, the PSOE aimed to co-opt factions of the subaltern classes within the logic of platform 

capitalist competition. This goal is evident with policy decisions such as the limited raise in 

minimum legal wage that Sanchez’s government approved in 2019 (interview Marra). Most 
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relevantly for platform capitalism, the PSOE adopted in its resolutions some of the theories 

claiming that the digital revolution will pave the way to post-work societies, as with the 39th 

Congress Resolution stating that  

‘It is not human work that has been jeopardised by the digital revolution but waged work. 
In contemporary societies, many jobs have a high social value but not a market one. 
Therefore, these jobs should be compensated with a basic income. At the same time, many 
jobs with high social value should be created, recognized, valued, and dignified by the 
private sector. ’ (98).  

Relatedly, the PSOE declared its support for the idea of a ‘Universal Basic Income’ in relation 

to the risks of raising inequalities and job destruction due to technological advances. However, 

this support was mitigated by the need to assess ‘viable formulas for Universal Basic Income. 

Moreover, not every type of UBI is acceptable, since the reforms advocated by the social 

democrats must be viable and sustainable over time’ (PSOE, 2017b, p. 98). Therefore the PSOE 

espoused neoliberal views of UBI (see Cowan, 2017) as ‘negative income taxes’. Consistently 

with these views, the Sanchez government adopted a moderated version of UBI, the Minimum 

Living Income (MLI) (see Seg-social.es, 2020). The MLI was hampered by the conditionality to 

be active in job-seeking and, therefore, alien to the more radical logics of the unconditional 

UBI supported by post-workerists (Williams and Srnicek, 2013). 

Second, the PSOE’s government prioritised pro- digital business policies. A brief overview of 

the main plans regarding the digital economy approved by Sanchez’s government since 2020 

clarifies this point. First, the masterplan ‘Agenda for Digital Spain 2025’ aims to regulations 

“facilitating both start-ups and financial actors to attract direct foreign investments. 
Likewise, The Agenda will facilitate the development of venture capital funds (Venture 
Capital and Private Equity) and “business angels” in Spain” (Gob.es, 2020, p. 23). 
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The subsequent ‘Strategy for Spain Entrepreneurial Nation’ is even more clearly informed by 

an a-conflictual view about the ruling forces of platform capitalism. On the one hand, the plan 

refers to Mariana Mazzucato’s (2015) theorisations about the need for an ‘entrepreneurial 

state’, whose investments are crucial for innovation and economic growth (see Gob.es, 2021, 

p. 35). On the other hand, however, Mazzucato’s (2015) key argument about the state taking 

back control of the stream of revenues generated by its investments is absent in the Spanish 

plan. Instead, the Plan claims that there is a need to hold together public research centres, big 

tech companies, small start-ups, venture capitalists, and young generations without 

considering the conflictual interests among these actors (Gob.es, 2021, p. 42). Therefore, the 

latter plan is an essential strategic project to put the party at the forefront of the political 

representatives of the ruling classes of platform capitalism.  

Consequently, the PSOE’s Techno-Third Way is theorised as a hegemonic strategic project 

aimed at restoring the party’s electoral strength by placing the PSOE at the forefront of the 

real hegemony of platform societies and by emphasising narratives on innovation and social 

equity in the party’s initiatives. This strategy pursued, at the same time, centrist pro-business 

policies and pro-labourers moderate reforms and advancements. As specified by García 

Blanco when explaining the PSOE’s approach regarding the need to design new regulations 

for data-extracting companies, indeed, 

‘There are those who want to make an exhaustive review of the phenomenon and those 
who, especially in the economic field, want a jungle without rules. But, as in almost 
everything, in the end, we are in a middle ground between these positions’. 

Therefore, the PSOE placed the digital economy at the top of its priorities to succeed as a 

catch-all party, aimed at integrating into its plans some of the views of potential opponents to 
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the logic of platform capitalism while simultaneously supporting its ruling forces. These ‘catch-

all’ narratives sustained the promotion of hyper-optimistic views about the paradigmatic 

changes brought about by the ‘digital revolution’, as challenging, per se, some of the 

conditions that may have hampered both capitalist and socialist projects in the 19th and 20th 

centuries.  

To sum up, the PSOE’s Techno-Third Way strategic project vis-à-vis platform capitalism aims 

at disseminating optimistic and a-conflictual views about the emergence of new opportunities 

for all citizens and enterprises. This overarching ‘catch-all’ strategy is pursued in a twofold 

way. First, by incorporating in parties’ discourses views about the digital revolution as 

overcoming economic scarcity. The strategical function of these narratives is to combine 

traditional social democratic practices, such as policies to moderately raise minimum wages, 

with crucial governmental agendas aimed at achieving the light regulation of big tech and 

public investment plans oriented towards private companies’ growth. Relatedly, the PSOE 

naturalised pro-platform capitalist EU agendas. According to this point of view, the party's 

peculiar function was to use EU regulations as drivers of public investments in innovation and 

simultaneously as ‘humanist’ compromises with big-tech companies. Second, digital platforms 

were considered a ‘catalyst’ to merge a broad consensus around platform capitalist 

‘innovation’. The PSOE’s practices to co-opt subaltern groups into this hegemonic project were 

crucial in this respect, as demonstrated by the partial adoption of a basic income. Whilst the 

PSOE adopted MLI to promote a narrative optimistically promising a transition to post-work 

society, its actual function was to disaggregate the subaltern groups affected by economic 

digitalisation.  
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5.5.2 Platform party politics 

The PSOE’s understanding of digital platforms as ‘catalysts’ to forge consensus for Techno-

Third Way hegemonic project is even more evident when analysing the party’s digitalisation. 

In this subsection, I will first describe how the PSOE’s deep digitalisation was part of a 

reconfiguration aimed at hybridising mass- and personalistic- models of organisations. 

Second, I will explain how the PSOE’s digitalisation sought to combine a centralised and 

professionalised management of the party’s campaigning and the implementation of a 

relevant number of tools to improve activists’ participation. 

5.5.2.1 The hybrid digital party. Integrating mass and personal models of organisation 

The PSOE undertook a consistent digitalisation process, especially after Pedro Sanchez gained 

back the party’s leadership in 2017. The milestones of this reconfiguration can be identified in 

three sets of tools. First, the development of an app, miPSOE, then transformed into the 

‘Militants’ Portal’. The portal encompasses the main organisational features of the party, such 

as the registration of members, intra-party votes, and the collection of support for intra-party 

and election candidacies (see interview Mariano Moreno Pavón, national managing director 

of PSOE 2017-2021, 30/07/2021). Second, establishing a ‘Department of Innovation, Analysis 

and New Audiences (DIANA)’ (PSOE, 2021) to professionalise the party’s communication and 

organisation of election campaigns. Third, creating a ‘Department for the Revitalisation of 

Local Branches’ whose aim was to refreshen ‘the political action of the militant activist in the 

era of social media, the so-called instant-time society’ (PSOE, 2021, p. 25).  

These projects have been the landmarks of the PSOE’s ‘ecological and digital transformation 

plan’, put in place since 2019, which was also associated with increased financial investment 
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by central party offices on the party’s digitalisation -from 600,000 €/year up to 4 million € 

(interview Moreno). Moreover, the party established a system of micro-loans online, through 

which ‘citizens and activists invest with a remuneration of 3 per cent per year to fund its digital 

and ecological transformation’ (interview Moreno). The party’s digitalisation was the 

cornerstone of an organisational reconfiguration brought by Sanchez to empower members 

in intra-party decision making to the detriment both of regional and national directive 

committees (PSOE, 2017a; see also Barberà and Rodríguez-Teruel, 2020). As pointed out by 

García Blanco, the imposition of members-primaries to select the leadership should be 

understood in association with the adoption of digital tools as ways to 

‘adapt to a new reality that somehow requires greater permeability to society. Those who 
are critical of the primary system emphasise the risks of Bonapartism that would convert a 
general secretary legitimated by 200,000 militants into an irremovable and unaccountable 
chief. However, as with every change, the point is not about resisting it but putting fair 
counterweights in place. Above all, we wanted to overcome the past flaws of our party’s 
structure, which I suffered with Pedro Sanchez when intermediate bureaucracies 
disconnected from activists made crucial decisions without listening to their voices’. 

Therefore, the digital organisation was strategically adopted to present a new image of the 

PSOE, redirecting decision-making from parties’ intermediate cadres to activists. However, 

this ‘democratiser’ function of platforms should be understood in combination with intense 

practices of centralised management of the party’s functions to reinforce the PSOE’s 

hegemonic project.  

5.5.2.2 Enabling and controlling activism. Hegemonic practices through digital platforms 

The PSOE understood digital platforms as a space to multiplicate the spread of leader’s and 

central party’s messages, and this view informed the adoption of practices for the professional 
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management of organisational and communication functions. As stated in the ‘Management 

Report’ by the party’s NEC 2017-2021, thanks to the new technologies 

‘a new political “consumer” is emerging, not a mere recipient of information, characterized 
by apathy, but actively engaged in content creation, consumption and distribution (…). 
Therefore, social media transform activists and citizens who never started an ideological 
discussion in their private relations by enabling them to actively participate in discussions 
on social networks, offering a much greater reach of contact than any other offline 
initiative’. (pp. 25-26) 

Second, this understanding of how digital media changes the nature of militancy as an active 

reproducer of centrally-managed messages was the basis for developing DIANA, a department 

in charge of mimicking hegemonic data extraction and management techniques for the 

control of online party’s presence. Only to mention a few operations performed by the 

Department, through ‘Dianatron’, the PSOE developed a system of active social media 

analysis. First, ‘Dianatron’ provided micro-targeted campaigns based on sociodemographic 

and policy interests. Second, the PSOE established a ‘target alert system’, providing the 

activists with pre-formatted answers to discussions on social media that may be perceived as 

detrimental to Sanchez or the party’s image. Consequently, activists are meant to perform as 

micro-influencers replicating centrally managed messages. 

Third, the ‘Department for the Revitalisation of Local Branches’ contributed further to 

centralising control over the party’s debates by redirecting local discussions to initiatives to 

support national leadership and Government. The ‘Management Report’ 2017-2021, indeed, 

made this shift clear by quantifying the local engagement of activists as follows: 

‘Through a survey conducted in 2019, we discovered that activists’ participation was 
structured in a way that 71.3% concerned the local branch, 25.8% municipal, provincial and 
regional issues and only 2.9% was focused on the federal government. After implementing 
the Federal Action and Promotion Plan for Local Groups, in 2021, we achieved a shift in 
debates’ focus with 28.3% on local issues, 31.6% on municipal, provincial and regional 
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levels and 40.1% on municipal, provincial and regional levels on the federal government. 
Therefore, a process of "Mutual Visibility" militants-party-government-society has been 
promoted from the heart of the local branches’. (p. 24) 

These practices are considered relevant for the Techno-Third Way strategic project in two 

ways. First, the professionalisation and centralisation of the party’s digitalisation aimed to 

reinforce the grassroots support for the leader while restricting the power of internal 

opponents among the intermediates cadres (see Ruiz, 2017). Second, while serving the goal 

of presenting an innovative image of the PSOE, the digital plans and departments never 

touched the core of its hierarchical organisation. This process is evident, for instance, when 

looking at the functions of the ‘Militants’ Portal’, which represented a way back from the 

experiment with the app miPSOE, which was also open to non-members and allowed 

participants to open horizontal forms of discussion. As declared by Moreno, indeed 

‘People did not participate on miPSOE. Hence, we decided to reorient the platform to 
members and only with top-down information flows’.  

Moreover, although the PSOE officers develop party platforms internally, they adopt forms of 

data management that mimic EU regulations, with a data manager that protects from abuses. 

Therefore, the PSOE did not implement its platforms through open software or procedures of 

non-proprietary data management. Accordingly, the PSOE became a highly digitalised party 

seeking to exploit platforms to revive its social linkages with activists while simultaneously 

turning them into consumers and reproducers of centralised messages.  

The PSOE’s digitalisation was part of a strategical response to take back some fractions of 

potentially counter-hegemonic subaltern groups into the field of hegemony. First, as declared 

by Moreno, the ‘ecological and digital transformation plan’ was conceived within a broader 

strategy to target young and women that may be more sensitive to ‘green’ and ‘digital issues’: 
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‘Our members’ average age is 56, and women’s activism is around 36 per cent. In the past, 
we have not been able to attract or connect with these population shares’. 

Second, many young voters had been politicised through the squares movements, around 

agendas demanding participatory democracy through online platforms as crucial channels to 

disrupt mainstream parties. As shown before (Ch.4.5), these demands were crucial for how 

Podemos sought to challenge the PSOE (see Bennett et al., 2018; Fernández García and 

Luengo, 2020). Therefore, the adoption of online consultations to the members was meant to 

co-opt into the field of hegemony some of these demands while at the same time restricting 

their logic to confirmatory votes to the leadership’s aims (see interview Moreno). 

To sum up, the PSOE’s consistent digitalisation was a distinctive attribute of its Techno-Third 

Way strategic project. It encompassed the adoption of multiple tools to reconfigure all the 

essential functions of the party, from activists’ engagement in national campaigns to 

candidates’ selection procedures. This architecture was meant to refresh the party’s image as 

empowering grass-root participation while at the same time centralising leadership control 

over the party. These goals were pursued by highly professionalised forms of management of 

members' and constituents’ data to reproduce forms of micro-targeted communication 

through social media. Consequently, the PSOE’s digitalisation first reinforced its hegemonic 

role in the Spanish political system by taking back into centralised forms of party organisation 

shares of constituencies that had abandoned the Socialists when they had imposed austerity 

agendas. Second, and relatedly, the PSOE sought to exploit platform party politics to 

disaggregate radical opponents that were challenging mainstream politics by claiming the 

emancipatory potentialities of participatory democracy through online platforms.  
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5.6 Techno-Third Way strategic projects to navigate hegemony. Comparative analysis 

I summarised in Table 5.1 the main practices through which the PD and PSOE shaped their 

Techno-Third Way strategic projects. In this section, I will discuss the main commonalities and 

differences between the cases. Accordingly, I will first explore how the parties aimed at 

disaggregating alternatives to platform capitalism. Second, I will analyse how the PD and PSOE 

organically represented the interests of the ruling classes of platform capitalism. Third, I will 

focus on these parties’ elites reproduced ‘common-sense’ views to facilitate the reproduction 

of hegemony in platform societies’ hegemony. Finally, I will highlight how the differences in 

parties’ approaches resulted in contrasting areas of tension. 

Table 5.1 Techno-Third Way. Strategic projects for hegemony. Main attributes 
 

 
DISAGGREGATING 
ALTERNATIVES 

 
ORGANIC TIES TO 
RULING CLASSES  

 
DISSEMINATING 
COMMON SENSE 

 
 
AREAS OF TENSION 

Platform 
Capitalism 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Differences 

PD 
 
 
 

PSOE 

Promoting data 
commodification and 
exploitation 
 
Incentives to start-ups 
to attract young 
generations  
 
Unions and public 
officers as brakes to 
innovation 
 
 
Compromises with 
unions: wages for 
public subsidies  

Further deregulations 
to attract big fin-tech 
direct investments.  
 
Platform business 
model for SME and 
state 
 
Deregulating job 
markets as credibility to 
tech investors 
 
 
Displacement at the EU 
level of soft regulations 
for platform capitalists 

‘Digital Innovation’ as 
opportunities for all 
 
 
Entrepreneurialism as 
good citizenship 
 
 
Critical views equate 
attacks to any 
innovation 
 
 
Social consensus brings 
to post-scarcity  
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Intra-party 
factionalism 
concerning attacks on 
unions 
 
Clashes between 
public investments 
and the social impacts 
of big tech  

Platform 
Party Politics 
 
 
Differences 

PD 
 
 

PSOE 

Activists as leader’s 
followers. Social media 
managed to silence 
intra-party opponents 
 
Digital weaponised vs 
mass party 
 
Digital to co-opt mass 
into electoral 
professional party  
 

No horizontal 
integration on parties’ 
platforms. Big tech alike 
data management. 
 
Intermediate cadres 
turned to micro-
influencers 
Managerial use of 
micro-targeted 
campaigns to centralise 
party debates. 

Social media establish 
direct links leader- 
citizens 
 
 
Ridiculing digital direct 
democracy 
 
Mimicking marginal 
forms of online 
participation 

 
 
 
 
 
Clashes with pro- 
mass party factions 
 
Promises of 
horizontality vs actual 
centralisation  
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Regarding the disaggregation of alternatives to hegemony, the analysis identifies one main 

commonality and one main difference between the cases. Both parties promote anti-class 

views of societies. This stance was evident, for instance, in the shared views by parties’ officers 

naturalising individualism as a benchmark of modernity and in their acceptance of market 

competition as the standard of good citizenship. In addition, both parties actively advocated 

views about the business models of platform capitalism, selecting discourses and policies’ 

agendas to boost data commodification. Further, both parties endorsed innovation to justify 

practices seeking to attract young generations into the field of hegemony. However, on the 

one hand, the PD under Renzi’s leadership adopted a strategic project seeking to disaggregate 

working class organisations through harsh confrontations by promoting anti-union and anti-

state bureaucracies’ discourses and policies’ agendas. Further, the PD’s emphasis on ‘start-

ups’ and self-entrepreneurialism aimed to prompt a generational divide within subaltern 

classes. On the contrary, the PSOE’s strategy under Sanchez’s leadership was oriented toward 

integrating within hegemony subaltern groups by seeking broad social consensus. Hence, the 

main goal of the PSOE was to co-opt some of the logic of resistance by neutralising the aspects 

that may affect the core of platform capitalist hegemony. I identified this strategy in two 

domains. First, the PSOE supported narratives about the positive effects of digital technologies 

beyond ‘waged jobs’ through adopting a limited version of a basic income. Second, the 

encompassing digitalisation of the party’s organisation sustained the narratives about its 

potentiality to foster grassroots participation while simultaneously centralising the control of 

activists’ debates. 

Empirical findings demonstrate similar commonalities and differences concerning how the PD 

and PSOE aimed at gaining credibility as organic representatives of the ruling classes of 
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platform capitalism. Both parties sought to guarantee the representation of the core interests 

of big tech companies by promoting, at best, soft regulations for data extraction and 

commodification practices. In addition,  the PD and PSOE turned the business models of 

platform capitalist companies into the benchmark for SME digitalisation. However, regarding 

the strategic projects to cement hegemonic alliances, the two parties differ in their 

approaches. Indeed, the PD under Renzi’s leadership aimed at exploiting the opposition by 

unions to its government to present the party as business-friendly, as the ‘champion’ of 

deregulation of the Italian job markets to attract big tech direct investments. Relatedly, the 

PD aimed at establishing a ‘vanguard’ social alliance ruled by tech and financial corporates and 

a mass of young self-entrepreneurs in the digital sectors. Conversely, Sanchez’s leadership 

prioritised holding together the representation of big tech companies with the consensual 

adherence to these policies by unions and SME representatives. Relatedly, the PSOE’s strategy 

was to cement a broad social alliance encompassing big companies, small entrepreneurs and 

domesticated workers.  

Techno-Third Way was key for both parties to disseminating ‘common-sense’ hegemonic 

views. The PD and the PSOE adopted narratives marking the digital as the bearer of a positive 

‘revolution’ opening opportunities for all citizens whilst minimising its disruptive effects on 

jobs. Further, the PD and PSOE a-critically espoused the logic of data extraction and 

management of the big techs to make public offices more efficient and less ‘bureaucratic’. 

However, these views resulted in different combinations between the two parties. The PD 

elites supportive of Renzi’s leadership mostly adopted discourses and practices turning the 

‘digital’ into a ‘symbolic weapon’ against its opponents to raise divides between those 

outdated groups stuck in the past and nostalgia and those ‘young and innovative’ groups 
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enthusiastically engaged in digital markets competition. On the contrary, the PSOE adopted 

hyper-optimistic narratives on digital platforms to put them at work as a ‘catalyst’ to cement 

a majoritarian social alliance around its hegemonic project. Therefore, for instance, the digital 

economy was the ground for narratives aiming at supporting innovative capitalist companies 

while integrating precarious young generations with LMI. Further, the adoption of 

professionalised digital tools within party organisation aimed to attract young constituents by 

responding to some of their demands for participatory democracy while implementing 

professionalised and centralised tools to control the party’s communication. 

The differences in hegemonic strategic projects between the two parties resulted in diverging 

areas of tension. In the Italian case, I identified two tensions related to relevant clashes 

between parties’ competing factions. First, the ‘weaponisation’ of platform capitalism logics 

against unions, states’ bureaucracies and older generations was highly contested by ‘soft 

leftist’ factions within the party, which claimed the need for more consensual forms of 

dialogue with workers’ organisations. Second, the implementation of digital platforms for the 

party’s organisation and communication, which Renzi’s supporters meant as means to turn 

activists and intermediate cadres into a base of mini-influencers replicating the leader’s 

messages, was contested as detrimental to the mass party. In the Spanish case, two different 

tensions emerge from the analysis, and they are related to the consequences of the party’s 

hyper-optimistic views about the digital revolution. First, the narratives and policies’ agendas 

about the digital revolution do not consider the emergence of potential clashes between the 

interests of subaltern groups with those of the ruling classes. Second, there is an intrinsic 

tension between the promise to implement digital tools within the party organisation for 
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participatory purposes and how these tools were actually exploited to professionalise and 

personalise the party. 

    

5.7 Summary and next steps 

In this Chapter, I began to analyse how the digitally proactive Techno-Third Way ideology was 

to be understood, besides a system of beliefs, as a material organising principle for parties’ 

strategic projects to actively navigate the ‘real’ hegemony governing platform societies. By 

looking through the perspective of the PD and PSOE elites at how parties understood the ‘real’ 

hegemony of platform societies and the ways it shapes platform capitalism and platform 

politics, the ideology acquires material strength as related to parties’ strategic goals. The 

analysis of this Chapter allowed to better understand Techno-Third Way as an overarching 

perspective to reproduce hegemony. However, the findings show that the PD and PSOE 

interpreted the strategic projects through two ‘equifinal’ paths. The first, by the PD, aimed at 

‘weaponising’ digital platforms to disaggregate and demonise resistance. The second, by the 

PSOE, conceived digital platforms as a ‘catalyst’ to cement a consensus to hegemony in 

platform society by attempting to co-opt some potentially opponent groups within hegemony.  

The analysis of this Chapter also allows identifying one commonality alongside differentiated 

reactions by parties’ elites to conjunctural phenomena characterising party internal 

factionalism and national party systems. Indeed, both parties reshaped their strategic projects 

under ‘outsider’ leaders. Renzi and Sanchez aimed to gain control over their parties by 

exploiting digital platforms to restrict the intermediate cadres' intra-party functions. Indeed, 

both leaders saw the intermediate levels as those within which opponent factions could retain 
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their spaces of manoeuvre. However, whilst Renzi, also given the specific origin of the PD as 

resulting from the merge of antecedent leftist and centrist parties, ignited confrontations with 

opponent factions, Sanchez aimed at building a broader consensus around his leadership, 

crucially by promoting a comprehensive reorganisation of the PSOE as a hybrid digital party. 

This difference is even starker regarding how the PD and PSOE tactically reacted to the 

emergence in their respective parties’ systems of radical competitors, namely with the 5 Star 

Movement (M5S) in Italy and Podemos in Spain. Indeed, whilst Renzi’s tactic was to frontally 

attack the M5S by ridiculing their claims for direct democracy through digital platforms and 

UBI, Sanchez’s tactic was to co-opt some of the instances brought about by Podemos and the 

squares’ movements.  

The combination of these structural and conjunctural reorientations allows identifying a 

common overarching strategic project interpreted through two different paths to navigate 

real hegemony in platform societies. In the next Chapter, I will move into the field of counter-

hegemony by looking at how the three parties that I identified as ‘Post Social Democratic’ -the 

French PS, the Italian SEL, and the Spanish Podemos- tapped into the confrontations for 

hegemony. 
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CHAPTER 6. POST-SOCIAL DEMOCRACY.NETWORKING COUNTER-HEGEMONY? 
 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In this Chapter, I focus on how Post-Social Democracy (PSD) informed strategic projects 

seeking to initiate counter-hegemony. In Chapter 3, I conceptualised PSD as an ideology 

conceiving the digital revolution as a toolkit to rebalance markets and public powers whilst 

overcoming some of the SD's traditional fundamental roots in industrial productivism, 

labourism, and representative democracy. More specifically, I argued that understanding the 

‘digital revolution’ as providing new tools for participatory democracy and cooperative 

relations of production was crucial for this change process. Therefore, as a system of beliefs, 

PSD seems to indicate a radicalisation process of traditional Social Democracy. As with 

Chapters 5 and 7, the analysis of PSD strategic projects will seek to answer the following 

question: 

− How did ELPs' reflections on the digital revolution inform their strategic projects to 

navigate or transform the real hegemony of platform societies? 

The question will be unpacked by looking at how parties’ strategic projects were meant to 

intervene to tackle alternatives, ties to classes and common sense in two spaces: platform 

capitalism and platform party politics. 

One Social Democratic Party, the French Parti Socialiste-PS (Socialist Party) and two Radical 

Left Parties, the Italian Sinistra Ecologia Libertà-SEL (Left, Environment, Freedom) and the 

Spanish Podemos-POD (We Can), are the cases upon which this Chapter is focused. I analyse 
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the strategic projects of these parties through multiple qualitative data, including sixteen 

interviews with parties’ officers and experts in digital economy and politics (list in Appendix 1) 

and twelve secondary sources as congress resolutions, policies’ reports and position papers. 

The analysis identifies one commonality and one main area of difference among the cases: 

1. PSD  was a strategic project to radicalise SD reformist approaches. The afore-

mentioned parties understood the digital revolution as the bearer of significant 

transformations to the structures of capitalism and democracy. Accordingly, the three 

parties aimed to exploit digital platforms to open up new possibilities for advancing 

counter-hegemonic strategic projects by channelling radical demands into democratic 

institutions.  

2. PSD strategic projects substantially differed in how they understood resistance in 

platform societies. On the one hand, the PS focused on platform capitalism to innovate 

its egalitarian agendas but conceived platform party politics as a hostile space 

threatening the traditional representative functions of political parties. SEL and 

Podemos, instead, mainly emphasised platform party politics as prefiguring the 

possibility of new forms of radical democracy to disrupt centre-left mainstream 

parties. Still, both RLPs adopted a-conflictual optimistic views on the chances to tame 

platform capitalism that eventually constrained their spaces of manoeuvre.  

The Chapter is structured as follows: the next section will specify the analytical tools to assess 

counter-hegemony by PSD parties;  sections three to five will look at how each case sought to 

advance counter-hegemony in platform capitalism and platform party politics. Finally, I will 

bring the cases together to compare commonalities and differences in their strategic projects.  
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6.2 How to analyse Post-Social Democracy as a counter-hegemonic strategic project 

In this section, I specify the analytical framework to analyse how PSD parties’ strategic projects 

sought to open spaces of possibilities for counter-hegemonic resistance. Assessing whether 

PSD fits into counter-hegemony is particularly challenging as, traditionally, Social Democracy 

was alternatively interpreted as aiming at disrupting hegemony ‘from inside-out’ (Berman, 

2009) or reproducing hegemony by marginally reshaping its ruling forces (Bailey, 2009a). As 

theorised above (Ch.3.3), the emergence of Post-Social Democracy may be understood as an 

attempt to renew and radicalise Social Democracy by envisioning transformative alternatives 

to the digital revolution. However, Social Democracy tends to operate at the crossroads 

between hegemonic navigation and counter-hegemonic transformation. Therefore, 

throughout this Chapter, I will consider to what extent PSD strategic projects worked to 

advance counter-hegemony or if this ideology was, in Gramscian terms, an arbitrary 

intellectual product incapable of generating organic movements of the subaltern classes  (see 

Worth, 2015, p. 150). As with Techno-Third Way, the analysis will uncover parties’ practices in 

three main areas of intervention: alternatives, ties to classes, and common sense. More 

specifically, the range of practices that PSD parties may adopt can be categorised as 

1- Enabling alternatives and resistance. This strategy may be pursued by: 

a. Disentangling some fractions of subaltern groups previously co-opted within 

hegemony; 

b. Channelling resistance into the institutions of liberal democracy to transform 

the game-field of political possibilities for transformative agendas. 

2- Establishing ties with the subaltern classes. Parties’ practices may seek to: 
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a. Empower subaltern groups and organisations of civil society by providing 

political platforms to advance their claims; 

b. Networking dispersed subaltern groups through unifying agendas. 

3- Elevating ‘common-sense’ views through practices that may provide: 

a. An anchorage to ‘popular’ claims that challenge consent towards hegemonic 

blocs by popular classes; 

b. A pedagogical elevator to organise popular common sense claims into counter-

hegemonic movements. 

These analytical tools will be adopted in the following sections to investigate practices of 

political counter-hegemony with regard to platform capitalism and platform party politics. 

First, I look at how PSD parties understood platform capitalism and which contradictions they 

identified within its hegemonic driving forces. Second, I focus on how these views are related 

to broader strategies to aggregate potential counter-hegemonic groups by channelling them 

within the struggles to win over institutional power. Finally, I examine whether these parties 

sought to elevate ‘common-sense’ views about platform societies to enable resistance.  

Regarding platform party politics, I focus on the logic driving PSD parties’ digitalisation to 

assess the extent to which they were designed to facilitate the advance of counter-hegemony. 

First, I analyse how digital platforms are implemented to subvert hegemonic forms of political 

organisation (Chadwick and Stromer-Galley, 2016).  Second, I focus on how parties’ platforms 

are meant to combine spontaneous forms of mass activism with centralised vertical political 

direction (Gramsci, 1971).  
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After analysing the PS, SEL and Podemos practices, I will bring the findings together to identify 

and compare the main patterns among the party’s strategic projects to advance counter-

hegemony and the tensions involved in these processes that may have hampered the 

transformational potentialities of PSD parties.  

 

6.3 PS and Post-Social Democracy. A digital update for social democratic survival 

In this section, I will analyse the main attributes of the French PS counter-hegemonic strategic 

project. First, I will highlight that the PS elites understood platform capitalism as bearing new 

inequalities and defining a new game-field for renewed egalitarian agendas seeking to 

establish digital universal public services. Second, I will focus on how the PS elites conceived 

platform party politics as a threat to the representative and mediating functions of the party. 

Overall, the analysis will show that the PS strategic project interpreted the logic of the digital 

revolution as an ‘update’ to revive the functions of Social Democracy in platform societies.  

6.3.1 Platform capitalism 

In this subsection, I will, first, analyse the PS’ critical understanding of platform capitalism as 

the bearer of new social divides but also opportunities to achieve greater equality. Second, I 

will highlight how new agendas regarding platform labour targeted the ‘left behind’ by the 

digital revolution as an attempt to revitalise the PS social linkages with subaltern groups. 

Finally, I will identify the core tensions that affected the PS strategic project, leading the party 

to conceive platform capitalism as an ‘update’ to revive social democracy after abandoning 

the more radical turn undertaken in 2017 during Benoît Hamon’s presidential campaign (see 

Ch. 3.3.2). 
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6.3.1.1 Platform capitalism. Equality, again. 

The PS elites’ understandings of the digital revolution contributed to a process of ideological 

and strategical reconfiguration that took place during the crisis experienced by the party after 

the backlashes from the discontent towards the presidency of the Socialist François Hollande 

(see Ch.4.3.1). Indeed, since the 2017 elections, the PS elites aimed at defining a ‘new’ Social 

Democratic project autonomous both to the centrist movement of President Macron and the 

leftist LFI.  

Consequently, the PS Post-Social Democratic turn sought, first and foremost, to distance the 

party from the inheritance of Hollande’s presidency and his austerity agenda (see Ch. 4.3.1 

and interview Isabelle This-Saint Jean, NEC 2018-current Secretary of Party Researches, 

04/05/2021). Going back to equality and confronting platform societies' injustices were the 

fundamental driving principles of this strategic project. Indeed, as stated by the congress 

resolution electing Olivier Faure as party leader in 2018, the PS wanted to make clear that 

equality was not 

‘a theme, but a compass. (…). By upsetting the structures of the economy and the 
distribution of wealth, globalization and the digital revolution have weakened the middle 
classes, impoverished the most modest, and considerably reinforced the concentration of 
wealth’ (PS, 2018, p. 7). 

Therefore, economic globalisation and platform capitalism were considered inter-related 

phenomena to understand three negative impacts of current capitalist rulership. First, 

platform capitalists subtracted resources to fund public services through tax avoidance. 

Second, big-tech companies further split the working class imposing a new polarisation 

between ‘digitally’ trained and uneducated workers. Third, the real hegemony of platform 

society was increasingly widening digital divides, limiting citizens’ rights to access digitalised 
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public services (interview This Saint Jean). However, besides these critical views, informing 

more ‘techno-pessimist’ officers, other PS leaders espouse more optimist outlooks regarding 

the digital revolution. On the one hand, the PS experienced stark debates between these 

tendencies. On the other hand, the party’s leadership attempted to elaborate its agendas to 

mediate between opposite views. As stated by Olivier Jacquin (Senator, NEC 2018-current, 

Secretary of Transports and Uberization interview 06/05/2021), indeed, 

‘We were initially fascinated by the start-up model (…). Since 2017, however, we also had 
in our internal debates dogmatic views along slogans like “Amazon is killing small 
businesses”. But our party should not refuse progress, as the industrial revolution brought 
by Amazon is inescapable. However, we want a progress that preserves the French socio-
economic model. We don’t want cheaters or slavers, so we must impose regulations!’ 

All interviewees emphasised that the PS ideological reorientation was key to overcoming 

these divides and tackling the harsh consequence of Hollande's ‘austerity agendas’ that made 

the PS lose traction over subaltern classes. Therefore, since 2017, the PS elites reshaped the 

party’s agendas to reconnect to those groups most affected by social insecurity. As explained 

by This Saint Jean, the party aimed at finding a common denominator around 

‘social justice. This change meant that we prioritised popular classes as our target. (…). 
However, inequalities today can no longer be understood strictly in terms of classes but 
must be combined with other components. This combination is the strength of the idea of 
intersectionality’. 

Relatedly, defining regulatory agendas to tame big-tech companies was a crucial ground upon 

which PS attempted to rebuild its Post-Social Democratic strategic project.  

6.3.1.2 Thinking globally, acting locally. Networking the ‘left behind’ of platform capitalism 

The cornerstone of the PS strategy was to take advantage of the party’s ongoing strength in 

leading local governments to promote policies to reposition the party as egalitarian. As argued 
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by Sébastien Vincini (NEC 2018-current Secretary of Party Development and Vice-President of 

Department Haute Garonne, 26/11/2021), indeed,  

‘We are really in the logic of thinking globally and acting locally. The question of the digital 
revolution is key in this respect, notably regarding labour and digital divides. On the one 
hand, we see discourses by Macron on the start-up nation, smart cities etc. On the other 
hand, many are ‘left behind’ by the digital revolution. We are the party of those people. 
We think that the digital revolution can be governed to improve public services and boost 
economic growth. For instance, Macron announced a plan to expand broadband 
infrastructures to all households by 2025. In Socialist departments, instead, we decided to 
go further and faster: by injecting public money, by controlling and negotiating with private 
investors, we made sure that each household, free of charge, may be connected by 2022 
and that no one is left behind even in the smallest villages’. 

Therefore, the PS practices aimed at gaining back public control over the deployment of digital 

infrastructures without, however, challenging their private property (see interview Remi 

Cardon -Senator, NEC 2018-current Secretary of Digital Divides, 21/05/2021).  The PS strategic 

project aimed at overcoming digital divides by providing on a local level ‘universal digital 

services’ (interviews Cardon and Vincini). These local policies aimed to provide ‘good 

practices’ upon which to build from the bottom-up national initiatives to tackle big-tech 

monopolies. Indeed, the PS discourses are strongly critical of big-tech as attacking public 

sovereignty. As argued by Cardon,  

‘Microsoft knows French companies and consumers better than anyone, which is worrying. 
Moreover, when data are stored abroad, cyber-security issues exist, and the states struggle 
even to get access to data. Therefore, I think that the challenge to be faced at the European 
level is to gain back sovereignty over digital technologies, to face GAFAM and Chinese 
companies’.  

Overall, the PS strategic project was meant to connect and represent the ‘left behind’ by 

platform capitalism. More specifically, as emerged from the interviews, the PS elites 

attempted to establish close linkages to two groups affected by platform capitalists’ 
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exploitation. First, the precarious ‘platform workers’. Second, the citizens who were excluded 

from access to digitalised public services.  

6.3.1.3 Forward to post-workerism or back to labourism?  

On the one hand, the strategic project to attract ‘disconnected’ citizens was an area of 

consensus among the PS elites, as it targeted citizens from the working class (see interview 

Cardon) while at the same time opening up opportunities to innovate and expand public 

services. On the other hand, representing platform workers was an area of tension within the 

party. Indeed, the conditions of platform workers as self-entrepreneurs challenged those 

traditional left-wing views equating labour with waged employees. Jacquin made clear this 

point when talking about his meetings with an independent movement of French deliverers 

named CLAPS (Collectif de Livreurs Autonomes de Paris – Paris Autonomous Deliverers 

Collective) 

‘They shook me up. These workers told me: “We don't care about being reclassified as 
employees. We just want a decent life. Appealing the Supreme Court to get re-qualified in 
years… is useless for us!” This meeting led me to change my mindset. And consequently, I 
wrote an amendment to say: “they need minimum incomes. No minimum wages”. 
“Minimum wage” implied that they should be employees. But I was attacked by many 
comrades for this proposal. They accused me of supporting false self-employment and 
being against labour protection. I always answered that we must establish a proper 
dialogue with these groups to win elections. But reformist unions and many PS officers are 
just formatted on the defence of waged workers’. 

These debates suggest that the PS strategic project to advance counter-hegemony was 

affected by a tension between more innovative post-workerist views (Srnicek and Williams, 

2016) and traditional labourist approaches. The first tendency arose, as shown above (see Ch. 

3.3.2), with the flagship proposals by the Presidential candidate Hamon in 2017 around ‘taxing 

robots’ to fund jobs transitions and unconditional Universal Basic Income (UBI). Hamon’s 
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strategy was to disentangle the PS from the field of hegemony by radically challenging 

productivism as the key to providing increased resources to be redistributed through the 

welfare state. After the 2017 electoral defeats, however, on the one hand, Hamon’s 

inheritance was relevant to shaping the PS’ ideology along critical understanding of platform 

capitalism. On the other hand, the PS abandoned some of his most innovative proposals. All 

the interviewees made clear this turn when explaining why the party left the proposals about 

‘taxing robots’ and shifted from supporting UBI to more moderate forms of basic income. 

Regarding the former, Jacquin explained that 

‘Robotisation is not different from what happened with any industrial revolutions, whereby 
machines substitute human work. It is just a different form, and our goal is to accompany 
this modernisation. We saw the risk of a ‘reactionary’ turn with Hamon's proposal. We 
cannot be against innovations that make companies more competitive. We do not want to 
disrupt the generation of value’. 

Regarding the shift from UBI to basic income, Vincini argued that ‘since 2018 our project is 

basic income. It is not the unconditional UBI. It is both an income of dignity and an income of 

activation’. 

Therefore, the PS oscillated between turns to more radical stances and returns to moderate 

agendas. These uncertainties signal that, overall, the PS counter-hegemonic strategic project 

was affected by the ongoing attempts to elaborate compromises between subaltern and 

ruling classes (see PS, 2014, p. 20). Therefore,  the most recent posture vis-à-vis platform 

capitalism can be conceptualised as a problematic attempt to radicalise PS within the 

constraints of reformist practices. This-Saint Jean sustained this analysis when explaining that 

‘The PS wants to affirm a new radicalism that, in any case, must be specific to Social 
Democracy. This principle has driven a strong reorientation of PS since 2017. First, we 
abandoned any influence from Third Way views prioritising “responsibilities” over “rights”. 
Second, we integrated environmentalism as an issue as salient as social justice. Finally, we 
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went back to a more interventionist approach. But at the same time, we abandoned 
productivism, a major break for Social Democracy. We think now that not only we need to 
govern the mode of production, but to radically reform the modes of consumption’. 

To sum up, platform capitalism was a crucial driver of a process of strategical reorientation by 

the PS since 2017. Party’s elites aimed to open a new space of opportunity for a ‘counter-

hegemonic’ strategy to tame platform capitalism's driving forces. However, the project to 

radically refresh SD was inherently affected by tension with views about the digital revolution 

as a more limited ‘update’ of SD. As a result, the PS strategic project was affected by abrupt 

movements toward fully Post-Social Democratic claims, as with Hamon's post-workerist 

agenda in 2017, and returns to more traditional reformist postures.  

6.3.2 Platform party politics 

In this subsection, I will analyse how the PS did consider the party’s digitalisation as a problem 

to define its counter-hegemonic strategic project. First, I will highlight how platform party 

politics was primarily considered a hostile environment by the PS elites, as the party’s 

antagonists were exploiting new technologies to attack the elites of representative 

democracy. Second, however, I will focus on how the party undertook a process of innovative 

adaptation by adopting limited digital tools. Relatedly, I will highlight some contradictions 

affecting the PS strategic project, as the party’s elites oscillate between prioritizing digital 

platforms as tools to implement direct and participatory intra-party democracy or 

professionalise electoral campaigns.  

6.3.2.1 Under the siege. Platform politics as a hostile space 

The PS elites were starkly resistant to change the party’s organisation through digitalisation 

for two main reasons. First, they conceived platforms as contributing to over-simplify political 
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debates while instead, politics is about the ongoing games of mediation and compromises 

between competing instances and groups. Indeed, as stated in ‘Socialist Chart’, the document 

collecting the core principles of the PS, 

‘New social media are changing the public debate. The saturation of images, the immediacy 
and the emotion, the excessive personalization eclipse the argumentation and the 
collective commitment. Socialist and social-democratic formations are shaken by this 
universe which consecrates the leader over the party, the slogan over the programmes’ 
(2014, p. 10). 

Second, the PS elites critically saw platform politics as spreading ‘common-sense’ views about 

horizontal participation against hierarchical political structures, a trend that the French 

Socialists understood as extremely dangerous for democracy. For instance, Vincini clearly 

pointed out that the digitalisation of politics brings about big risks to the functioning of 

democracy by arguing that 

‘Platforms make possible a total horizontality. But horizontality also brings the permanent 
agora and the permanent mess whereby every opinion, true or false, informed or not, is 
equally valuable. And this is not good for democracy. Democracy requires organisation. (…) 
Our party is made of activists, and above them, of Federations led by first secretaries, and 
so on, up to the national organisation. We have not done as LFI. We do not want a model 
like LFI, with “Mélenchon and the people”. We go on differently because democracy cannot 
resist that “horizontality”. Even in a digital world, we keep the system very pyramidal and 
organised. We send information from the NEC to the local cadres. But not all the 
information to everyone, as it would be overwhelming and end up disempowering people 
instead of empowering them. Without intermediate leaders, it is a permanent agora. And 
that system does not work’.  

This line of reasoning clearly reflects the PS elites’ perception of digital politics as a hostile 

environment placing the party under siege. The PS elites observe the attacks on the party’s 

structure through digitalised politics as coming from all competitors. From the left, by LFI, that 

is seen as a threat because platform movements (see Ch. 7.4) claim to replace left-right divides 

with people-elites ones, whereas the PS strategy is to establish a broad left-wing coalition to 
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overcome electoral marginality (see PS, 2018, p. 3). From the centre and the right, with 

Macron's movement La République En Marche (LReM) and Le Pen's radical right 

Rassemblement National hegemony on social media through  

‘armies of trolls who completely destabilise democracy, imposing a continuous flow of 
over-simplified messages without any hierarchy that makes any democratic debate 
impossible’ (Interview This-Saint Jean). 

However, the PS elites eventually conceived the ‘digital ecosystem’ also as a new game-field 

imposing multiple processes of organisational adaptation for the party to survive.  

6.3.2.2 Troubled digital adaptation for the survival of the bureaucratic party 

The process of digital organisational adaptation by the PS was characterised by a mismatch 

between declared goals and actual practices. On the one hand, the PS leader Faure claimed 

the need to implement participatory platforms to reduce Federations' rigid bureaucratic intra-

party power (see PS, 2018, p. 1). On the other hand, only marginal organisational functions 

were transferred online. For instance, the PS platform has allowed since 2018 the registration 

of members, although membership is still to be validated by Federations (see PS, 2021). 

Further, the party’s website is mainly designed as a ‘showcase’ for parties’ news, providing 

materials for activists without chances for horizontal discussion or participation (PS, 2022). All 

in all, the PS’ digitalisation seems affected by competing views among the party’s elites. On 

the one hand, some officers claim the need to enhance the use of platforms to disintermediate 

the relations between citizens and elites. On the contrary, other factions conceive digital 

platforms mainly as providing a set of techniques to professionalise party campaigns. 

Recently, the PS implemented a digital platform in preparation for the 2022 Presidential 

elections, through which to collect programmatic proposals, to be voted on by all citizens 
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registered on the platform (https://www.rdv2022.fr/). However, the platform was shut down 

once the delegates at the National Conference selected Anne Hidalgo, the Socialist mayor of 

Paris, as the presidential candidate (see interview Vincini). At the same time, the PS struggles 

at achieving effective professionalisation of its campaigns, for instance, through data 

analytical techniques, as a result of resistance to putting under review its traditional forms of 

militancy. As clearly explained by Cardon 

‘I organised training on digital tools among activists every week. Most of them thought it 
was about publishing more Facebook posts. But this is not the main point. Most of them 
do not understand that it is about changing our mindset. It is about adopting entirely new 
forms of political debates. Currently, users' average time of attention on social media when 
scrolling their news feeds is four seconds. It means that we are ignored if we do not provide 
striking messages. We are now using more digital tools for internal communication. But we 
need to accelerate our transition. We must spend less time in internal debates and 
reflections and focus on popularising our proposals, making them more accessible. We 
have a traditional base, and therefore a cultural gap must be filled’. 

In summary, the PS elites understand parties’ digitalisation as bearing dangers more than 

opportunities. Platform party politics is seen as a hostile game field contributing to the party’s 

marginalisation. Therefore, the PS digitalisation passively adapted to new external challenges. 

The PS adopted digital tools mostly to make internal pyramidal communications more fluid 

and efficient. Instead, experimentations at adopting platforms to make democracy more 

participatory and horizontal are mostly rhetorical promises, which did not result in major 

organisational reforms for two main inter-related reasons. First, the PS conceives participatory 

democracy, at the most, as a complement to make representative democracy more efficient, 

but not a replacement for any of its traditional institutionalised functions. The second reason 

is related to recent evolutions of the French party system, with the emergence of ‘platform 

parties’ as LFI, on the Left and LReM on the centre. The PS's strategy to face these parties is 

to renew its agenda by prioritising its proposals and social linkages in response to platform 

https://www.rdv2022.fr/
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capitalism while at the same time conceiving the resistance of a traditional mass bureaucratic 

party as a frontier of survival for Social Democratic Politics.   

 

6.4 SEL and Post-Social Democracy. Platforms as a bridge to link radical and reformist politics 

In this section, I will look at how Italian SEL adopted a strategic project to advance counter-

hegemony in platform society. First, I will highlight how SEL’s elites' understandings of 

platform capitalism went from ‘techno-optimism’ to ‘techno-pessimism’ regarding whether 

the digital economy may boost ‘sharism’ or worsen labour exploitation. Second, I will look at 

how SEL elites attempted to organise a network linking the party to a platform social 

movement to attract new activists when marginally digitalising the mass party itself. Overall, 

I will conceptualise SEL strategic project for counter-hegemony as aiming to build up a  ‘bridge’ 

to link radical and reformist politics.  

6.4.1 Platform Capitalism 

In this subsection, I will first look at how the initial techno-optimism of SEL elites inspired a 

strategic project that links radical and reformist politics. Second, I will highlight the struggles 

at keeping alive the SEL experiment during the age of austerity. Finally, I will explain how these 

struggles were associated with a turn to techno-pessimism that characterised the declining 

phase of SEL marked by internal generational clashes overlapping factional disputes between 

radical and reformist factions.  

6.4.1.1 Digital social innovation to link radical and  reformist politics 

SEL’s attitudes vis-à-vis platform capitalism were part of a broader strategic project by the 

leader and regional Governor of Apulia (2005-2015), Nichi Vendola, to bring together radical 
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and reformist politics. Indeed, SEL elites promoted views of platform societies as potentially 

overcoming the perceived trade-offs between ‘quasi-socialist’ goals and reformist means. As 

Vendola put it, SEL attempted to  

‘reconstruct a “philosophy”, a political culture […] The pace of the reformist and the horizon 
of the revolutionary can prepare a new route that seeks to gather and sever the root of 
modern alienation in production and the organisation of social reproduction’ (2011, p. 13) 

As previously discussed (see Ch. 4.4.2), the SEL trajectory was characterised by a rapid 

outburst between 2009 and 2012 and an abrupt decline until its transformation into Italian 

Left (SI) in 2015 (see Chiocchetti, 2016). The succession of these phases also characterised SEL 

officers’ understandings of platform capitalism. As described by Elisabetta Piccolotti 

(Secretary of Communication within SEL and SI NECs from 2011, 26/03/2021),  

‘Initially, a defining attribute of SEL was techno-optimism, the idea that digital technologies 
can liberate societies from the burdens of manual jobs and open new creative scenarios’.  

Two main features characterised SEL techno-enthusiasm. First, the platform economy was 

seen as opening opportunities to advance counter-hegemony by radically containing capitalist 

rulership through gaining space for social and common goods. These views were influenced 

by ‘social innovation’ theories focusing on the production of social value through ‘sharing’ 

platforms as potentially transforming capitalism from a system of competition and 

exploitation into one of cooperation (see Mair and Martí, 2006, p. 37). Relatedly, ‘sharing’ 

platform economy positively blurred the boundaries between ‘state’ and ‘markets’, orienting 

the economic base towards a society of the ‘common goods’. Accordingly, as stated in SEL’s 

second Congress Resolution 

‘The nature of ‘common goods’ does not concern the traditional distinction between the 
state and the market or that between public and private property, but it introduces a more 



196 
 

complex dimension (…) to affirm that property, both public and private, cannot damage 
the common good’ (2014a, p. 17). 

Second, the platform economy was considered crucial in overcoming the splits between 

manual and intellectual work.  A division that SEL considered a significant barrier to advancing 

its counter-hegemonic strategic projects (see interview Giuseppe De Cristofaro, Senator 2013-

2018, LEF NEC Coordinator between 2011 and 2015, 17/03/2021). As detailed by LEF’s second 

Congress Resolution, indeed, 

‘Intellectual work is increasingly mixed with manual work, and this trend may finally 
overcome the fracture between cognitive and manual skills (…). Co-working spaces, start-
ups, innovative companies in the knowledge economy, (…) the economy of care and 
relationship, smart grids, social communication flows, smart redevelopment of spaces and 
times. We must understand in depth these phenomena as attempts to escape from the 
present state of things and to open up new relationships between labour and 
entrepreneurship’ (2014a, p. 4). 

These optimistic views about platforms as commons to develop a renewed counter-

hegemonic agenda were mirrored in SEL strategies to cement a broad social alliance between 

subaltern groups. All interviewees emphasised that the party’s name ‘Left, Environment, 

Freedom’ aimed to signify the shift of left-wing culture ‘from the primacy of the capital-labour 

antagonism, to one built-around a multi-centrality’ (interview De Cristofaro). However, at 

least in parties’ official discourses, this innovation sought to reinvigorate, not replace, the 

party’s linkages to subaltern classes. All interviewees critically recognised that SEL activists 

and voters mainly were from ‘urban and intellectual middle classes”’ (see interviews Celeste 

Costantino, MP 2013-2018, SEL NEC 2010-2015, 03/05/2021 and Francesco Ferrara, Secretary 

of LEF Organisation between 2010 and 2014, 08/04/2021). According to De Cristofaro, the 

ongoing disconnection from the subaltern classes can be traced back to two related 

transformations that the Left was overall unable to face: 
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‘First, there is no more mass politicisation… the popular classes are now depoliticised, and 
therefore, the messages of our adversaries are more effective and easier to grasp. 
Traditionally, the Left successfully articulated complex understandings of society that were 
transferred to popular classes through the pedagogical function played by mass 
organisations. Once this massive politicisation vanished, our messages could not deliver 
successfully. Second, our inability reflected a delay in facing structural changes. The 
political Left was inextricably rooted in a precise idea of the state and labour organisation, 
Fordism (…). The Left faced a gigantic struggle to redefine a new political culture when that 
mode of production changed. As a result, we found ourselves, paradoxically, incapable of 
connecting with those we wish to represent’. 

Adopting innovative agendas and organisational practices related to digital technologies were 

critical resources to address this disconnection. Similarly to what was described above for the 

PS (6.3.1), the experiences of local and regional governments were considered crucial to 

position SEL as a transformative agent of Italian politics. In the SEL case, however, the 

reference to local governments was more than an anchorage to radical policies-agendas. 

Instead, it was the cornerstone of an ‘epic’ narrative on the transformative potentialities of 

the SEL project. Indeed, as mentioned above (4.4.2), the victories of Vendola in Apulia as an 

outsider candidate inspired a sense of excitement among activists about SEL’s disruptive 

potential. As explained by Costantino, Vendola’s victories proved  

‘that it was possible to govern according to leftist values, without diluting our ideals 
because of government. Apulia experience was the ground for us to shout out: Yes, we 
can!’ 

All our interviewees equate what they call the ‘cycle of victories’ of SEL (between 2009 and 

2011) with Vendola’s performances as regional governor, and they relate SEL's success to the 

promotion of agendas that aimed at placing the Radical Left at the forefront of ‘innovation’. 

Two examples explain this point. First, as emphasised by Elisabetta Piccolotti (NEC 2011-2015 

Secretary of Communication, 26/03/2021), regional policies to facilitate cooperative start-ups 

and innovative social enterprises 
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‘were key in Vendola’s regional government. Targeting young generations through 
innovation was crucial to challenging the dominant economic system. Technological and 
cultural innovation and start-up ecosystems were considered primary sources to get rid of 
Italian “nepotistic capitalism”’. 

Second, all our interviewees constantly referred to ‘Boiling Spirits’ as the benchmark of 

Vendola’s innovation. That was a regional policy targeting young citizens to fund training 

programmes under the condition to transfer their knowledge in the creation of socially 

innovative and cooperative start-ups and enterprises. As recalled by Costantino 

‘nowadays, everybody speaks about start-ups, co-working spaces and new models of 
collaborative enterprises. But at the beginning of the 2010s, we were the only party to give 
salience to these models. However, we must now recognise that even Vendola’s policies 
were targeting the young people in higher education, not those with subaltern 
backgrounds that were abandoning schools’ 

However, the over-emphasis on opportunities arising from the ‘sharing’ economy left the 

party disoriented on how to face the new context of the austerity crisis outburst in 2011, the 

context within which also changed attitudes vis-à-vis the digital revolution emerged.  

6.4.1.2 The crisis of techno-optimism during the austerity age 

As mentioned above (Ch. 4.4.2), the Italian ‘austerity age’ was a dramatic break in SEL and 

Vendola's growing traction over popular constituents (Bordandini, 2013). SEL struggled at 

presenting itself as a credible opponent to the austerity agendas imposed by the ‘technical’ 

government of Mario Monti, despite being at that time out of Parliament and therefore ‘free’ 

from institutional constraints. The main reason for this hardship was the ongoing attempt to 

keep its coalition with PD, which at that time was ongoingly supporting Monti’s government 

in Parliament (interviews De Cristofaro, Ferrara). This linkage with the PD eventually damaged 

SEL’s public image as a radical and disruptive organisation. 
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Within this changing context, the contradictions affecting SEL's optimistic understandings of 

platform economy as the space of the ‘common goods’ emerged. The over-reliance on the 

sense of possibility excited by Vendola’s governorship resulted in the inability to redirect SEL 

strategies once the regional government adopted austerity policies. This process critically 

undermined the popularity of Vendola since 2011 (Damiani, 2016).  

SEL elites recognised their struggles at redefining their strategic projects vis-à-vis the digital 

revolution during the age of austerity (see interview De Cristofaro). As the attempt to build up 

bridges between radical and reformist politics lost traction, SEL was increasingly affected by 

intra-party factionalism on two axes. First, SEL experienced harsh confrontations between 

radical and reformist factions. Second young officers advocating for ‘post-workerist’ agendas 

attacked elder officers coming from unions claiming the need to re-prioritise labour protection 

as SEL’s primary goal. The intra-party debate about Universal Basic Income (UBI) exemplifies 

the latter divides. Indeed, UBI was the flagship proposal of young officers, considering it the 

cornerstone to keeping Vendola’s traction over young generations alive. As explained by 

Maria Pia Pizzolante (member of SEL NEC 2013-2015, founder of the affiliated movement TILT, 

11/03/2021), 

‘We aimed to address the fragmentation of workers affecting young generations. Some of 
them were free-lance, some of them employees. They may have specific needs, but 
focusing on differences, let them divided. Therefore, UBI was meant to provide these 
groups with a common goal and build mutual solidarity’. 

However, elder officers linked to moderate unions attacked UBI, perceived as a project 

undermining the centrality of labour as the defining attribute of left-wing social linkages (see 

interviews Piccolotti, Pizzolante). The interviewees relate to the generational clashes and the 

UBI campaign as key examples of SEL ‘lost chances’. More specifically, they refer to the fact 
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that Vendola initially succeeded at leveraging young activism and rebellion to connect broader 

constituencies around SEL counter-hegemonic project. However, finally, the indecisiveness of 

the leadership at breaking-up the cultural ties with the traditional Left hampered the 

disruptive potentialities of SEL's innovative strategy (interviews Costantino, Pizzolante).  

6.4.1.3 The bridge did not unite. SEL decline and the turn to techno-pessimism 

The general crisis of SEL from late 2011 until the party was shut down in 2015 was mirrored 

by an abrupt turn to techno-pessimism regarding both platform capitalist exploitation and the 

chances to advance alternative agendas. As emphasised by Erasmo Palazzotto (MP 2013-

current, SEL NEC 2011-2015, 06/07/2021), this pessimism was grounded in  

‘a typical leftist “vice”. We are excellent at reading the processes that are about to happen, 
we can describe them, but we fail at challenging them. For example, we understood that 
the control of the means of production is the key to exploitation and that nowadays, those 
means of production are mainly data (…), but we are incapable of thinking about how to 
regulate and change the control of these new means. For the Left, it is just a short-circuit’.  

This reflection by Palazzotto on the challenge of going beyond the ‘critique’ of exploitation is 

evident when looking at SEL's struggles at defining unitary agendas to tackle austerity. SEL 

elites were unified by critical understandings of adverse effects on labour that increasingly 

emerged throughout the 2010s from platform capitalism, as with the ejection of workers 

through automation and the reabsorption of the unemployed through brutally precarious jobs 

(see Dyer-Witheford, 2015). As stated by Palazzotto 

‘Let’s think about logistics. It is a clear example of how capitalism is being restructured by 
discharging the consequences of market competition at the bottom. Capitalists use 
algorithms to maximise their profits by lowering prices. To achieve this goal they discharge 
cost reduction to the bottom, to those workers whose functions cannot be automated…. 
Therefore, what matters to understanding exploitation is the control of the means of 
production’.  
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However, as shown above, with the debate about UBI, the overlap of factional disputes along 

the lines of radical and reformist views with generational clashes led to the impossibility of 

defining new constructive agendas informing counter-hegemonic strategies at the peak of the 

austerity age (interviews Costantino, Ferrara, Pizzolante). 

To sum up, SEL was characterised by an initial phase of techno-optimism associated with a 

broader strategy to advance counter-hegemony by channelling radical agendas into 

institutional politics. However, the strategic project to build up bridges between radical and 

reformist politics through innovation underwent a major crisis when the ‘austerity crisis’ burst 

in 2011 when SEL began to decline. At first, SEL’s crisis was associated with a turn to techno-

pessimism at elaborating new agendas to organise counter-hegemony. Finally, the emergence 

of increasing clashes among SEL elites between radical and reformist factions and elder and 

younger generations led to the party shutting down in 2015.  

6.4.2 Platform party politics 

In this subsection, I will analyse SEL's‘ troubled’ digitalisation as part of a broader strategy to 

bring together different forms of activism. First, I will analyse the SEL strategy of digitalisation 

to organise a network system gathering around the leader persona, a ‘quasi-traditional’ party 

and a digital social movement (‘Nichi’s Factories’). Second, I will focus on how this ‘network’ 

model raised unsolvable tensions between the logic of the movement- and the one of the 

mass- party and how the latest attempts to integrate these logics into SEL undermined its 

counter-hegemonic strategic project. 
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6.4.2.1 The Radical Left Network to link social movements and the mass party 

From the onset, Vendola’s project sought to connect, besides radical and reformist ideologies, 

anti- and pro-mass parties’ stances. As recalled by Pizzolante, Vendola described traditional 

parties as ‘disgusting dead-bodies, whose cadres were repulsive to any positive instance 

emerging from society’. These anti-parties’ positions were relevant for Vendola’s project to 

exploit ‘common-sense’ views as an anchorage to activate disenchanted voters from popular 

classes. However, at the same time, Vendola aimed to secure the consent of many factions 

from traditional left-wing parties that contributed to the creation of SEL in 2009. However, 

also SEL was supposed to overcome the typical organisation of the mass party. Indeed, as put 

by Ferrara,  

‘we did not want to create a classical Leninist party. Because it is top-down, it’s a pyramid 
from the local “sections” to the “vertex”. Instead, we called the local branches “circles” 
because they expressed the idea of circularity. We sincerely wanted to innovate. We 
wanted to be attractive to activists from social movements without forcing them to adhere 
to the party formally. Maybe it was not entirely a “bottom-up” movement, but we tried to 
break up the barriers impeding more political participation’. 

To achieve these goals, a movement-alike organisation, ‘Nichi’s Factories’, was created 

alongside the party, SEL. Therefore, initially, Vendola’s project was a ‘network system’ (see 

Nunes, 2014) configured as a space with ‘one head’ (Vendola) and ‘two bodies’ (Nichi Factories 

and SEL, see interviews De Cristofaro, Ferrara). The two organisations, however, were not 

linked by any formal rule to regulate their relations and the lack of clear definitions about the 

spheres of actions of the organisations generated increased tensions among activists and 

officers. This ‘void’ of formal rules raised several conflicts about who should organise local 

initiatives, whether the SEL circle or the local Nichi Factory (interviews Ferrara, Piccolotti). This 

‘separation’ between the network’s nodes was also evident in the strongly asymmetrical levels 
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of digitalisation of the different organisations. More specifically, platforms were key tools to 

boost the leader’s direct communication to citizens and to coordinate Nichi’s Factories’ 

activities, whereas SEL loosely adopted them. This model succeeded in advancing the network 

project in the short term, prompted by Vendola's success at ‘occupying’ social media (see 

Bordandini, 2013). As explained by Piccolotti, social media at the beginning of the 2010s were 

a free space without strong competitors. For instance, Vendola was the first Italian politician 

to use online videos to establish direct communication and dialogue with citizens, 

‘to disintermediate the relations between the leader and the people. The effects on party 
organisation were huge. Traditionally, to understand whether our agendas were attractive, 
we had to proceed from the base up through a pyramid (…). Therefore, leadership’s 
perceptions depended on cadres’ acumen or skills. (…) There were no other tools to 
understand what common people thought, and therefore there was a great centrality of 
parties’ cadres’ (interview Piccolotti). 

Nichi’s Factories were crucial for advancing these processes. They were a network of local 

committees, each coordinating through Facebook groups and directed by ‘Factory zero’, the 

committee established in Apulia to coordinate Vendola’s regional campaign (interview Nico 

Bavaro, Nichi’s Factories Secretary of Communication, 06/11/2020). Their main goal was to 

integrate off- and online activism starting from small-scale initiatives (see interviews Ferrara, 

Pizzolante). As recalled by Piccolotti, they were seen as  

‘a great breath of fresh air because they were free. Parties’ structures and central offices 
were burdened and slowed down by liturgies hampering creativity. Factories, instead, had 
no liturgies. They were action-oriented, quickly responsive to immediate political needs, 
without the difficulties that arise from internal procedures’. 

However, the phase of organisational experimentation around the network system was short-

lived, as the Italian political conjuncture changed amidst the austerity age.  
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6.4.2.2 The crisis of the network model 

Adopting a network model of organisation informed a strategic project aiming at activating 

different types of activists through multiple but separate channels. The goal unifying these 

groups was to support Vendola at the forthcoming primaries of the centre-left coalition 

between the PD and SEL to select the candidate Prime minister for the general elections (Ward 

and Guglielmo, 2021). The primaries were initially scheduled in 2011, but they were 

postponed to late 2012 when the PD decided to support the Monti technical government until 

the end of the legislature (see Ch.4.4.1). The extension of the timeline of the primaries cross-

cut the aforementioned SEL’s struggles at defining viable tactical positions vis-à-vis its centre-

left ally during the age of austerity. As a result of these two processes, the common objective 

to take Vendola to win centre-left primaries became untenable. Consequently, the ‘network 

system’ model became the core of harsh internal disputes that eventually undermined its 

consistency. As recalled by Ferrara, in an attempt to win over the party, some of the Factories’ 

leaders aimed to give them a more solid structure. This proposal activated internal clashes 

that led to their shutdown. After the closure of Nichi’s Factories, the tensions between mass- 

and movement- party models were internalised by SEL, counter-posing officers claiming for 

disintermediation of parties’ activities through digital platforms and those reclaiming the need 

to keep in place a more traditional bureaucratic party structure (see interviews Piccolotti, 

Pizzolante). 

In the final stages of its trajectory, SEL’s elites tried to accelerate the party’s digitalisation to 

innovate the party’s organisation and overcome these clashes. For instance, the new party 

constitution in 2014 included the project of a participatory online platform, COMMO (see SEL, 

2014b). Further, SEL leadership declared the intention to undertake ‘a reform of our structure 
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to disempower provincial Federations and to define the mission and centrality of local circles’ 

(SEL, 2015). However, the participatory platform was never implemented, and when SEL shut 

down in 2015, its inheritor IL underwent back to more traditional forms of party organisation 

(interviews Ferrara, Palazzotto). 

All the interviewees interpreted the crisis at experimenting with new forms of political 

organisation as related to SEL's inability to organically represent the interests of the subaltern 

classes. This process occurred when the techno-populist 5 Star Movement and the radical right 

League could succeed at hegemonising the rage of the Italian subaltern classes against the 

traditional parties (De Blasio and Sorice, 2018; Zulianello, 2019). This decline corresponded to 

the decreased ability of the Left to exploit digital technologies for progressive ends. As 

explained by De Cristofaro, 

‘In 2001, with the anti-globalisation movement, the radical left was familiar with new 
technologies, up to the point that networks became the mechanism through which 
mobilisations were organized .. think about Indymedia! We were really a technological 
vanguard. Currently, we lost traction on platforms, and the radical right has become 
hegemonic. However, I don't think it simply depends on social media or technologies. It 
always depends on the hegemony of discourses. If your discourses are hegemonic in 
society, they also work online. If your messages are not attractive or too complex, you also 
lose over the digital spaces’. 

To sum up, Vendola’s strategic project aimed at advancing counter-hegemony by innovating 

the party’s organisation through a network system juxtaposing a quasi-traditional mass party 

and a social movement alike organisation. The design of this ‘network’ was inherently affected 

by the tensions between the logic of the movement and that of the mass party. This 

architecture was tenable only in the short run. The indecisiveness at prioritising the mass- or 

the movement- party accompanied SEL's declining phase and can be understood as a failure 

of the attempt to exploit platform party politics to advance SEL's counter-hegemonic project. 
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6.5 Podemos and Post-Social Democracy. Digital platforms as ‘agora’ for radical democracy 

This section will analyse Podemos' strategic project to network a counter-hegemonic 

movement. First, I will look at how the party’s elites understood platform capitalism as a 

system of exploitation to be allegedly tamed through a ‘techno-Keynesian’ agenda. Second, I 

will highlight how Podemos's strategy prioritised digital platforms as political and 

organisational tools to disrupt ‘traditional’ parties. Overall, Podemos’ elites' strategic project 

was informed by views of the digital revolution as an ‘agora’ to engage and mobilise new 

activists in a radical democratic project.  

6.5.1 Platform capitalism 

In this subsection, I will analyse Podemos’ critical understanding of platform capitalism as 

increasing socio-economic inequalities. First, I will highlight how these views informed a 

counter-hegemonic strategic project seeking to achieve the political construction of a broad 

social alliance. Second, I will look at how these understandings were associated with strategies 

aiming to challenge platform capitalism at its margins through adopting a ‘techno-Keynesian’ 

agenda. Finally, I will argue that Podemos' counter-hegemonic strategic project is inherently 

affected by the tension between its roots in radical social movements and the promise to 

achieve disruptive goals through ‘occupying’ neoliberal democratic institutions.  

6.5.1.1 Turning the ‘losers of the digital revolution into a democratic historical bloc 

As previously discussed (see Ch.3.5.1), Podemos suddenly burst into the Spanish political 

system in 2014 by offering a platform to bring the feelings of ‘indignation’ characterising the 

squares’ anti-austerity movements (Rodríguez-Teruel et al., 2016) into democratic 

institutions. Podemos’ emphasis on the corruption of the Spanish representative system as 
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the critical dimension to be disrupted to advance counter-hegemony was inherently 

constitutive of its two-pronged strategy. On the one hand, the party aimed at aggregating 

disenchanted popular constituencies around radical politics. On the other hand, Podemos 

elites primarily focused on democratic means for a change instead of a transformational 

agenda to disrupt capitalism. Accordingly, Podemos’ understanding of platform capitalism had 

two main features. First, as the bearer of ‘Uberisation’, a model of extreme labour exploitation 

governed by unaccountable algorithms (Haidar and Keune, 2021), platform capitalism was 

described by Podemos elites’ in the 2020 Congress Political Resolution as   

‘an economic model disguised as supposedly leading to a collaborative economy, while 
instead planning strategies to constitute monopolies in key sectors, such as public services. 
Uberisation is the economic, social and political engineering operated by fractions of the 
financial capital placing themselves above any sovereignty or jurisdiction and is based on 
two axes. On the one hand, the looting mechanism resulting from tax avoidance by large 
transnational companies is a mechanism facilitating the separation of corporations from 
the society within which they operate. On the other hand, renewed forms of exploitation, 
by false self-employed contractual formulas alien to democratic labour laws’ (p. 17). 

Second, Podemos aimed at incremental changes through policy reforms to challenge these 

forms of domination. As declared by Pablo Iglesias (Podemos leader between 2014 and 2021, 

and Vice-Prime Minister 2020-2021, 19/11/2021), when facing platform capitalism, however, 

‘there is a scale problem because national states were powerless to deal with dynamics and 
decisions made on globalised markets. The open issue for us is still: how can we impose 
democratic limits on the logic of capitalist operations by operating on a national scale? This 
is a permanent contradiction for the Left’. 

This twofold nature of Podemos can be better understood through Alexandros Kioupkiolis’s 

and Francisco Seoane Pérez’s argument that Podemos’ elites ‘see their party-cum-movement 

as a practical implementation of the theories of the Argentinean philosopher Ernesto Laclau” 

(2019, p. 24; see Laclau, 2005). Indeed, Podemos’ elites conceive social groups as the outcome 
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of the political articulation by political agents and not as emergent from class dialectics. This 

cultural background was directed against the importance of class antagonisms to advance 

counter-hegemony. Accordingly, Podemos’ aimed at providing a space to constitute a 

‘transversal social majority politically’. As stated in the 2020 Congress Resolution,  

“we have been carrying out a process of political articulation from the perspective of a 
social majority. We must carry out a fundamental work of connection to put an end to the 
artificial separation between the social and the political that neoliberalism imposed and 
that seeks nothing less than to relegate the social majority into resignation so that it would 
not conceive politics as a tool to achieve social transformation. This process allowed us to 
articulate political programmes connected with many social realities” (p.23). 

These views went against strategies prioritising the working class as the subject to advance 

counter-hegemony. Iglesias made this point clear when arguing that 

‘social classes are still relevant for economic organisation and political subjectification. 
However, it is naive to think that class structure operates politically as eighty years ago. 
There have been redefinitions. Crucially, how classes become or not political subjectivities 
depend on how people see themselves. I will give you an example: most of those who 
define themselves as working class are Podemos’ voters. In other words, Podemos is the 
majority among those who define themselves as the working class. The problem is that a 
majority of those who objectively belong to the working class do not define themselves as 
such.’ 

However, instead of intervening to re-ignite class antagonism as the key to activating 

transformative mobilisations, Podemos elites, by following Laclauian theories, accepted the 

mismatch between ‘real’ class positions and their political subjectification as an irredeemable 

characteristic of modernity. Accordingly, Podemos aimed at articulating these dispersed 

individuals, the ‘losers of the digital revolution’, a subset of the ‘losers of globalisation’ (see 

Podemos, 2018, p. 25), in a broad platform that, to gain immediate consensus, did not attempt 

to prioritise disruptive agendas. Podemos’ declared goal, indeed, was to turn this ‘losers’ front 

into a ‘democratic historical bloc’ (Podemos, 2020a, p. 28) by providing its platform 
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organisation as a ‘useful tool to broaden the participation of social majorities in processes of 

change’ (Podemos, 2020a, p. 23). However, this strategy appears increasingly flawed by the 

institutional constraints at holding together contrasting goals. On the one hand, Podemos 

claimed to appeal to new subalterns. As declared by Iglesias 

‘historically, the left placed the working class organized in unions at the core of its 
initiatives. Nowadays, we must link to other social groups that acquire increasing centrality 
in economic relations. Women, young generations, precarious and migrant workers are 
invisible sectors of the collective labour force with increasingly political potentialities to 
drive change’. 

On the other hand, Podemos’ strategy to lead the action of this social ‘democratic bloc’ against 

the State’s elites is hampered by the cooperation as a junior party in the coalition government 

with the PSOE since 2020. As a result, Podemos’ strategy repeatedly oscillated between radical 

and reformist stances. I argue that this strategical inconsistency can be traced back to the 

Podemos elites' refusal to incorporate the primacy of class antagonism in its ideology to design 

effective counter-hegemonic strategies. For instance, Podemos initially promoted UBI as a 

paradigmatic measure to protect subalterns within digital globalisation as ‘the digital economy 

is nowadays one of the most important game-fields to challenge neoliberal hegemony’ 

(Iglesias). However, this initial radical proposal was strongly moderated once in government, 

resulting in a minimum basic income limited by strong conditionalities (Ch. 5.5.1). 

6.5.1.2 A ‘techno-Keynesian’ agenda to protect the losers of the digital revolution 

The ‘techno-Keynesian’ agenda that Podemos developed to face increasing inequalities 

emerging from platform capitalism are relevant to make sense of its oscillations between anti-

state elites- and ‘cum-state’ reform stances. The ‘techno-Keynesian’ agenda was the 

cornerstone of the party’s strategic project to aggregate the ‘losers of the digital revolution’. 
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Two main axes of state intervention were crucial for advancing this project. First is the 

promotion of stricter labour market regulations. Podemos’ officers claim the merit to oversee 

jobs protection by occupying the Department of Labour within the coalition government since 

2020. All the interviewees emphasise the merit of the Secretary of Labour Yolanda Diaz in 

promoting the adoption of a ‘riders’ law’ ending the false self-autonomous status of platform 

workers (i.e. interview Txema Guijarro Garcìa, MP 2016-current, spokesperson of 

Parliamentarian Committee on Economic Affairs and Digital Transition, 07/06/2021 and 

Iglesias). However, interviewees also revindicated that these reforms were passed with the 

consensus of the ruling classes. As explained by Guijarro Garcia, indeed 

‘our most important achievement was to carry on labour reforms through permanent social 
dialogue. Yolanda Diaz succeeded at constantly bringing together unions and the 
employers’ Federations. This posture was vital for us, as we achieved greater visibility as a 
political force guaranteeing social peace’. 

The second ‘pillar’ of Podemos’ techno-Keynesianism was to re-direct public investments for 

digitalisation from big-tech companies to small and medium ones. Therefore, as pointed out 

by Guijarro Garcìa, Podemos' strategic project was grounded in 

‘the hope and the faith in the state as the key actor to guide the digital revolution. Our 
views are inspired by the Italian economist Mazzucato, who emphasises the primary role 
of the states in guaranteeing sustainable and egalitarian development. This view is also why 
we still want to carry forward our flagship proposal about the instalment of a publicly 
owned Investment Bank’.  

Therefore, Podemos aimed at opening new spaces of opportunities for a ‘techno-Keynesian’ 

agenda carried on by an ‘entrepreneurial state’ (Mazzucato, 2015) as key to directing the 

digital revolution toward increased wages and better market opportunities for small 

enterprises (see Podemos, 2020a, p. 18 see also interviews Guijarro Garcia, Iglesias). Party’s 

leadership aimed at fuelling this strategy by channelling into state institutions the demands 
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from both radical social movements and popular classes disenchanted with traditional parties. 

The desire to hold together these elements represents a strong element of continuity in 

Podemos’ trajectory.  

6.5.1.3 The ‘agora’ and the Parliament. Tensions within Podemos strategic project  

The process of institutionalisation of Podemos, unsurprisingly, ignited increased tensions 

between its constitutive elements as a disruptive movement and a parliamentary party. This 

process was clearly explained by Antonio Montiel (Regional MP 2015-19, Podemos General 

Secretary in Valencia Region, 30/07/2021) when arguing that in its initial stage, Podemos 

succeeded in redirecting popular common sense  

‘by simplifying the language of political debates. The political and financial elites 
“kidnapped” debates about the political economy by presenting its principles as a matter 
of expertise. Instead, it was about common people's life! And Podemos acted to facilitate 
people's comprehension of complex processes to give back a say to popular classes and 
empower them’. 

However, this traction over ‘common-sense’ views about the chances to disrupt mainstream 

politics by ‘occupying’ democratic institutions also raised the expectations about what 

Podemos may achieve once the party began to take part in coalition governments, and 

according to Montiel, 

‘when you convert yourself into an incumbent party, you are constrained by the logic of 
annual budgets, EU directives etc. And therefore, you are no longer ‘the voice of the street’. 
And this transformation has generated frustration for both, the representatives within 
institutions, and the people, that instead were initially tied together at designing disruptive 
strategies’. 

The clashes between popular expectations and institutional practices may be traced back to 

the genesis of Podemos as a party by a group of intellectuals, as suggested by Ruben Martínez 
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Dalmau (MP 2016, Vice-President Valencia Region 2019-2021, 05/04/2021), when arguing 

that within Podemos  

‘there was an ongoing clash between the social classes to which our policies’ proposals 
were directed and the backgrounds of Podemos’ elites and voters, mostly middle-class 
professionals. We attempted to facilitate a better dialogue with subaltern groups to 
overcome this clash, but we must recognise that there is a puzzle that has not been sorted 
yet’.  

To sum up, Podemos critically conceived platform capitalism as a process driven by financial 

fractions of capitalism aiming at maximising their profits through tax avoidance and job 

casualisations. The counter-hegemonic strategic project by Podemos was grounded in post-

structuralist views endorsing the primacy of politics to articulate broad social alliances and 

overcome neoliberalism. Under this perspective, Podemos considered platform capitalism as 

a key driver of fragmentation among subaltern groups that could be re-connected by 

channelling them within institutions around a radical democratic project, not a socialist one. 

Promoting a ‘Techno-Keynesian’ agenda was the cornerstone to boost Podemos' strategy, as 

it would improve platform workers’ conditions and re-distribute public investments to small 

enterprises, two key groups that Podemos targeted to build up a ‘democratic historical bloc’. 

However, this strategic project was inherently affected by a tension between its anti-state 

elites’ roots in radical social movements and its reformist practices within parliamentary 

institutions.  

6.5.2 Platform Party Politics 

In this subsection, I will analyse how Podemos’ digital organisation sought to provide an 

‘agora’ for the party’s disruptive goals against ‘politics-as-usual’. First, by overviewing the 

evolution of Podemos' digital architecture, I will focus on how the party adapted its 
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organisation to its increased institutionalisation by turning from ‘digital’ to a ‘hybrid online-

offline’ party model. Second, I will highlight how Podemos' hybrid nature as a movement party 

is inherently affected by three tensions between: (1) vertical leadership and horizontal 

participation; (2) new and traditional leftists organisational practices; and (3) the movement 

and Parliamentarian party.  

6.5.2.1 From the digital to the hybrid ‘online-offline party model 

The logic underlying the adoption of digital platforms as the backbone of Podemos’ origins in 

2014 – 2015 was to disrupt the Spanish party system in two ways. First, by prefiguring 

alternative models of ‘real democracy’ drawn from 15-M social movements practices 

grounded in online participation and e-votes (see interview  Martínez Dalmau). Second, by 

providing a political channel to turn protesters’ disruption into the ‘constitution’ of a popular 

parliamentarian movement (see Podemos, 2020a, p. 30). 

Since the onset, the Podemos organisation was structured around a digital platform 

(https://participa.podemos.info/es) collecting all the typical organisational functions of 

political parties, such as the free registration of members, votes on strategic resolutions and 

party leadership selection (Martínez Dalmau, 2019). The interviewees refer to this 

architecture as a vital source of ‘popular empowerment’ (i.e. interview Julián Macías Tovar, 

National Secretary of Social Media, 30/07/2021), and a crucial way to appear ‘sexy, to bring 

about fresh air, a renewal, a break’ (interview Montiel). Podemos adopted open source 

licenses and non-proprietary models of data management as a way to prove its commitment 

to the ‘commons-driven’ net  (Martínez Dalmau, 2019, p. 201, see also interview Macìas 

Tovar). Party’s platform was an ecosystem of tools directed to horizontal integration and 

https://participa.podemos.info/es
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vertical direction. Regarding the first dimension, between 2014 and 2020, the platform 

included a participatory space called ‘Plaza Podemos’ (Podemos Square), whereby members 

could open forums and formulate proposals for policies and organisational reforms (Martínez 

Dalmau, 2019, p. 204). Further, all members vote online for national offices and strategies. 

Third-party companies such as Agora-N Votes audit Podemos’ votes to guarantee ballots' 

transparency (see Gerbaudo, 2018; Martínez Dalmau, 2019). This architecture was designed 

to achieve the continuous engagement of activists by building up a digital party connecting 

accountable leadership and a vast base of members (interview Guijarro Garcìa). Moreover, 

Podemos increasingly adopted Telegram chats as a vital organisational tool for 

communications from national offices to the grassroots. As explained by Macías Tovar, a 

Telegram channel currently connects 40.000 activists. This model was designed to overcome 

what was addressed as one of the main reasons for the ongoing marginality of the Left, the 

exxaggerated relevance of internal debates. As explained by Juan Carlos Monedero (NEC 

2014-2015, Secretary of Party Constitution. President of 15-M Foundation 2020-current, 

interview 20/04/2022), 

‘one of the main reasons for left crises is a defensive posture towards neoliberal “common 
sense”. Podemos represented a change of posture by seeking to articulate civil society in a 
democratic project excited by the goal to disrupt the monarchical and corrupted Spanish 
two-party system’.  

Accordingly, as explained by Iglesias, the major innovation brought about by Podemos was to 

impose a generational break in the party system by enabling the advance of young politicians 

at their ease with the use of digital platforms. Digital party was key to substantiating leaders’ 

claims about their credibility as ‘different’ from other parties (Vittori, 2017). As explained by 

Iglesias, 
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‘our primaries were open to the public. Anyone could register from their smartphones. This 
model was disruptive! It brought freshness against the bureaucratic logic of the parties. 
Spain was under the domain of traditional parties, both left-wing and right-wing, in which 
apparatuses are the ones making decisions about leadership, candidacies etc. In other 
words, the key for a leader to be elected will be to gain control of parties’ apparatuses. 
Thanks to open primaries and new technologies, we broke up this model by introducing 
some fresh air and achieving greater citizen involvement and participation’. 

However, the ongoing integration of Podemos into local and national governments, the 

decline of membership (from 500.000 in 2015 to around 100.000 in 2020, as declared by the 

interviewee Guijarro Garcìa), and the struggles at keeping political traction over 

constituencies from social movements were reasons identified by the interviewees (i.e. 

Macìas Tovar, Montiel) to explain the recent organisational reforms aiming at hybridising the 

digital party with a more traditional structure empowering local circles and intermediate 

cadres. More specifically, Podemos approved a major reform of its organisation during the 

’Citizens’ Assembly’ (the party conference of Podemos) held in 2020. The reform activated a 

process to reshape the party’s local committees and intermediate levels in a transitionary 

period up to 2021 when the new structure was definitely approved. First, alongside members, 

Podemos established the figure of the ‘militant’, the activists entitled to participate and vote 

at local and regional levels of the party (Podemos, 2021a, p. 7). Second, Podemos assigned 

formal powers of coordination to intermediate cadres (Podemos, 2020b, pp. 23-34). These 

evolutions marked the need by Podemos’ elites to adapt its structure to ‘resist’ the attacks 

from right-wing parties at the moment when the party could not rely on the support of the 

‘squares’. Indeed, as explained by Monedero,  

‘social movements are like sea waves, and they need “wind” to remain strong. However, 
we faced the normal downturn of this tide from squares’ movements, the moment of the 
barricades, and our goal was to turn barricades into an army’. 
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6.5.2.2 Tensions between the digital movement and the institutional party 

The evolutions of Podemos from a digital to a hybrid online/offline organisational model have 

been inherently characterised by three inter-related tensions. First, between the horizontal 

integration and vertical direction. On the one hand, the digital party tore down barriers to 

participation in key decisions and strategies. On the other hand, in practice, the party 

prioritised support for leadership rather than participatory intra-party democracy (Vampa, 

2020; García Lupato and Meloni, 2021). Second, between new and traditional repertoires of 

discussion within the left. This tension mirrors a constitutive strategy by Podemos leadership 

at holding together activists from traditional organisations (such as the Anti-Capitalist Left) 

with new members more oriented to transformative local actions. The interviewees presented 

contrasting views on whether Podemos succeeded or failed at hybridising these forms of 

activism. Among the more optimistic, according to Martínez Dalmau, this process 

“helped different activists to overcome each other’s flaws. They have interpenetrated. For 
people coming from Izquierda Unida, meeting people from Podemos, activists who perhaps 
never read a book on Marxism, was like a blow of fresh air. Those with more structured 
intellectual backgrounds, however, helped those activists with ‘anti-politics’ views to better 
understand politics”. 

On the contrary, Macìas Tovar argued that there was tension between the ‘action-oriented’ 

participation of young activists and members coming from established parties. The former 

tended to underestimate the relevance of in-depth ideological debates, whereas the latter 

considered it a priority to develop more consistent ideological grounds for Podemos (see also 

interview Montiel). Finally, these tensions reflected the struggles to maintain the nature of 

Podemos as a movement party. Indeed, Podemos’ organisation aimed at providing a channel 

to engage activists from social movements through supporting fluid forms of protest while at 

the same time increasingly taking part in the representative institutions of liberal democracy 
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(Gerbaudo, 2019a; see also Podemos, 2021b, p. 21). However, according to Iglesias, even 

though activism in social movements was a crucial background for most Podemos officers, 

these experiences could not overcome the fact that 

‘Podemos is a party, with all the implications of what being a party means. Having 
bureaucratic structures, rules about decision-making, and participating in parliamentary 
institutions and governments. No matter how much their leaders come from social 
movements, although that may imprint a style, movements and parties are different things 
and have different structures and operating mechanisms’. 

To sum up, Podemos' digital organisation was key to opening up a space of opportunities for 

a counter-hegemonic movement to disrupt the Spanish party system. Adopting participatory 

and digital voting tools was an organisational cornerstone to provide an alternative space to 

aggregate activists from social movements and popular classes. However, the party 

increasingly shifted its organisation by hybridising the digital-movement model with the more 

typical structures of a mass party. 

 

6.6 Post-Social Democratic counter-hegemonic strategic projects. Comparative analysis 

I summarised in Table 6.1 the main practices through which the PS, SEL and Podemos shaped 

their Post-Social Democratic counter-hegemonic strategic projects. This section will discuss 

the main commonalities and differences among the cases. Accordingly, I will explore how, if 

at all, these parties aimed at enabling alternatives, establishing ties with subaltern classes and 

at elevating common-sense views to transform the real hegemony of platform societies. 

Finally, I will highlight how the differences in parties’ strategic projects resulted in contrasting 

areas of tension. 
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Table 6.1 Post-Social Democracy. Strategic projects for counter-hegemony. Main attributes 
 

ENABLING 
ALTERNATIVES  

ORGANIC TIES TO 
SUBALTERN CLASSES  

ELEVATING  
COMMON SENSE 

AREAS OF TENSION 

Platform 
Capitalism 
 
 
 
 
Differences 

PS 
 
 
 

SEL 
 
 
 

PODEMOS 

Targeting inequalities 
and opportunities for 
cooperation 
 
Innovation to revive the 
welfare state 
 
Radical local agendas 
for universal digital 
public services 
 
Radical claims on new 
digital cooperativism as 
bridge with reformism 
 
Critical agendas from 
social movements 
emphasising radical 
democrracy 
 

Attempts to connect 
‘left behind’/’losers’ of 
digitaliisation’ 
 
Extend platform 
workers' rights 
 
Targeting digital divides 
and digital education 
 
 
Shared social value vs 
capitalist value, pro-
coop start up policies 
 
Connecting subalterns in 
‘democratic historical 
bloc’  

Big tech hyper-profits 
as increasing 
inequalities 
 
 
 
 
Defence of public 
services 
 
 
Anti-system 
discourses to anchor 
common sense 
 
Simplified anti-elitist 
discourses. Emphasis 
on political elites 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Critical analyses vs 
dependency on 
reformism 
 
Post-workerism vs 
traditional labourism  
 
 
High expectations for 
radical change vs 
reformist institutional 
practices 

Platform 
Party Politics 
 
Differences 

PS 
 
 
 

SEL 
 
 
 

PODEMOS 

Emphasis on 
participatory 
democracy 
 
Defence of 
intermediate cadres 
 
 
Digital movement-alike 
node to attract younger 
activists 
Disruption of 
intermediation through 
platforms  
 

Organizational 
experimentations to 
reconnect subalterns 
 
No horizontal 
integration.  
 
 
Troubled unmediated 
relations leader/citizens 
 
 
Open platforms. Hybrid 
horizontal integration 
and vertical selection of 
strategies  

Digital tools provide 
opportunities for wide 
participation 
 
Critique of social 
media over 
simplifications 
 
Oscillations on social 
media as enablers or 
barriers for change 
 
Platforms 
participation disrupts 
corruption 

 
 
 
 
Digital prompting 
participation as attack 
on representation 
 
Clashes on models of 
digital organisation: 
movement vs mass 
 
Clashes between 
movements- and 
party- activism 

 

The analysis identified three paths within a common framework regarding how these parties 

aimed at enabling alternatives and resistance to ‘real’ hegemony in platform society. All these 

parties understood platform capitalism as bearing, at the same time, new social inequalities 

and new opportunities for cooperative relations of production. Accordingly, their trajectories 

during the 2010s were characterised by counter-hegemonic movements that struggled to find 

a balance between radical claims and reformist practices. Within this common approach, 
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three divergent paths characterised parties’ trajectories. The PS adopted radical discourses in 

2017 as part of a radical reorientation of its agendas. However, after the severe electoral 

defeat in 2017, the PS’s practices were affected by the resistance of more traditional SD 

cultures. This is particularly evident with the opposition by the PS elites at consistently 

digitalising the party’s organisation. SEL's initial techno-optimism, grounded in Vendola’s 

experimental regional policies and organisational innovations, conceived the digital revolution 

as providing new forms of societal organisation that allowed the ‘bridging’ of radical and 

reformist politics. However, party elites turned to techno-pessimism once the party tactic to 

‘occupy’ the centre-left coalition failed during the austerity age (Damiani, 2016). After 2011, 

the party was unable to connect radical claims and reformist practices and was unsuccessful 

in exploiting innovation as a key to coalescing wider social alliances in the medium term. 

Podemos prioritised platform party politics and, more specifically, the promise to bring 

horizontality and participatory democracy through its movement- alike digital party model, to 

gain momentum as a force capable of disrupting the Spanish party system. However, its two-

pronged strategic project seeking to keep alive a movement party while becoming more and 

more institutionalised led to increased tensions between the two logics, especially since the 

party moved from an adversarial to an accommodative strategy of cooperation with the PSOE 

in national government (Albertazzi et al., 2021, p. 54). 

Post-Social Democratic counter-hegemonic strategic projects were inherently affected by the 

lack of means to ‘organically’ represent the subaltern classes of platform societies and elevate 

them into a transformative political project. The PS adopted practices targeting the ‘left 

behind’ by the digital revolution as the key to widening the party’s social base and reviving its 

function as the institutional representative of subaltern groups. However, the PS counter-
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hegemonic strategy was first affected by the resistance of ‘productivism’ as the key driver for 

economic growth (Crouch, 2017) and second by defending its function as a top-down leader 

of subaltern groups through the party’s bureaucracies. SEL adopted discourses and initiatives 

presenting the digital ‘sharing’ economy to target young generations as the key to networking 

subaltern groups around a radical reformist agenda. However, as shown throughout, the 

party’s elites chose to keep its alliance with the neoliberal PD in the austerity age, and the 

indecisiveness at tackling the contrasting goals and interests between traditional unionised 

cadres of the working class and precarious young workers hampered its strategy. Podemos 

conceived the ‘losers of digitisation’ as a subset of the ‘losers of globalisation’ as its main 

target to connect a ‘democratic historical bloc’ through its political project. However, the 

party’s post-structuralist cultural roots affected Podemos' counter-hegemonic strategic 

project. At first, the movement succeeded in attracting vast and transversal constituencies 

around a radical democratic project. However, once integrated into parliamentary politics and 

decisively after the choice to seek a cooperative strategy with the neoliberal PSOE, the 

adoption of moderate ‘techno-Keynesian’ agendas, in conjunction with some shortcomings 

within its horizontal form of digital organisation, contributed to demobilise some of the most 

radical groups that the party initially attracted (Kioupkiolis and Pérez, 2019).  

The analysis showed relevant differences in how the parties attempted to adopt ‘common-

sense’ views to fuel their counter-hegemonic strategic projects. On the one hand, the PS 

critically perceived platform politics as boosting ‘anti-political’ over-simplified discourses. The 

PS elites understood this new space as a hostile environment within which Social Democratic 

tenets were attacked from the left and the right (Clift and McDaniel, 2017). Therefore, the 

party demonised radical claims about platform party politics and, by doing so, failed at 
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improving its declared goals to reconnect the party to popular classes. On the contrary, SEL 

and Podemos adopted ‘common-sense’ views, primarily through ‘anti-elites’ discourses by 

their leadership (Damiani, 2013; 2020). In this respect, the narratives about digital platforms 

opening new spaces for horizontal participation as disruptive of political and financial elites 

were vital. However, this common ground resulted in two diverging paths. In the case of SEL, 

‘anti-political’ and ‘pro-technologies’ practices were meant to provide the space for the party 

to perform as a pedagogical elevator of popular claims by directing them to ‘quasi-socialist’ 

goals. Instead, Podemos’ project was self-constrained by prioritising changes in political 

systems over structural understandings of capitalist rulership (Kioupkiolis and Pérez, 2019). As 

a result, the adoption of ‘common-sense’ views about the political elite's corruption 

eventually worked as a barrier to advancing consistent counter-hegemonic agendas once the 

party was more and more institutionalised. 

The developments of Post-Social Democratic counter-hegemonic strategic projects can be 

understood as inherently characterised by a tension between the attempt to promote radical 

alternative agendas and the refusal to turn these parties against the ruling classes of platform 

capitalism. However, the different origins of these parties also characterised contrasting their 

paths during the 2010s. Indeed, the PS's path-dependency from its past as a moderate 

reformist party influenced how its elites understood the transformational possibilities of 

platform societies by rendering its project resistant to reviewing the forms of its organisation 

(Bremer and McDaniel, 2019). Indeed, the PS elites ongoingly conceived politics as the control 

of the leadership to mediate between contrasting societal interests through representation in 

political institutions. SEL was born as a new party coalescing previous Radical Left and Social 

Democratic factions with new young activists from Italian social movements. These 
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components also clashed on several levels, determining fractures between reformist and 

radical views overlapped by a generational divide between post-workerist young officers and 

elder elites from the unions. Podemos, similarly to SEL, aimed at merging previous factions 

from Radical Left and, most relevantly, providing a platform to activists from anti-austerity 

movements. However, after the ‘momentum’ of its successful outbreak, the Podemos’ 

trajectory within institutions resulted in an inherent tension between its nature as a platform 

to channel radical instances from social movements and reformist practices into institutions.  

 

6.7 Summary and next steps 

In this Chapter, I analysed the attributes of Post-Social Democracy ideology, besides a system 

of beliefs, as a material organising principle for parties’ strategic projects to network counter-

hegemonic movements seeking to transform the ‘real’ hegemony of platform society. The 

analysis of this Chapter allowed to better understand Post-Social Democracy as an overarching 

perspective through which the PS, SEL and Podemos attempted to combine radical agendas 

and reformist institutional practices. However, the findings also showed that the components 

of these combinations were differentiated among the cases. More specifically, the PS project 

was to ‘update’ social democracy to face new challenges emerging in platform society, mainly 

focusing on economic agendas and (local) governmental practices. At the same time, the PS 

elites resisted digitalising the party’s organisation as platform party politics was conceived as 

a hostile space attacking the party’s functions of representation. SEL initially saw platform 

societies as providing new economic relations enabling the advance of the ‘digital commons’ 

and ‘sharism’. Overall, the SEL strategy aimed at developing bridges between, first, radical and 
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reformist views, and second, movements-alike and mass party organisations. Podemos' 

understandings of platform societies were mostly focused on the digital revolution as 

providing an ‘agora’ for radical forms of participatory democracy. Relatedly, providing 

platforms for radical democracy was considered by Podemos’ elites as the sufficient condition 

to disrupt hegemony by articulating a social majority in a democratic historical bloc. 

The analysis of this Chapter also allows identifying the main difference regarding conjunctural 

patterns of competition that these parties were facing. First, the PS elites sought to ‘update’ 

the party’s identity and agendas to assert French Socialist autonomy when the party was being 

marginalised in the national party system, hollowed out from the Left with the emergence of 

LFI and from the centre with Macron’s movement. The PS, however, was retaining some 

strength at local and regional elections, and the PS central offices aimed at exploiting this front 

of resistance to guarantee the party’s survival. Conversely, SEL and Podemos were 

characterised by rapid outbursts in a moment of crisis by their moderate counterparts within 

the centre-left, the PD and PSOE. Both parties’ elites, therefore, aimed at achieving the 

position of mainstream actor of the parliamentary left.   

The combination of these structural and conjunctural reorientations allows identifying a 

common overarching strategic project interpreted through different paths by which Post-

Social Democratic parties aimed at advancing counter-hegemony within platform societies. In 

the next Chapter, I will look at how LFI, the only case I classified within ‘Platform Socialism’, 

aimed at advancing its radical project. 
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CHAPTER 7. PLATFORM SOCIALISM. ADVANCING COUNTER-HEGEMONY 
 

 

7.1 Introduction 

In this Chapter, I focus on how the ideology I conceptualised as Platform Socialism informed 

the strategic projects to transform the real hegemony of platform societies. In Chapter 3, I 

argued that Platform Socialism was a system of beliefs signifying the digital revolution as a 

new battlefield to advance antagonistic confrontations against platform capitalist rulership. 

More specifically, I argued that the critical understandings of the ‘digital revolution’ by 

Platform Socialists defined the alliance between big tech and financial corporates as the main 

antagonists against which to advance a progressive digital revolution prompted by the logic 

of the platforms as ‘commons’. In this Chapter, by looking at how this ideology was the 

material organising principle for a strategic project to advance counter-hegemony, I will seek 

answers to the question 

− How did ELPs’ reflections on the digital revolution inform their strategic projects to 

navigate or transform the real hegemony of platform societies? 

As with the analysis of Techno-Third Way and Post-Social Democratic parties (Ch. 5 and 6), the 

question will be unpacked by looking at how Platform Socialist’s strategic project was meant 

to intervene to tackle alternatives, ties to classes and common sense in two spaces: platform 

capitalism and platform party politics. 

One Radical Left Party, La France Insoumise-LFI (Unbowed France), is the case upon which this 

chapter is focused. I analysed LFI’s strategic projects through multiple qualitative data, 
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including six interviews with party officers and experts in platform economy and party politics 

(see Appendix 1) and five secondary sources as congress resolutions and position papers. The 

main findings can be summarised as follows: 

1. Platform Socialists aim to disrupt platform capitalism by challenging common-sense 

views on big tech companies as wealth boosters. Furthermore, LFI seeks to establish 

linkages with ‘platform workers’ movements, for instance, Uber drivers and food 

deliverers, and digital cooperatives and creative ‘digital commoners’. LFI’s strategic 

project can be understood as aiming to cement these subaltern groups in a counter-

hegemonic bloc. By doing so, the party’s strategy aims at reviving class antagonism.  

2. Digital platforms are the backbone of LFI’s organisation, aimed at performing a twofold 

function. First, platforms are meant to facilitate activism beyond traditional forms of 

mass integration as with Radical Left traditional mass parties. Second, platform 

organisation aims to prefigure an alternative model of democracy based on fluid 

networks and horizontal forms of mobilisation against hierarchies. 

The Chapter is structured as follows: the next section will specify the analytical tools to assess 

instances of counter-hegemony by LFI; sections three and four will look at how LFI project 

addressed platform capitalism and platform party politics; in section five, I will bring findings 

together to describe the attributes of Platform Socialism as a strategic project to advance 

counter-hegemony and by identifying the main tensions that characterised LFI’s project. 

Finally, I will summarise the findings and will define the next step in the research project.   
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7.2 How to analyse Platform Socialism as a counter-hegemonic strategic project 

In this section, I specify the analytical framework to analyse how Platform Socialist’s strategic 

project sought to advance counter-hegemony. Following the Gramscian theoretical 

framework, as with previous case studies (Ch. 5.3 and 6.2), I will research how LFI reflected on 

the real hegemony in platform societies to design its strategic project to transform hegemony 

through three areas of intervention: alternatives, ties to classes, common sense. Within these 

areas, the main range of strategic choices that a Platform Socialist party may take can be 

categorised as follows: 

1- Enabling alternatives and resistance through practices aiming to connect dispersed 

radical instances of antagonism challenging platform capitalism and established 

political hierarchies, 

2- Establishing ties with subaltern classes through practices seeking to cement a counter-

hegemonic bloc encompassing platform labourers and other groups organising 

resistance in platform societies, 

3- Elevating ‘common-sense’ views through ‘pedagogical’ practices that establish an 

anchorage to ‘popular’ claims to elevate them into counter-hegemonic mobilisations. 

Regarding platform capitalism, first, I will look at how LFI’s elites understood this structural 

configuration as an advanced frontier of exploitation enforced through data commodification 

and the exploitation of platform labour (Srnicek, 2016; Fuchs, 2019b). Second, I will explain 

how LFI’s strategies are meant to channel and organise resistance to platform capitalism. 

Hence, I will identify how LFI attempts to politically articulate the field of the digital commons, 

that is to say, those economic and political groups adopting platforms as means to advance 
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non-proprietary logics of value generation and shared management (Jordan, 2015, p. 25;  see 

also Bollier and Helfrich, 2014). Finally, I will look at how LFI combines radical views from 

digital social movements with broader forms of resistance (Cruddas and Pitts, 2020). 

Concerning platform party politics, I will focus on how the logic of digitalisation by LFI is meant 

to facilitate the advancement of counter-hegemony. First, I will investigate whether they are 

meant to disrupt hegemonic forms of political organisation, challenging mainstream forms of 

intermediation between political elites and subaltern groups (Chadwick and Stromer-Galley, 

2016). Second, I will focus on how LFI’s platforms are meant to combine spontaneous forms 

of mass activism with activities of political direction (Gramsci, 2014). Third, I will look at 

whether platform organisation is understood and put in place as a laboratory to experiment 

with prefigurative forms of alternative organisations for the subalterns (Thomas, 2017; La 

Porta, 2019).  

After analysing LFI’s instances of counter-hegemony within these areas of operation, I will 

bring them together to identify the main attributes of LFI’s counter-hegemonic strategic 

project, also highlighting the areas of tension affecting Platform Socialism in practice. 

 

7.3 Platform capitalism 

In this section, I will survey how LFI’s understanding of platform capitalism informed the 

party’s counter-hegemonic practices. First, I will focus on how the reflections on the 

contradictions of platform capitalism were turned into practices to enable resistance (Green, 

2002, p. 62).  Second, I will analyse how LFI sought to exploit the logic of the ‘digital commons’ 

to fuel renewed class antagonisms. Finally, I will highlight how LFI’s practices informed 
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agendas claiming to empower both grassroots autonomous views of the digital with state-

driven initiatives to disrupt big-tech hegemony (see Zanoni, 2020) and how LFI sought to 

address the potential tensions between these two logics. 

7.3.1 Organising resistance to disrupt the ‘GAFAM’ 

LFI’s discourses constantly refer to big-tech companies as bearers of unjust and exploitative 

practices that seek to insulate political power from popular contestation. Indeed, as stated by 

the pamphlet on ‘New Digital Liberties and Rights’:  

‘Under the apparent gratuity of services, the GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon 
and Microsoft) vampirise the Internet by capitalising and commodifying our most personal 
data behind our backs’ (LFI, 2017e, p. 7). 

GAFAM is a crucial semantic reference to platform capitalist exploiters that aims at challenging 

‘common-sense’ views around big-tech as wealth boosters to attract wider audiences and 

activists into a new battlefield for counter-hegemony. All interviewees constantly refer to the 

GAFAM as the main target to disrupt, describing them as ‘States within States’ (Alexandre 

Schon, co-coordinator of the ‘Digital Action Group’, interview 20/03/2021) or as ‘an attack on 

fiscal sovereignty’ (Manuel Bompard, MEP and LFI’s national coordinator between 2016 and 

2019, interview 13/04/2021).  

Crucially, LFI’s elites understand big-tech companies as performing a twofold distortion. First, 

they falsely present themselves as ‘free-markets’ enablers and ‘jobs’ creators’ while instead 

contributing both to the casualisation of workers and to the collapse of local small businesses. 

Secondly, and relatedly, by spreading ‘common-sense’ views about their functions as re-

directing capitalism towards a ‘shared’ and collaborative economy while accelerating 

exploitation through data commodification (Ossewaarde and Reijers, 2017, p. 621). 
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Leïla Chaibi (MEP and coordinator of LFI’s ‘Space of Fights and self-Organisation’, interview 

21/07/2021) explained the first dynamic by taking as an example the practices of food delivery 

companies 

‘saying, “our activity is to create a relation between a restaurant and the customer”.. That 
is false! Their basic activity is not delivery but data accumulation. This is their core business. 
And it is dangerous because their goal is to replace the local restaurants. They are not 
intermediaries. (…) They expropriate data from restaurants. They exploit this information 
to cut restaurants off the market (…). Above anything, these platforms care about data 
accumulation, contrary to the official activities they present to the public’. 

With regards to the second dynamic, LFI’s thematic pamphlet claiming for an ‘Alternative 

Digital revolution’ makes clear that  

‘Big-tech platforms take advantage of unfair fiscal advantages and are the spearhead of 
relevant social deregulation. They organise, under messages about “flexibility” and 
“collaborative economy”, new forms of social casualisation’. (LFI, 2017d, p. 6).  

The LFI’s ‘Digital Action Group’ activities are crucial to drawing upon these critical views to 

develop an agenda of resistance and transformation in a twofold way. First, to engage within 

LFI the ‘hacktivists’ from digital counter-cultures. Second, as a channel of expertise for LFI’s 

representatives in democratic institutions to challenge hegemonic political actors through 

alternative agendas. According to Schon, indeed, the activities of the ‘Digital Action Group’ 

are crucial 

‘to elaborate an alternative model. Because the risk is that activists may become anti-
technologies because they cannot think of any other “digital” than the one occupied by 
GAFAM (…). However, there are alternatives! The idea of a multi-polar Internet, driven by 
a logic of inter-operability among ‘free’ platforms, is possible. What is necessary is not the 
technical knowledge to realise it but the political will to do so!’ 

These understandings of the dialectics between domination and liberation in platform 

capitalism are the ground upon which LFI designs its strategies to organise counter-hegemonic 
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movements by politicising platform capitalism as a battlefield to advance a Platform Socialist 

counter-hegemony.  

7.3.2 A new class antagonism for the digital age 

Looking at LFI’s elites’ broader conceptions of the evolutions of class antagonism is crucial to 

better understand how LFI’s strategic project seeks to organically represent the interests of 

the subaltern classes in platform societies. Indeed, all interviewees claimed that LFI aims to 

represent an alliance between varied groups of the subaltern classes, such as precarious 

employees and impoverished small entrepreneurs. LFI’s elites speak the language of class 

antagonism, as with Schon emphasising that ‘whether we want it or not, there is a class 

struggle’, just to add that  

‘It is not anymore that of manual workers on one side and industrial capitalists on the other 
as in the 19th century. But it is the one by popular, middle, and precarious ones facing a 
fin-tech oligarchy’.  

LFI’s elites demonstrated a solid awareness of the stratification affecting the working class in 

post-industrial and affluent societies. Further, the interviewees showed sophisticated 

reflexivity about the contrasting consequences of the splits in the workforces that are 

accelerated by the financialisation and digitalisation of the relations of production (see Huws, 

2014, p. 158). However, this awareness is not directed against the relevance of class politics 

but at how, under the current configuration of capitalism, a political movement can facilitate 

its emergence. Bompard clearly demonstrates this point when affirming 

‘Do we contest the idea of the existence of social classes? No, but we think it is currently 
harder for class consciousness to emerge because the social paths are more differentiated. 
Therefore, the issue is how to connect the demands of popular classes to turn them into a 
political majority. And this majority is the people. Hence, what does this mean in terms of 
social categories? How can we articulate the popular and middle classes in a transformative 
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project? This goal implies some hardship because sometimes subaltern classes have 
divergent aspirations. But reuniting these groups is LFI’s mission’. 

Consequently, LFI’s primary strategy is to elaborate programmes and initiatives to network 

and establish linkages between potentially different aspirations. For instance, as reported by 

Bompard, LFI’s critical stand towards the EU aims to tie together urban middle classes and 

marginalised groups from the countryside.  

The goal to connect dispersed instances of radical politics inspired LFI’s initiatives targeting 

social groups exploited by platform capitalists. LFI’s elites conceive these groups in a twofold 

way, in a broad sense, focusing on the impacts emanating from platform companies to non-

digital sectors and in a narrower sense in relation to ‘platform workers’, as with the Uber 

drivers and food deliverers. However, the practices aimed at performing this ‘organising’ 

function of platform capitalism’s subalterns also show an emergent area of tension between 

potentially contrasting logics. This tension concerns the extent to which Platform Socialist 

politics should enable linkages between relatively autonomous social movements or promote 

state-driven radical policies’ agendas.  

7.3.3 The digital as a common domain. Organising the ‘commoners’ within ‘the state’ 

On the one hand, LFI aims to provide a platform for the ‘digital commoners’ (Jordan, 2015, p. 

199). The digital commoners are those activists claiming that open source software and non-

proprietary logic of digital infrastructures and data management can be means to achieve a 

distributed Internet, not owned and managed by a few oligopolistic companies nor state 

authorities. But, on the other hand, the state is conceived as a necessary actor to break up 

big-tech's power and redistribute their resources (Kostakis, 2018).  



232 
 

The interviewees clarified that LFI’s strategic project aimed at exploiting state investments to 

disrupt the commodification of data taken forward by platform capitalists and to advance a 

socialist economy conceiving the digital as a ‘common domain’ (LFI, 2017d, see also Schon). 

The logic of this approach aimed at synthesising potentially opposed views is well explained 

by Florence Poznanski, co-coordinator of the ‘Digital Action Group’ (interview 21/05/2021): 

‘We need to redirect research investments from start-ups per se to those boosting 
autonomy and creativity. This flow would allow the shift to a collaborative platform 
economy. But this is hard because the job suppliers in France are capitalist companies that 
will not change their practices. Therefore, we need state-driven public services because the 
state has the scale and resources to do so. The State may habilitate this change. But it is 
not easy as market logic has also permeated the French state. 

Therefore, Poznanski acknowledges that while the state may have a positive role in re-

directing the logic of investments to facilitate the scaling-up of alternative digital business 

models, this function may happen only under the condition of the radical transformation of 

the logic of the state itself.  

The same strategical approach (and related tension) between the logic of the commons and 

state-driven policies’ agendas emerged concerning specific impacts of platform capitalism 

upon broader class relations. LFI’s elites understand platform capitalism as the bearer of 

devastating impacts at accelerating the splitting of workforces through the ejection of workers 

via automation and the re-engagement of workers through casualised jobs (LFI, 2017a, p. 6; 

see also Dyer-Witheford, 2015, p. 38). These processes are understood, in the words of 

Poznanski, as problematic because 

‘when the digitalisation of work is so strong that a human becomes just an applier of digital 
processes and human creativity is annihilated, it is alienation. And alienation is problematic 
because it is a barrier to activating revolutionary processes’. 
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More specifically, LFI’s elites consider it crucial to gain traction among the ‘platform workers’ 

movements to advance its counter-hegemonic project. These workers are considered the 

main target by LFI as their exploitation as false self-entrepreneurs is understood as a broader 

dynamic of modern capitalism that may spread from platforms to other industrial sectors.  At 

the same time, the way LFI relate to platform workers is taken as an example of how the 

movement aims at networking instances of protest. More specifically, Chaibi stressed that 

LFI’s goal is not to replace unions or autonomous workers’ organisations but rather to  

‘serve as a tool for the organisation of workers. We work together as a network, but we 
don't pretend to replace the organisation of workers in their workplace. I like the slogan of 
the Autonomous Platform Delivery Collective, which says, "The street is our factory." This 
slogan shows that it's much harder to organize when you're not in a factory and when 
you're all alone in your vehicle. And the forms of collective organization must consider this 
aspect and these obstacles’. 

Therefore, on the one hand, LFI presents itself as a platform to link societal and institutional 

fights starting from the autonomous agendas elaborated by workers’ collective movements. 

But, on the other hand, LFI’s agendas within parliamentary institutions seek to re-include 

these workers within existing regulations for employees.  

Similarly, LFI tends to juxtapose the logics of the autonomous movements of the ‘commons’ 

and state-led socialist agendas when planning its operations to connect platform workers with 

broader subaltern classes. Regarding the first logic, LFI emphasises the need to politicise local 

digital cooperatives as alternatives to disrupt the monopolies of the leading platforms such as 

Uber and Amazon (interview Schon, see also LFI, 2017d). For instance, Chaibi emphasises the 

need for new agendas to impose an ‘algorithmic democracy’, as algorithms are conceived as 

the new governing principles of modern markets. More specifically, she argues that LFI 

advocates for  
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‘an algorithmic co-management whereby workers' representatives sit around the table and 
participate in defining their criteria. Everyone has tried to caricature our position by saying, 
"Wait, we're not going to write lines of code". But it's not about writing lines of code. It's 
about determining together the principles of industrial relations!’ 

Concerning the statist logic to represent subaltern classes, LFI’s elites tend to oppose the 

project of a Universal Basic Income. LFI’s representatives take this position forward for two 

main reasons. First, as declared by Charles Alonso (Deputy MP 2017-current, interview 

16/03/2021), it may be ‘a way to cut public budgets by transferring all welfare provisions in 

the same ‘package’ to reduce its total volume’. Second, and more importantly, for its 

correlations with the consequences of automation, as declared by Bompard, UBI is criticised 

because  

‘it gives the impression that we need fewer jobs overall. I'm not sure about that. Because 
today you have challenges like the ecological transition, and therefore there are also jobs 
to be created. (…) You have a large ageing population in France, and you have the question 
of how to deal with the new problems that will be linked to new forms of dependence. All 
these change processes will require the creation of new jobs, not less’. 

Instead, Bompard and Chaibi advocate for reducing working times to 32 hours a week as the 

flagship proposal by LFI to gather the subaltern classes, and they connect the possibility of this 

policy as a direct, and in this case positive, effect of the automation of production processes.  

To sum up, LFI’s elites understand platform capitalism as a new frontier of exploitation seeking 

to maximise private profits through data commodification. This critical understanding 

informed a strategic project seeking to enable alternatives by providing a platform for agendas 

challenging the capitalist property of digital infrastructures and data to advance platforms as 

a domain of the ‘commons’ (see LFI, 2017c, p. 8-9, see also interviews Schon and Chaibi). This 

agenda is the ground upon which LFI undertakes initiatives to attract and connect both radical 

digital activists and broader social groups. More specifically, the latter are meant to be 
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attracted by politicising the popular ‘good-sense’ antagonism to the GAFAM. LFI’s elites aim 

at exploiting these critical stances to renew a politics grounded in class antagonism. First, by 

striving to organise the precarious ‘platform workers’ as a reference point of resistance to 

casualisation also for industrial relations at large. Second, by challenging discourses on the 

lack of alternatives to the domination of GAFAM, for instance, by politicising the role of digital 

cooperative movements as alternative models (interviews Chaibi, Schon). The analysis showed 

that LFI’s elites attempt to juxtapose a double-sword approach to connect radical instances 

from civil society while simultaneously seeking to provide a platform for these autonomous 

movements to carry on socialist state-driven agendas.  

 

7.4 Platform party politics 

In this section, I will focus on how LFI’s digitalisation was part of a broader strategy to 

implement alternative logic of political organisation. First, I will analyse how LFI’s strategic 

project prioritised the activation of individual and outsider groups to overcome the flaws of 

the traditional bureaucratic mass party on the Left at maintaining traction over subaltern 

classes. Second, I will discuss how LFI’s digital movement-party model represents an attempt 

to prefigure a counter-hegemonic form of democracy.   

7.4.1 The digital movement party. Disrupting liberal democracy (and the ‘old’ Left) 

All interviewees explained the political logic underlying the development of LFI’s digital 

architecture as part of a broader wave of reconfiguration of the European Radical Left. These 

officers referred to changes inspired by the adoption of digital movements-alike organisations 
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aimed at disrupting the symbolic burdens of the ‘traditional’ left, blamed by LFI’s elites as 

inhibiting the attraction of popular constituencies. As Chaibi sharply put it: 

‘We got rid of the red, of the pompous rhetoric about “the real left, the leftist left, the 
purest left etc.” We targeted people who were horrified by politics. In shaping LFI’s 
organisation, our starting point was the view that old parties had become more and more 
self-centred ‘machineries’, instead of being inclusive tools open to what was outside of 
them and therefore capable of making positive impacts on societies. This is why we wanted 
to invent new styles of organisation’. 

Accordingly, LFI’s organisation was built through the digital platform ‘Agir’ (To Act), that since 

2020 was rebranded as ‘Action Populaire’ (Popular Action), whereby activists can register 

without fees. LFI’s members can establish ‘actions groups’ to regroup up to fifteen activists 

based on territory or policy areas. The ‘Chart of Actions Groups’ explicitly forbids establishing 

permanent forms of intermediary coordination (LFI, 2017b;  see also Marlière, 2019). Above 

the actions’ groups, there are six ‘national spaces’, areas of intervention (i.e. policies’ 

elaboration, social struggles, organization) coordinated by a member of staff nominated by 

Mélenchon besides officers selected through raffles. Drawing is also the typical technique for 

selecting the participants for national assemblies. This organisational design was consistent, 

according to Bompard, with what LFI did not want to be: 

‘What we do not do, is to set up special committees to amend the congress’ resolutions 
going on all night to reach compromises between factions. What we do not do, is splitting 
delegates between factions. What we do not do, is to adopt a method that, in our opinion, 
takes a party slice after slice to split itself and waste energy’. 

Concerning the adoption of digital technologies within LFI’s organisation and communication, 

Bompard, also director of Mélenchon’s campaign in 2017, also said that 

‘they are not gadgets but tools to present our movement as projected towards the future. 
Innovation through platforms was relevant as we know that we are often depicted as 
nostalgic for 19th-century communism. Instead, we wanted to show that our programme 
was fully in the 21st century. (…) Popular styles of digital communication inspired us. 



237 
 

Because if they are popular, it means that people like them. We oppose those haughty 
leftists saying, “it’s the people that are badly educated, and they do not understand our 
contents”. You can do it this way, except that, if your interesting contents will be followed 
just by your friends, it means that they won’t be attractive more broadly’. 

The digitalisation processes operate a strategic double movement that was crucial for LFI’s 

strategic project. On the one hand, the digital organisation aims at disintermediating the 

relations between activists and leadership by erasing the functions of intermediate 

bureaucracies, symbolised in the French Left by the executive committees of the provincial 

‘Federations’, targeted as outdated obstacles to attracting new members (interviews Alonso, 

Bompard, Chaibi). On the other hand, a new digital mediation was implemented. According to 

Jill Royer (director of LFI’s digital platforms, interview 16/06/2021), this reconfiguration 

succeeded first at reaching massive membership levels, up to 500.000 citizens (Gerbaudo, 

2018). Further, it guaranteed better linkages among grassroots activists and between action 

groups and national spaces, supporting local activities by providing them with political 

education and campaigns materials. Even though this architecture raised some criticism from 

within the movement, as recognised by Bompard, LFI’s leadership considers it a milestone to 

prove the consistency between the movement’s ideas and practices. Indeed, only minor 

internal reforms were put in place as with the establishment, in 2019, of a national assembly 

of the groups of actions (LFI, 2019). However, the assembly only performs limited functions, 

sharing good practices and elaborating policy proposals, without any salient power to select 

LFI’s strategic choices. 

7.4.2 Action-oriented platform party politics. The organisation of counter-hegemony 

The rationale of a model aimed at providing the tools for individualised forms of activism was 

explained, by the interviewees, as grounded in an understanding of contemporary militancy 
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as different from the traditional full-time engagement characterising traditional left-wing 

mass-bureaucratic parties. LFI’s strategy from the onset, as explained by Bompard, was to 

reduce the amount of energy dispersed in internal factional disputes, as there would be a 

trade-off with the disruptive potentialities of taking external action. Chaibi described as 

follows LFI’s organisation, taking as an example the national space of ‘fights and self-

organisation’: 

‘Our political function is to engage activists differently than traditional parties. How to 
reach this goal in a political organisation? I drew upon my experience as a “community 
organiser” in social movements to move ourselves to the people, not the other way around. 
We meet people not to “sell” them a manifesto or ask for a vote but to support them in 
finding ways to transform their rage into claims and their claims into actions up to victories. 
In this way, we disrupt the greatest barrier to political engagement, resignation’. 

These discourses on the organisation by LFI’s elites are an essential part of the strategic project 

to advance a counter-hegemonic movement by disentangling the radical left from marginality. 

Crucially, LFI’s officers consider competing RLPs’ bureaucracies as actively reproducing their 

marginalisation to maintain their shares of local power (interviews Royer, Chaibi). However, 

this model is also characterised by the inherent tension between its declared disruptive goals 

and forms of plebiscitary decision-making (see Scarrow et al., 2017;  Guglielmo in Barberà et 

al., 2021, Ch. 12) that would isolate the movement’s élites from internal competition. Royer, 

while acknowledging that LFI’s organisation may involve a plebiscitary rather than deliberative 

type of decision-making, emphasised on the contrary that 

‘Our movement is more collective, as our political choices depend less on parties’ 
bureaucrats (…). Consequently, the conflictual issues that are actually present in societies 
cannot be cut off by leadership. We developed a type of collective organisation that allows 
us to work together, regardless of those societal splits that may also create rivalries within 
the organisation as in a traditional political party. (…). I believe that our democracy works 
better than one that revolves around false problems and that leads to cut-off problems 
that are real’. 
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The emphasis on activating the popular masses is related to the need to establish counter-

hegemonic forms of digital organisation to contrast the hegemony on mainstream social 

media by conservative political forces. Royer argued that Facebook has recently become a 

battlefield whereby the unbalances of resources with reactionary agents have worsened up 

to a point to push LFI’s officers to design an alternative social media, ‘Popular Action’, ‘not a 

space for internal debates, but to organise action’. As presented by Bompard: 

‘Popular Action is cool. We presented it as an action-oriented social network. And crucially, 
it improves our independency because it sets a counterweight to mainstream social media, 
whereby our campaign should be tamed and mediated by changing algorithms that may 
annihilate our communicative efforts. (…) therefore, Popular Action has been developed as 
a place whereby our activists can interact and exchange experiences, without being 
dependent upon mainstream social media’. 

As declared by Royer, the ‘home-made’ social network is part of a broader practice by LFI to 

adhere to ‘Creative Commons’ protocols concerning the algorithms governing their platforms 

while at the same time protecting the data of their members. These practices, alongside the 

emphasis on the horizontal nature of participation, are presented as ways to prefigure an 

alternative model of democracy consistent with Platform Socialist ideology (see Ch. 3.3.3). 

However, as LFI’s goal is to ‘transform society by winning elections’, as declared by Bompard, 

some tensions arise concerning the compatibility of a horizontal network with the leading 

functions of the party centre. Indeed, on the one hand, LFI’s officers emphasise the 

advantages of a model of management of internal disagreement based on the research of 

consensus. Further, the interviewees stressed the salience of carrying on with ongoing 

organisational experimentations, as the drawings, that would improve equality of 

opportunities for all activists to scale up to the party’s leadership. Nonetheless, on the other 



240 
 

hand, evidence that most internal votes confirm the leader’s proposals (Gerbaudo, 2018) may 

witness a renewed centralisation by the party leadership. 

To sum up, LFI promotes an organisational model inextricably weaved to adopting alternative 

digital platforms, aiming to activate party members and establish direct linkages between the 

movement’s base and the central offices. This platform model is meant to facilitate horizontal 

links among varied and dispersed subaltern groups and to challenge common sense views 

about the bureaucratisation and intellectual elitism of traditional left-wing mass bureaucratic 

parties.  

 

7.5 Platform Socialist’s strategic project. Platforms as a backbone for counter-hegemony  

I summarised in Table 7.1 the main practices through which LFI shaped its Platform Socialist 

counter-hegemonic strategic project. In this section, I will first explore how LFI aims to enable 

alternatives to hegemony. Second, I will analyse how the strategic choices by LFI’s elites were 

meant to establish organic ties with subaltern classes. Third, I will focus on how LFI elites 

aimed at performing their ‘intellectual’ function to elevate common-sense views to 

transformative goals. Overall, the analysis indicates that LFI reflected on the transformational 

possibilities of the digital revolution as providing the backbone of a strategic project aimed at 

organising the field of the ‘digital commons’ as the antagonist to capitalist rulership and 

elitism in liberal democracy.  

LFI’s strategic project aims at enabling alternatives and resistance in a twofold way. First, by 

presenting the movement as a reference point of an alternative digital organisation governed 

through transparent algorithms and non-proprietary forms of data management, LFI claims to 
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prove that alternative digital societies are a concrete possibility. Second, raising antagonism 

to big techs as exploitative rulers is the critical stance to gathering alternative agendas drawing 

both from ‘hacktivist’ counter-cultures and state-driven policies’ agendas to socialise digital 

infrastructures (Morozov, 2015). 

Table 7.1 Platform Socialism. Strategic project for counter-hegemony. Main attributes 
 

ENABLING 
ALTERNATIVES  

ORGANIC TIES TO 
SUBALTERN CLASSES  

ELEVATING  
COMMON SENSE 

AREAS OF TENSIONS 

Platform 
Capitalism 
 
  

Providing resources and 
institutional channels 
for digital platforms as 
a common domain 
 
 
Linking resistance to 
big-tech to radical 
redistributive agendas 
 

Digital Action Group to 
engage with LFI 
hacktivists and advance 
understandings of 
commons 
 
Supporting autonomous 
initiatives by ‘platform 
workers’ and providing 
political and institutional 
channels for their 
demands 

GAFAM as exploiters 
of workers’ rights and 
local businesses 
 
 
 
Platform socialism 
opens opportunities 
to empower subaltern 
classes -i.e. reduction 
of working times 

Potential clashes 
between logics of the 
commons and support 
for autonomous social 
movements and state-
driven policies’ 
agendas 
 
 
 
 
  

Platform 
Party Politics 
  

Non-proprietary 
platforms and data 
protection as 
alternatives to 
mainstream platforms. 
 
Action-oriented social 
network prefiguring an 
alternative platform 
society 
 

Platforms to connect 
individual activists and 
collective organisations, 
social movements and 
leadership. 
 
‘Creative common’ 
license and alternative 
modes of data 
management to protect 
resistance by subalterns  

Platform movement 
disrupts pro-
capitalism liberal 
elites  
 
 
Platform movement 
antagonist to 
traditional left 
bureaucratic models 

Potential 
contradictions 
between emphasis on 
horizontal integration 
and centralised 
decision-making 
  

 

Concerning how LFI strategically aimed at establishing organic ties with the subaltern classes, 

digital platforms are essential in two directions. First, as defining the battlefield upon which 

otherwise dispersed groups could coalesce, as with platform workers, platform cooperatives 

and broader forms of casualised labour. Second, digital platforms are conceived as the 

backbone of a digital movement party to activate autonomous forms of resistance by 

subalterns and facilitate connections among dispersed activists (Plancq et al., 2018a). All in all, 

the analysis demonstrated that LFI is a movement that conceived class relations as dialectical 
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in nature and perceived its historical function as the organisation to articulate various 

fractions of the subaltern classes. 

LFI’s practices are relevant to how the movement seeks to elevate common-sense views to 

inspire transformative activism. First, the pejorative discourses about GAFAM are meant to 

challenge hegemonic views about big tech as modernisers and the bearers of a sharing and 

‘cool’ capitalism (see McGuigan, 2009). Second, conversely, digital platforms as a ‘common 

domain’ are depicted as connected to broad agendas to empower subaltern groups, for 

instance, with the emphasis on reducing working times under the condition that capitalist 

rulership is challenged. Third, the narratives about the potentialities of an alternative, 

distributed, and horizontal internet are crucial to challenge political elitism, defining both the 

pro-capitalism neoliberal elites and the parties’ bureaucracies governing traditional left mass 

parties. 

The analysis identified two related areas of tension for LFI’s counter-hegemonic strategic 

project. The first regards the potential contradictions between the platform movement 

organisation as a ‘passive networker’ or an ‘active leader’ of the social groups it aims at 

empowering. The second regards the potential conflicts between libertarian ‘commons’ 

tendencies and statist ones. Data analysis indicates that LFI’s officers tactically tend to avoid 

seeking syntheses between potentially contrasting views to bond together varied groups.  

 

7.6 Summary and next steps 

In this Chapter, I analysed how Platform Socialism can be understood as a material organising 

principle for a strategic project to organise a counter-hegemonic movement to disrupt the 



243 
 

‘real’ hegemony governing platform societies. The analysis of this Chapter allowed to better 

understand Platform Socialism as an overarching perspective through which LFI designed a 

strategy conceiving alternative digital platforms as a crucial backbone to activate a radical 

counter-hegemonic movement.  

The Chapter’s findings suggest that LFI’s elites are reflective agents with a strong knowledge 

of the key dynamics of exploitation and resistance within ‘platform capitalism’. Their strategic 

choices are informed by critical understandings of new forms of exploitation inherent to 

platform capitalism as well as attentive toward the transformational possibilities emerging 

from the logic of the commons. Platform Socialism, therefore, inspired an organisational 

architecture for the movement to gain traction over new forms of subalternity in a twofold 

direction. First, as one of the critical roots to advance and update socialist agendas to gain 

traction over spontaneous forms of organisation of ‘platform workers’ to be connected to 

more traditional instances of resistance by precarious workers. Second, by adopting the logic 

of the commons as the cornerstone of the party-as-movement organisation. As shown 

throughout the Chapter, this organisational model was meant to demonstrate the consistency 

of LFI’s project as a movement aimed at connecting varied groups to disrupt both neoliberal 

political elites as well as established forms of organisation of the Radical Left.  

Within both spaces, platform capitalism and platform party politics, the findings indicate that 

LFI’s elites aimed at tying together potentially contrasting logics, namely the economic 

movements for the distributed digital commons with state-driven radical policies’ agendas 

and horizontal forms of integration among activists with top-down leadership by movement’s 

elites.  
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Up to this point, I have analysed how the three ‘digitally’ proactive ideologies correspond to 

varied organising principles of ELPs strategic projects to navigate or transform the ‘real’ 

hegemony of platform societies. For each ideology, I have identified a range of practices 

through which parties’ elites sought to intervene in the areas of alternatives, ties to classes 

and common sense. Having identified these practices, I can now move on to the last step of 

the empirical research, which will summarise the findings of the two stages developed from 

Chapters 3 to 7 and compare how the three ideologies were shaped by- and aim to impact on 

the real hegemony of platform societies. 
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CHAPTER 8. NAVIGATING OR TRANSFORMING HEGEMONY IN PLATFORM 
SOCIETIES. COMPARING LEFT-WING ‘DIGITAL’ IDEOLOGIES  
 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Through previous empirical research, I identified three ‘digital’ left-wing ideologies, Techno-

Third Way, Post-Social Democracy and Platform Socialism and defined their attributes in two 

stages. First, I mapped how the ‘digital revolution’ was signified by different parties in relation 

to their claims on the reproduction or transformation of capitalism and democracy. Second, I 

identified how ELPs’ elites’ reflections on platform societies informed their choices of cultural 

and material practices defining their strategic projects to navigate or transform hegemony. 

More specifically, I identified the practices through which parties’ elites sought to alternatively 

disaggregate or enable alternatives, establishing organic ties with the ruling or subaltern 

classes, reproduce or elevate ‘common-sense’. The main practices identified throughout 

Chapters 5 to 7 are summarised in Table 8.1.  

In this Chapter, I will bring together the empirical findings to develop a typological theory of 

how ELPs faced the digital revolution during the 2010s. Then, I will develop the thesis 

argument by answering the two related main research questions. 

1. How did European Left Parties reflect on the societal impacts of the digital revolution 

in the 2010s? 

2. How did ELPs reshape their ideologies to navigate or transform the real hegemony of 

platform societies?  
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The main answer to these questions defines the argument of the thesis, namely that the 

politics of the digital revolution provided cultural and material resources that informed and 

shaped the ideas and strategic projects of European Left Parties for their elites to design ways 

out of their crises of visions. However, the thesis demonstrates that these reconfigurations 

(re-)polarised the Left in opposite directions, that depended on past and present ‘organic’ 

relations by ELPs with (counter-)hegemonic networks of domination or liberation and on how 

parties’ elites reflected on the conjunctural conditions within which they operate.  

This argument is inferred through looking at how different ideologies were relevant for parties 

to operate at the junctions between the dialectics of the economic base ‘platform capitalism’ 

and the hegemony governing the superstructure ‘platform politics’. Indeed, I identified the 

following attributes defining each ideology: 

1. Techno-Third Way parties understood the digital revolution as fuel for market 

competition and state slimming. These beliefs informed a strategic project aimed at 

disaggregating alternatives by practices to protect platform capitalist ‘core’ interests 

and promoting common-sense views about ‘digital opportunities’. However, the 

analysis identified two equifinal paths by the Partito Democratico-PD (Democratic 

Party) and the Partido Socialista Obrero Español -PSOE (Spanish Socialist Party of 

Workers), with the former conceiving digital platforms as ‘weapons’ to confront 

opponents (unions and party’s intermediate cadres) and the latter conceiving them as 

‘catalysts’ to tie together contrasting groups into a hegemonic consensus.  

2. Post-Social Democracy was associated with understandings of the digital revolution as 

a ‘toolkit’ to rebalance the relations between democratic public power and markets. 
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The analysis showed consistent differences regarding how this ideology drove parties’ 

strategic projects. Indeed, the French Parti Socialiste-PS (Socialist Party)  mostly 

understood platform societies as a new political space to ‘update’ its policies’ agendas 

and proposals while opposing platform party politics as dangerous for democracy. 

Conversely, Podemos-POD (We Can) understood digital platforms as ‘agora’ to channel 

participatory practices from social movements into democratic institutions while at 

the same time aiming to bind a broad social consensus to reformist changes to tackle 

platform capitalism. Sinistra Ecologia e Libertà-SEL (Left, Environment, Freedom), 

conceived digital platforms as a bridge to link radical claims and reformist approaches, 

for instance, by optimistically endorsing views of the platform economy as a bearer, 

per se, of logics of ‘sharism’ and cooperation. 

3. Platform Socialism inspired La France Insoumise- LFI’s (Unbowed France) ideology in a 

twofold direction. First, the critical understanding of the dialectics between data 

commodification and platform ‘commonism’ led the party to a system of beliefs 

defining the digital revolution as a new battlefield for political antagonism. Besides, 

LFI’s strategic project conceived digital platforms as a backbone to organise and 

advance counter-hegemony by enabling connections between radical social groups 

and movements as well as means to disrupt established political elites. 

This Chapter will expand upon these findings to compare how these ideologies operate at the 

junctions of the multiple crises experienced by the European Left after the GFC. Namely, how 

the ELPs’ crises of visions impacted on their social linkages to classes and their organisational 

forms. The Chapter is structured as follows: the next section will recap how the Gramscian 
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theoretical framework is applied through the empirical analysis; sections three to five will 

analyse, respectively, Techno-Third Way, Post-Social Democracy and Platform Socialism as 

ideologies encompassing systems of beliefs and strategic projects; finally, in section six, by 

comparing the different ideologies, I will infer the main commonalities and differences on how 

ELPs faced the digital revolution during the 2010s.  

Table 8.1 Attributes of ELPs hegemonic/counter-hegemonic strategic projects. Summary 

 

   Areas of intervention of ELPs strategic projects  
Ideology Case * Alternatives Ties to Classes Common Sense Dialectics 

       

Techno-
Third Way 

PD PC Brakes to 
innovation 

Deregulation to 
attract big-tech 

Tech synonym of 
opportunities 

Tension Attack on 
unions 
 

  PPP Attacks on mass 
party 

Cadres as micro-
influencers 

Weaponised vs 
direct democracy 

Contradictions 
personal/mass party 

  

 PSOE PC Pro-big tech social 
consensus 

Compromises on 
soft regulations 

Tech synonym of 
post-scarcity 

Contradiction public 
private interests 
 

  PPP Hybridise mass and 
professional party 

Micro-targeted 
campaigning 

Mimics direct 
participation 

Tension participation 
vs centralisation 
 

       

Post- Social 
Democracy 

PS PC Radical local 
agendas  

Targeting digital 
divides for equality 

Big-tech monopolies 
attacks on equality 

Contradiction radical 
goals vs reformism 
 

  PPP Adaptation  
pro-representation 

Top-down initiatives 
to boost activism 

Digital politics over-
simplify complexity 

Tension participation 
vs mediation 
 

 SEL PC Overcoming divides 
radical/reformism 

Shared value to 
disrupt capitalism 

‘Sharing’ prompts 
anti-system views 

Contradictions techno 
optimism/pessimism 
 

  PPP Networking party 
and movements 

Un-mediating leader 
people relations 

Platforms enabling 
politics’ renewal 

Tensions mass party 
vs movements 
 

 POD PC Radical agendas 
from movements 

Political networks of 
social majority 

Political elites’ 
barriers to change 

Contradiction radical 
goals vs reformism 
 

  PPP Platforms disrupt 
mediation 

‘Participationism’ to 
connect majorities 

Direct democracy 
disrupts corruption 

Tensions participation 
centralisation 
 

       
Platform 
Socialism 

LFI PC Pro- commons and 
redistribution 

Connector of varied 
subalterns 

GAFAM false 
‘sharing’ economy 

Tensions commoners 
and state logics 
 

  PPP Prefigurative 
alternative platform 

Enabling direct 
participation  

Platform vs parties’ 
bureaucracies 

Tensions participation 
centralisation 
 

*PC= Platform Capitalism; PPP= Platform Party Politics 
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8.2 Real hegemony and (counter-)hegemonic strategic projects. The Gramscian approach. 

In this section, I will specify how the empirical findings (Chapters 3 to 7) are brought together 

through the Gramscian framework developed in Chapter 2 to devise a typological theory of 

how the three ideologies emerged from (and sought to impact on) the relations between the 

real hegemony of platform societies and ELPs’ (counter-) hegemonic strategic projects. First, 

I will briefly recall the dialectical relations I identified by surveying critical literature concerning 

platform societies. Second, I will illustrate how I will bring together the empirical findings to 

theorise on how the selected ELPs changed their ideologies to face the digital revolution in 

the remainder of the Chapter. 

In Chapter 2.3.2, I deduced from critical literature the fundamental dialectical relations 

through which the agents of the ‘integral state’ govern the ‘space of political possibilities’ of 

platform societies. I identified how hegemonic agents confront resistance through a mix of 

coercion and practices to secure the consent of the subaltern classes to platform capitalist 

rulership. However, as previously argued, the real hegemony is an ever-unstable and dynamic 

equilibrium, resulting, on the one hand, from the structural dialectical relations emerging from 

the economic base, and on the other hand, from the relations between the agents of the 

political and civil societies. Therefore, the spaces and areas of intervention that I previously 

conceptualised (see figure 2.2) as the points of control for real hegemony are to be 

understood, also, as the points of confrontations between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic 

strategic projects. To recap, these ‘poles’ of confrontation are portrayed in Figure 8.1.  

In a nutshell, the main polarities of these dialectics are summarised as follows: 
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Figure 8.1 The dialectics between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic strategic projects 

 

1. Hegemonic agents seek to secure and protect data commodification, the main source 

for platform capitalists to keep control over the economy. Conversely, the alternative 

views and practices of digital platforms as ‘commons’ represent the frontier of 

resistance to advance counter-hegemony.  

2. Political hegemony represents the ruling classes of platform capitalism by controlling 

that automation leads to reduced costs and maximises profits for companies (Srnicek, 

2017), and it also defines new modes to control the organisation of politics (van Dijck et 

al., 2018). Counter-hegemony claims that automation can lead to post-work societies 

and that alternative platforms can connect and mobilise subaltern classes (Dean, 2018). 
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3. Hegemony seeks to sediment common-sense views claiming that the digital revolution 

can turn every citizen into self-entrepreneurs and that it fosters the efficiency of political 

organisations (Bröckling, 2015). On the other hand, counter-hegemony seeks to elevate 

into transformative political projects common-sense views about platforms providing 

the means for ‘sharing’ economies and radical digital democracy (Fuchs, 2019a).  

As previously argued (Ch.2.3), a Gramscian theoretical framework for party politics aims to 

uncover how political parties reflect on these dialectics. Further, it allows identifying which 

conditions shape different understandings, and how, through their ideologies, parties seek to 

navigate or transform such hegemony.  

Accordingly, in the remainder of the Chapter, I will perform a Gramscian analysis of the three 

ideologies to analyse and compare, first, whether they were organic to social classes or instead 

arbitrary intellectual products (Gramsci, 2014, Q7 §19). Second, I will examine whether they 

actively connected social classes in historical blocs or instead they represented passive 

adaptations to new societal configurations (Gramsci, 2014, Q3 §90). I will argue that digital 

ideologies resulted from the ‘historical’ combinations of (1) their previous and current 

structural entrenchments as representatives (or not) of the ruling or subaltern classes and (2) 

the conjunctural path-dependencies from previous levels of parties’ institutionalisation. That 

is to say that parties do not ‘float’ in the void also because their choices are shaped by past 

institutional arrangements and ideas that may provide incentives not to change the course of 

action (McDaniel, forthcoming, p. 32; see also Meyer, 2013).  

Accordingly, I will first analyse the attributes of each ideology in relation to the conditions 

(structural and conjunctural) from which they emerged and upon which they sought to impact, 
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and then I will bring the three ideologies together for a comparative study of how the 

European Left Parties faced the political effects of the digital revolution during the 2010s.  

 

8.3 Techno-Third Way. Navigating hegemony in platform societies 

The PD and PSOE’s ideology was conceptualised as Techno-Third Way. In this section, besides 

summarising the key attributes of the Techno-Third Way, I will identify the conditions under 

which the two parties adopted two ‘equifinal’ paths to navigate hegemony.  

Both the PD and PSOE actively promoted views of platform capitalism, over-emphasising the 

advantages it takes for societies at large (i.e. interviews Barberis, Madia, Lopez Cano, Marra)  

by ‘facilitating exchanges/transactions and through fostering innovation’ (Gawer and Srnicek, 

2021, p. I). As shown above, (Ch.3.3.1), both parties, in their discourses, defined the digital 

revolution as ‘a paradigmatic change, not an incremental one’ (PSOE, 2016). Both parties 

arrived at Techno-Third Way ideology as a response to conjunctural crises faced by parties’ 

elites, blamed for passively adopting austerity agendas in the aftermath of the GFC (see 

Schmidt, 2016a; Manwaring and Kennedy, 2018). On the one hand, the past entrenchment of 

the PD and PSOE in the representation of the interests of neoliberal capitalism defined a path-

dependency to retain a neoliberal ideology (Bailey et al., 2014). On the other hand, however, 

the electoral losses experienced in the first half of the 2010s (see Table.1) and the emergence 

of radical competitors, such as Podemos in Spain, and the techno-populist Five Star 

Movement-M5S in Italy, (see Ch.4.4.1 and 4.5.1) also contributed to set incentives for 

‘refreshing’ parties’ ideologies. The emergence of outsider leaders was crucial in this process 

to reshape parties’ images and overcome, as explained by Nannicini for the PD, ‘the weakness 
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of a party that used to delegate crucial choices to other subjects, as unions and vested 

stakeholders’.  

However, the empirical analysis identified how the different origins of parties’ traditions and 

the leader themselves also led to interpreting Techno-Third Way along distinct paths to 

navigate hegemony. On the one hand, the PD’s origin from merging leftist and centrist parties 

and the previous affiliation of Matteo Renzi to centrist parties shaped the leadership’s 

understanding of the Techno-Third-Way, as a revival of the Blairite Third-Way to confront 

even moderate leftist alternatives. As critically noticed by Tocci, indeed Renzi’s leadership was 

inspired by  

‘A 1990s’ vision of the world, as if it were still possible to see globalisation as a totally 
positive phenomenon. But unfortunately, this was not the case in the 2010s’.  

On the other hand, Sanchez claimed to project the image of PSOE as a renewed Social 

Democratic Party, to distance the party from the austerity agenda it imposed in 2009-2010. 

However, the PSOE was still grounded in the idea that ‘Socialists cannot deny or oppose 

globalization, just as we do not oppose technology and the changes it produces. But we do 

want to regulate them, order them, put them at the service of humanity’ (PSOE, 2017b, p. 9). 

Therefore, the core of the PSOE’s project was still to actively promote initiatives and policies’ 

agendas to empower individuals to better compete in capitalist markets, not to put under 

discussion the core of capitalist rulership. Hence, the Techno-Third Way ideology sought to 

secure hegemony for platform capitalist competition. This goal was pursued, for instance, by 

adopting policies supporting marginal regulatory frameworks to big-tech monopolies over 

data (see Docs.italia.it, 2018; Gob.es, 2020) and by promoting discourses that identify digital 

entrepreneurship as the new benchmark of good citizenship (PSOE, 2016; PD, 2018).  
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Relatedly, the Techno-Third Way is understood as an ideology that was ‘organic’ to the 

interests of the ruling classes of platform capitalism. These linkages are evident, for instance, 

in the adoption by these parties of practices to attract big-tech investors (see interviews 

Marra, Nannicini, Tocci). However, the in-depth analysis of Techno-Third Way strategic 

projects uncovered a relevant difference regarding how parties’ elites meant to redefine the 

PD and PSOE’s social linkages. On the one hand, the PD aimed to exploit the hegemony of 

platform society to demonise competing groups and parties. This trend is evident in elites’ 

discourses attacking UBI as prompting welfare dependency and marginalising the relevance 

of platform workers as a residual phenomenon in an antagonistic relation with ‘virtuous’ 

digital start-uppers and small entrepreneurs (see Ch. 5.4.1 and interviews Barberis, Tani). On 

the other hand, Sanchez’s leadership aimed at co-opting into hegemony fractions of subaltern 

classes. For instance, the PSOE sought to build a consensus around agendas marginally 

advancing platform workers’ rights and approving a limited and conditional version of the 

basic income (Seg-social.es, 2020, see interview Garcìa Blanco). Similar commonalities and 

differences were evident in the analysis of how the Techno-Third Way inspired the logic of 

digitalisation of the PD and PSOE’s organisations. The previous analysis (Ch. 5.4.2 and 5.5.2) 

found that both cases adopted managerial models of parties’ organisation. Centralised forms 

of data exploitation borrowed from the techniques of big tech companies were used to 

transform activists into micro-influencers whose primary function is to replicate leaders’ 

messages (see Fuchs, 2019a; PSOE, 2021, interviews Moreno, Nicodemo, Stumpo). However, 

on the one hand, Renzi’s strategy was meant to fuel attacks on intermediate cadres and the 

mass-bureaucratic party model as outdated bureaucratic forms of politics hampering 

innovation (Ch. 5.4.2 and interviews Nicodemo, Vaccari). On the other hand, Sanchez’s 
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leadership promoted a strategy of party digitalisation aimed at hybridising ‘mass’ and 

‘electoral-professional’ models of organisation. These processes sought to co-opt radical 

activists asking for more horizontal and participatory forms of democracy (interview Moreno, 

see also PSOE, 2021). 

Techno-Third Way is conceptualised as an ‘active’ ideology at reproducing and sedimenting 

‘common-sense’ views about the digital revolution. Therefore, these parties naturalise views 

about the emergence of new areas of market competition over commodified data as a bearer 

of opportunities for all individuals. The result would be a societal win-win game that 

simultaneously reduces production and transaction costs while securing affluence and the 

horizon of post-scarcity (Docs.italia.it, 2018; Gob.es, 2021). In relation to the Techno-Third 

Way strategic project, I conceive the PD and PSOE’s ideology as fuelling common-sense views 

about ‘digital meritocracy’, directed against outdated models of economic and political 

organisation. This claim is supported by interviewees, for instance with Nannicini explaining 

that Renzi’s attacks on unions and states’ bureaucracies were meant to prove that  

‘we were changing for real, ending up with politics seeking consensus among social 
partners, with Italy as usual, a country whereby nothing really changes, ever’.  

Regarding the PSOE, García Blanco depicted Sanchez’s project as directed against outdated 

‘vested interests and networks interfering with our policies’ agendas’. The main difference 

between how the PD and PSOE sought to reproduce ‘common-sense’ views to reproduce 

hegemony regarded the emphasis by parties’ leaderships on the digital revolution to attack 

opponents or gather a broad social consensus around hegemony. Indeed, on the one hand, 

Renzi tended to demonise alternative ‘common-sense’ views, for instance, by ridiculing the 

5MS and social movements’ statements in favour of direct democracy as ‘populist’ attacks on 
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pragmatic and managerial politics (interviews Nicodemo, Tani). On the other hand, the PSOE 

aimed at co-opting radical claims from the squares’ movements to attract young constituents 

into its hegemonic project (interviews López Cano, Moreno). 

All in all, the Techno-Third Way is an ideology ‘organic’ to ruling classes of platform capitalism 

and ‘active’ at securing real hegemony through reproducing common sense. I portrayed, in 

Figure 8.2, the core elements defining these attributes of the Techno-Third Way.  

Figure 8.2 Diagram. Techno-Third Way ideology (PD and PSOE) 
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Although with differences in their practices, both parties were reactive to platform society's 

real hegemony and actively sought to reproduce it. For instance, the overlap of the three 

attributes can be detected in how the PD and PSOE’s elites promoted platform capitalism as 

business models to be adopted by the Italian and Spanish small and medium enterprises that 

represented the backbone of their respective economic systems (see interviews López Cano, 

García Blanco, Tani, Nannicini). Through their discourses and policies, indeed, at the same 

time, they aim at disaggregating alternative (cooperative) models of economic organisation, 

they naturalise the models of proprietary and exploitative platforms as positive for growth, 

and they promote common-sense views fuelling the small ‘entrepreneurial selves’. The 

analysis showed, however, that the PD and PSOE’s Techno-Third Way leaderships, while 

sharing common goals driving the re-definition of parties’ ideas and practices, also adopted 

different strategic projects to a common end. More specifically, the PD’s Techno-Third Way 

strategic project understood digital platforms as ‘weapons’ to frontally attack those subjects 

that were marked as key opponents of its values. Internally, these antagonists were the 

activists resisting personalistic and electoral-professional models of organisation and the 

intermediate cadres defending the mass-bureaucratic form of party organisation. Externally, 

they were the unions and states’ bureaucracies deemed as barriers to positive innovation. 

Differently, the PSOE’s elites understood digital platforms as ‘catalysts’ to merge potentially 

antinomic forms of social relations: internally, activists claiming for more horizontal and 

participatory forms of organisation with parties’ managers aiming to redirect PSOE towards 

an electoral professional party; externally, to coalesce moderate unions, self-entrepreneurs 

and industrial associations in a consensus supporting the PSOE’s plans for digitalisation. These 

different postures also resulted in different tensions and impacts of the PD and PSOE’s 
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Techno-Third Way ideology. Indeed, the empirical analysis showed how Renzi’s project was 

undermined by the reactions of internal factions and unions that he sought to marginalise 

amidst the struggles to keep traction over the PD’s organisation when he was also Prime 

Minister (Ventura, 2018; Sandri and Seddone, 2018). On the contrary, Sanchez’s leadership 

succeeded in gaining a new centrality for PSOE, improving the party’s electoral performances 

in the two general elections held in 2019, and leading a coalition government with Podemos 

since early 2020 (Simón, 2020). Further, Sanchez’s strategy succeeded in securing leadership 

control over party organisation by diminishing the impacts of intra-party factionalism. 

 

8.4 Post-Social Democracy. Networking counter-hegemony  

The ideology of the PS, SEL and Podemos was classified as Post-Social Democracy. Through 

this section, I will summarise findings on how Post-Social Democratic systems of beliefs were 

related to the PSD’s strategic projects to analyse the recent evolutions by the PS, SEL and 

Podemos. All in all, the analysis will demonstrate that Post-Social Democracy can be theorised 

as an ‘arbitrary’ ideology as these parties’ elites did not orientate their choices to (re-) 

establish organic ties of representation to the subaltern classes of platform capitalism. 

PSD parties’ elites shared critical understandings of platform capitalism whilst at the same 

time showing confidence in digital platforms as providing material and cultural resources to 

enable alternatives to hegemony (SEL, 2015; PS, 2018; Podemos, 2018). The empirical analysis 

identified two different approaches these parties’ elites followed in seeking to transform real 

hegemony.  
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On the one hand, the PS reflected on platform societies as a way to face a major moment of 

crisis after the policies of President Hollande imposing austerity agendas (interviews This Saint 

Jean, Vincini). These reflections inspired the PS’s ideological reorientation toward an 

‘updated’ social democracy prioritising equality and public services. Therefore, the 

conjuncture of an ideological crisis and the emergence of direct competitors from the Left and 

the centre was the context for the PS elites to determine a significant ideological break from 

a neoliberal to a new social democratic vision (Bremer and McDaniel, 2019). At the same time, 

the past institutional function of the PS as a reformist party and the mass-bureaucratic model 

of organisation traced the ’path-dependencies’ within which making sense of the choices by 

the PS elites not to change their party model through alternative platforms (see Ch.6.3).   

On the other hand, SEL and Podemos’ elites, although with different intensities, reflected 

upon the digital revolution as opening new potentialities for radical political articulations 

based on ‘directness, disintermediation, interactivity, adaptability and instantaneous 

responsiveness’ (Gerbaudo, 2019b, p. 189; see also van Dijck, 2013). SEL conceived its 

strategic project about platform societies as enabling alternatives in two directions. First, as 

cooperative models of economic organisation to generate social value (SEL, 2014a, p. 20). 

Second, digital parties provided innovative spaces to connect instances of resistance, mainly 

targeting young generations politicised through the alter-globalisation movement since the 

anti-G8 protests at Genoa back in 2001 (Badiou, 2012, see interviews De Cristofaro and 

Piccolotti). Attracting young protesters from social movements was also the main defining 

attribute of Podemos’ practices imposing a ‘generational break-up to redefine the image of 

the traditional Left’ (interview Iglesias). More specifically, digital platforms provided ‘agora’ 

seeking to disrupt institutional politics by channelling (primarily) young protesters politicised 
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through the ‘squares movements’ of 2011  into institutional politics (Bailey et al., 2018). 

However, Podemos’ elites prioritised platform party politics over platform capitalism as a 

battlefield to advance alternatives. This was the case because Podemos’ elites conceived the 

latter as a ‘cognitive capitalism’ that rendered impossible the subjectification of subaltern 

classes into coherent political movements (interviews Iglesias and Monedero). Therefore, two 

conjunctural conditions explain the choices by SEL and Podemos elites. First, the electoral 

crisis of the PD and PSOE, in conjunction with the stagnation of established RLPs (the Party of 

the Communist Refoundation in Italy and Izquierda Unida in Spain), set incentives for an 

ideological reconfiguration seeking to moderate the Radical Left ideology to attract 

constituents disappointed by the neoliberal SDPs. Second, the organisational 

experimentations of social movements to mobilise and connect young activists were seen as 

opening new paths forward for political projects seeking to hybridise radical goals and 

reformist means (Damiani, 2016). 

Post-Social Democracy is conceptualised as an ‘arbitrary’ ideology in Gramscian terms. 

Although the analysis suggests this common outcome for all PSD parties, the lack of organic 

ties with subaltern classes results from different understandings by parties’ elites. The PS 

elites conceived their renewed critical agendas on platform capitalism and local governmental 

practices as sufficient conditions for reconnecting the party with subaltern classes. By doing 

so, the PS elites were hoping to overcome the nefarious impacts of the ‘labour law by Minister 

Myriam El Khomry, that triggered a “social storm” against us, ongoingly determining harsh 

consequences for us to restore our electoral strength’ (interview Jacquin). However, the data 

analysis indicates that the PS elites avoided tackling two inter-related transformations for 

their strategic project to achieve the re-connection with subaltern classes. First, the PS is 
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strongly dependent on a view of class politics that, although recognising the structural roots 

of subalternity, dismisses antagonistic relations as damaging to social peace (PS, 2014). 

Second, this view is rooted in an understanding of politics as a locus of mediation of social 

instances by an elite. The linkage between these elements was evident in the denial of all PS 

interviewees to push further their alternative agendas regarding Universal Basic Income and 

the ‘tax on robots’ and in the resistance to digitalising the party’s organisation beyond a 

marginal adaptation. As shown above (Ch. 6.3.2), the PS’ elites understood platform party 

politics as a hostile space, extremely damaging for the PS ‘as we do not have armies of online 

trolls, as the far right and Macron’ (interview This-Saint Jean), and most importantly because 

politics, as clearly pointed by Jacquin 

‘is done in the corridors, which is something that those not directly involved in politics 
cannot understand. (…) Politics is about preparatory meetings, phone calls, and informal 
exchanges. We think that the digital revolution can facilitate these communications but 
cannot replace these processes’. 

As previously argued, SEL’s elites initially were influenced by optimistic and a-critical 

understandings of the digital revolution as providing, per se, new means to re-connect the 

party to subaltern classes. This process resulted in the attempt to ‘bridge’ antinomic logics 

informing SEL policies’ agendas and organisational experimentations. Indeed, SEL’s elites 

attempted to juxtapose claims from different groups by redefining a ‘radical reformist’ 

ideology combining references to working-class antagonism alongside feminism, 

environmentalism and libertarianism (interviews Ferrara, De Cristofaro). Further, during the 

‘momentum’ of local victories championed by the leader Vendola, SEL's elites aimed at 

juxtaposing different forms of party organisation by avoiding to prioritise more traditional 

forms of mass-party organisation or the logics of flexible digital movements. A common theme 



262 
 

among all interviewees was to understand SEL as a ‘pioneer’ of organisational 

experimentation and innovation (interviews Pizzolante and Bavaro). However, these 

experiments failed as SEL’s elites could not succeed at pulling together different forms of 

activism in the austerity age. Among the PSD parties under consideration, Podemos is the 

movement whose elites were most reflective at considering any prioritisation of class 

antagonism as a residual barrier to counter-hegemonic advancements. The point is made 

particularly clear by Monedero when explaining that 

‘the subjectivity of the working class in the Global North is gone. Nobody conceives 
themselves as pertaining to the working class. (…) They claim to be “middle classes”, at 
least aspirational middle classes. (…) Therefore, when Podemos aimed at constituting its 
project, we could not rely on what traditionally defined the sources for left-wing politics, 
the class issue’.  

Empirical findings indicate contrasting findings regarding how parties’ elites aimed at 

elevating common-sense views to transformative goals. Indeed, for instance, the PS elites 

constantly referred to digital ‘democracy’ as detrimental to representative democracy and for 

how the PS integrated activists. As explained by Vincini, indeed 

‘left-wing political movements need human contact. The PS is a party based on face-to-face 
meetings and activities, as this is what creates camaraderie and fraternity. And digital 
technologies are detrimental for these essential forms of conviviality’. 

On the other hand, both SEL and Podemos considered it crucial to anchor their parties to 

popular common-sense views to elevate anti-rulers and anti-elitist positions into 

transformative political projects. In both cases, the emergence of charismatic leaders was 

crucial for these goals. In the Italian case, as explained by Piccolotti 

‘Vendola won because he seemed far from elites as usual… and he was… his personality, 
that of a gay, communist and catholic, was a powerful cultural mix in itself. Moreover, he 
had this extraordinary ability to fascinate popular audiences with a culturally sophisticated 
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language. This combination generated something unique, as he could stand up as an anti-
elitist leader without being simply destructive in his proposals’. 

In the Spanish case, Iglesias’ emergence as a famous journalist denouncing cases of corruption 

was key to the rapid outburst by Podemos in 2014 (Rodríguez-Teruel et al., 2016). The 

emphasis on digital platforms as ‘agora’ to activate the disruption of the Spanish party system 

was the cornerstone of the party’s initial strategic project. The abandonment of models of 

politicisation marked as ‘outdated’ was associated with the adoption of discourses and 

practices prioritising ‘corrupted politics’ as the main barrier to radical change (Williams, 2015).  

To sum up, I theorise the Post-Social Democratic ideology as a system of beliefs signifying the 

digital revolution as a ‘toolkit’ to strengthen public agency’s chances at pushing back the 

hegemony of platform capitalists. The findings also showed how the three parties’ elites 

defined different strategic projects to network counter-hegemonic movements. These 

differences are plotted in Figures 8.3 (PS) and 8.4 (SEL and Podemos).  

These different approaches resulted, however, in what in Gramscian terms may be defined as 

an ‘arbitrary’ ideology, as parties’ strategic projects did not prioritise practices to establish 

organic representation of the subaltern classes, although for different reasons. In the case of 

the French PS, its officers aim to resist radical change concerning models of intermediation 

grounded in the function of multi-layered and pyramidal forms of political organisation. In 

combination with the hyper-optimistic understandings of the initial stages of ‘sharing’ 

economies, SEL's' network' form of organisation was associated with a crisis for party elites in 

defining syntheses between contrasting agendas. Podemos elites’ cultural roots in post-

structuralism informed its strategic project aiming to overcome any residual centrality of class 

antagonism as the organising principle of the radical left (Kioupkiolis and Pérez, 2019).  
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Figure 8.3 Diagram. Post Social Democratic ideology (PS) 

 

However, the PS’ Post-Social Democratic project was also ‘passive’ concerning practices to 

anchor the party to common-sense views about digital platforms as boosters for radical 

disruption. On the contrary, SEL and Podemos’ elites’ practices to gain traction over common 

sense views to articulate radical projects demonstrate an ‘active’ attribute of their strategic 

projects. This combination results in the overlap in Figure 8.4 of the areas ‘enabling 

alternative’ and ‘elevating common sense’ but in the absence of ‘ties to subaltern classes’. For 
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instance, this area of overlap can be seen in SEL and Podemos’ emphasis on radical democracy 

as disruptive of established power, that however, was not linked to anti-capitalist agendas. 

Figure 8.4 Diagram. Post Social Democratic ideology (SEL and Podemos) 

 

The empirical analysis identified a common area of tension for Post-Social Democracy in the 

struggles by these parties to consistently combine radical reorientations and institutionalist 

routes to radical change. Within this broader struggle, however, the analysis allowed 

identifying specific tensions among these parties. The French PS struggled to combine the 
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proposed reorganisation of the party as a ‘platform for civil society’ (PS, 2018) and the ongoing 

resistance of its intermediate cadres. SEL and Podemos, meanwhile, inherently oscillated 

between postures as ‘anti-system’ movements and as radical parliamentary parties (Damiani, 

2016; Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2015).  

 

8.5 Platform Socialism. Organising counter-hegemony 

LFI was classified as the only case within Platform Socialist ideology. Through this section, I 

will summarise findings on how Platform Socialism was related to the strategic areas of 

intervention (alternatives, ties to classes, common sense) to identify the main patterns of 

transformation that LFI sought to achieve. 

LFI’s Platform Socialist ideology signified the digital revolution as a battlefield to disrupt the 

latest stage of capitalism that, although operating alongside different forms of exploitation, is 

advancing as the gate-keeper defining the hegemonic rules of economic competition (see 

Moulier-Boutang, 2011). LFI sought to advance counter-hegemony within this battlefield by 

politicising ‘the antagonism between the digital commodity created by digital labour on the 

one side, and the digital commons on the other’ (Fuchs, 2019c, p. 62). Indeed, LFI’s elites 

understand the real hegemony of platform societies as primarily structured by the dialectical 

relations between exploitation and liberation. This view was evident, for instance, with LFI’s 

claims that there is an increasing digital divide whereby ‘large platforms impose a logic of 

value exploitation. These same platforms take advantage of unfair fiscal advantages and social 

de-regulation’ (LFI, 2017d, p. 6). However, more optimistically, as declared by Schon 
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‘We think that the digital can be a great opportunity through prioritising free and open 
software that boosts a participative approach to co-construction, through software 
conceived not as a commodity but as a common domain. Therefore, the “digital commons” 
approach is crucial for our project. As a movement, we still need to evolve. However, our 
position is clear-cut and exact. We defend the idea of the digital commons’ 

This antagonistic stance is mirrored in the adoption of digital models of party organisation that 

aim at enabling alternative forms of political organisation. The digital movement, indeed, as 

pointed out by Chaibi, ‘moves towards the people, enabling engagement and participation 

even when citizens cannot attend in-person campaigns’. The emergence of Platform Socialism 

was explained throughout the thesis at the intersection of three related conjunctural 

conditions. First, the crisis experienced by the PS as the incumbent party imposing austerity 

agendas and the stagnation of the main Radical Left party (the Communist Party) opened a 

window of opportunity to propose new forms of political organisation to radically disrupt 

‘politics as usual’ (Marlière, 2019). Second, the position of Mélenchon as the Presidential 

candidate in 2012 for an electoral cartel of the Radical Left (the Left Front) gave him the space 

of manoeuvre to use this previous leadership to turn the coalition of parties into a new digital 

movement. This anchorage to the Radical Left also defined a relevant path-dependency to 

facilitate the emergence of LFI’s ideology as a renewal, not a rejection of key Socialist 

principles (Damiani, 2016). Third, the emergence of the anti-austerity movement of the 

‘Standing Nights’ provided the grass-root base of activists to be channelled into a radically 

new political project. These activists were indeed a pivotal resource to transfer into LFI the 

techniques of coordination of their mobilisations through alternative digital platforms 

(Damiani, 2020; see also Plancq et al., 2018b) 

Platform Socialism is theorised as an ideology organic to the interests of the subaltern classes 

of platform capitalism. LFI’s officers, as those of SEL and Podemos, acknowledge the 
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evolutions of class structures towards a diversification of the subjectivities of the subalterns. 

Nonetheless, contrary to those parties slipping toward PSD, LFI’s elites speak the language of 

class antagonism, and their strategic project is to provide a platform to represent subalterns’ 

interests organically. A common theme constantly emerging from interviews is that, on the 

one hand, platform capitalism means at the same a ‘way back to serfdom and slavery, 

whereby workers have all the disadvantages of both the self-employed and employee 

statuses’ (interview Chaibi) and the invention of new routes of exploitation determining  

‘the emergence of a new proletariat, that of deliverers, uber drivers. This is the dream of 
capitalists come true. Namely, they could invent jobs without any social protection and 
patrol workers to accomplish the order of their new boss, the platforms’ (interview 
Bompard). 

The dialectics of platform capitalism, however, are also understood as providing possibilities 

to cement alliances among subalterns, as ‘the left is meant to fight against exploitation’ 

(interview Bompard). LFI aims to provide a platform to activate and synthesise instances from 

autonomous movements of platform workers (see Cant, 2020) with those from platform 

cooperatives (see Scholz and Schneider, 2017; McCann and Yazici, 2018). This function is 

strategically designed by LFI through agendas aimed at combining local and international 

forms of subalterns’ organisation, as with Chaibi's claim that  

‘there may be alternatives, such as developing a pan-European public Amazon, but there 
are already many local alternatives that are already disrupting big tech platforms’ 

Platform Socialism was an ‘active’ ideology seeking to elevate ‘common sense’ views into 

radical transformative movements in a twofold direction. First, by promoting discourses 

attacking ‘GAFAM’ exploitation as damaging for workers, small businesses and local 

communities, to advance the logic of the ‘commons’ (LFI, 2017e, interviews Poznanski, Schon). 



269 
 

Second, by inspiring a new model of organisation for the field of counter-hegemony as shown 

throughout with the logic informing the strategies of movement digitalisation adopted by LFI. 

Indeed, LFI’s counter-hegemonic strategic project conceives platforms as providing crucial 

transformative potentialities to disrupt the ruling classes and their affiliated political elites. 

Platforms have this unique power because they can prompt direct participation and the 

disintermediation of political relations as traditionally operated by parties’ bureaucracies.  As 

shown before (Ch.7.4), digital platforms were the organisational backbone upon which all the 

main functions of the movement were performed. LFI’s interviewees were clear-cut at 

explaining that this organisational evolution was meant to distance the movement from 

traditional forms of integration of the mass party around what was negatively marked as 

‘leftist folklore’ (Chaibi). Instead, LFI’s project was, according to Bompard,  

‘to fit into a new wave of leftist politics in Europe that began with Podemos in Spain, which 
demonstrated that parties’ coalitions were ineffective at taking power. Therefore, we 
wanted to create a different type of movement to revitalise the ideas of Gramsci by 
disrupting neoliberal hegemony’.  

In figure 8.5, I plotted the defining attributes of Platform Socialism as an ‘organic’ and ‘active’ 

counter-hegemonic ideology. The overlaps between the areas of intervention resulted, for 

instance, from the initiatives to turn the economic claims of the riders’ movements into a 

broader agenda to connect precarious workers through discourses elevating the population's 

awareness about the exploitative practices of GAFAM (interviews Bompard, Chaibi).  

Platform Socialism’s ideology as a system of beliefs and a counter-hegemonic strategic project 

encompassed the two Gramscian moments of the critical understandings of the most 

advanced forms of capitalist exploitation by GAFAM and the constructive agency seeking to 

organically represent the subalterns.  
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Figure 8.5 Diagram. Platform Socialist ideology 

 

LFI’s case study also highlighted how the movement had been affected by a tension between 

its nature as a radical transformative movement and its institutional practices. Regarding 

platform capitalism, on the one hand, LFI organises campaigns to attack the private property 

of digital infrastructures and data by promoting the logic of distributed commons (interviews 

Chaibi, Schon). On the other, the priority of its parliamentary activities is to elaborate state-

driven policy proposals about taxation and state distribution to subaltern classes (interviews 
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Poznanski, Bompard). Regarding platform party politics, LFI, on the one hand, remains a 

unique case of organisational experimentation, for instance, by the systematic use of drawings 

to select members of the national coordination spaces (LFI, 2017b). On the other hand, 

national leadership retained certain areas of intra-party power, as with Mélenchon 

nominating LFI’s national coordinator (see Premat, 2019). However, the original digital 

architecture of the party fuels the implementation of flexible forms of organisation, as with 

the more recent rebranding of the movement as ‘Union Populaire’ (Popular Union, UP) 

(interviews Bompard, Royer), to stay faithful to its key project at mobilising wide 

constituencies at multiple levels. 

 

8.6 Three left-wing ideologies for platform societies. Comparative analysis 

In this section, I will bring together the main findings from the empirical research to outline a 

comparison between the three digital ‘ideologies’ and analyse whether and how they 

impacted the ‘crises’ of the ELPs in the 2010s. In the Introduction (.1), I argued that the ‘crisis’ 

of the Left from the early 2000s to the ‘age of austerity’ should be understood first and 

foremost as one of ‘visions’. In Chapter 1 (.2), I specified that this primary crisis had stark 

effects on how ELPs retained their social linkages, to argue that this area of crisis regarded 

both, who they aimed at representing, the ‘problem’ with subaltern classes, and how they 

seek to engage the social groups they targeted, the ‘problem’ of party’s organisation. 

However, I surveyed emerging theories claiming that platform societies provide new 

opportunities for the political left to exit these crises (Ch. 1.3), which defined the research 

puzzle that set the scene for my empirical research. Relatedly, this section will analyse 
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whether and how the selected ELPs took advantage of new opportunities by reshaping their 

ideologies and how, if at all, the ideological changes that have been theorised throughout the 

thesis were meant to impact upon ELPs’ crises. Finally, by bringing together the comparative 

analysis, I will specify the thesis’ main argument. 

8.6.1 Platform capitalism vs ‘commonism’. ELPs and the ‘problem’ of subaltern classes 

By looking at ELPs, through a Gramscian perspective, as cultural and strategic agents 

immersed in the relations that define the dialectics between hegemony and counter-

hegemony, the empirical research shed new light on the ‘crisis’ of ELPs at representing the 

working- and more generally subaltern classes (Przeworski, 1985; Benedetto et al., 2020). 

Indeed, by understanding parties as seeking to navigate or transform hegemony, the thesis 

develops the argument that the crisis of representation should be understood in a twofold 

way. First, by hegemonic parties, the crisis relates to whether their ideologies work to secure 

the consent of subalterns to hegemonic rulership. Second, by counter-hegemonic parties, the 

crisis relates to whether they can organise economic subaltern classes into a political 

transformative counter-hegemonic movement (Gramsci, 2014, Q3 §90). By adopting this 

perspective, I can compare how parties reflected on the new possibilities of platform societies 

to re-link their parties to whom they sought to represent.  

More specifically, I identified through critical literature on platform societies normative claims 

for how the Left should innovate its ideas to empower the subalterns. A first reformist 

approach was represented by Marianna Mazzucato's (2015) ‘Techno-Keynesianism’, arguing 

that the Left should focus on how to redesign the state for public institutions to get back the 

rewards of their long-term investments in innovation. Further, I identify radical theories 
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claiming the need for the Left to organise and mobilise the field of ‘platform commonism’ 

(Fuchs, 2019c) to disrupt the rulership of platform capitalism. These normative theories were 

developed under two different approaches. First, post-workerist authors claimed the need to 

abandon the ideology of ‘labourism’, the protection of employees, to embrace ‘post-

workerism’, focusing on the distribution of value through the Universal Basic Income, not 

wages and welfare insurance (Srnicek and Williams, 2016; Van Parijs and Vanderborght, 2017). 

Second, a platform socialist approach claimed the need to go back to the property of the 

(digital) means of production through socialising the infrastructures enabling the flows of data 

on platforms and prefiguring alternative forms of cooperative economic organisation 

(Morozov, 2019; Benanav, 2019). Not only do these theories provide the analytical tools to 

develop the empirical research, but they are also a reference point to make sense of how the 

different ideologies theorised in this thesis were ‘put at work’ by parties’ elites to renew their 

social linkages.  

The empirical analysis demonstrated that the elites of the selected ELPs were well-aware of 

these intellectual debates. As a result, I could identify a first common area of ideological 

change for all ELPs in the posture of their leaders as seeking to place their parties at the 

forefront of ‘digital innovation’ to gain traction over their targeted social groups. However, 

the analysis showed that by looking at parties’ elites’ strategic choices as shaped, both, by 

their structural entrenchments (Bailey, 2009b) and by conjunctural ‘path-dependencies’ 

(Bremer and McDaniel, 2019), the three ideologies were meant to serve contrasting goals.  

Techno-Third Way, therefore, can be theorised as an ideology seeking to provide new 

intellectual and material resources for ELPs to secure the consent of the subaltern classes to 
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the ruling classes of platform society. The PD and PSOE represent cases aimed at ongoingly 

integrating the political Left into the dominant networks of power of platform capitalism, 

actively seeking to naturalise practices by its ruling classes. The case studies showed how 

parties’ elites concretely orientated their choices in platform societies to secure the consent 

to hegemony by specific fractions of the subaltern classes, resulting in two different paths for 

the same goal. Both parties promoted practices to naturalise capitalist rulership over 

supposedly digital self-entrepreneurs. These practices were meant to secure the consent 

among one of their main social targets, the young generations, to their hegemonic projects. 

However, on the one hand, the PD sought to disaggregate resistance by demonising 

transformative views, for instance, by ridiculing the claims for UBI as fostering welfare-

dependency cultures. On the other hand, the PSOE’s elites demonstrated to be consistently 

reflective of post-workerist theories, and they aimed at co-opting these logics, as with policies’ 

agendas to adopt marginal forms of basic income.  

Conversely, Platform Socialism drew upon critical theories of platform societies to design an 

ideology that sought to connect subaltern classes that were divided and dispersed amidst the 

hegemony of financial and platform capitalism. This goal was evident with LFI’s claims to take 

public control of digital infrastructures signified through the initiatives to turn platforms into 

a ‘common domain’. However, with authors such as Aaron Benanav (2020), LFI’s elites were 

critical of ‘post-workerist’ claims, not on a theoretical basis, but as they reflected on how the 

‘real’ hegemony of platform society worked to co-opt the claims for UBI (see also Pitts et al., 

2017). LFI’s Platform Socialist ideology sought to draw upon practices of resistance by 

platform labourers as the riders, to turn them into symbolic references to attract (especially 



275 
 

young) casualised workers and impoverished small entrepreneurs and cement them into a 

counter-hegemonic historical bloc.  

Therefore, Techno-Third Way and Platform Socialism are conceptualised as ideologies 

providing critical resources for the parties to exit their crisis of representation of classes, as 

parties’ elites, drawing upon innovation, adopted ideas and practices to pursue their goals 

consistently.  

Instead, the analysis showed that Post-Social Democracy, although representing an ideology 

seeking to take Social Democracy into the field of counter-hegemony, was a case of an ongoing 

‘organic’ crisis (Gramsci, 2014, Q7 §19). This hardship was particularly evident with PSD’s 

elites' struggles to redefine their understandings and practices to represent subaltern classes 

organically. Indeed, on the one hand, the empirical analysis demonstrated that these parties 

sought to elaborate innovative, radical claims. But, on the other hand, the ‘ideational’ path 

dependency on Social Democracy as an ideology seeking to tame, not raise, class antagonism 

resulted in the indecisiveness at fully taking the side of ‘platform labour’ against platform 

capitalism (Dean, 2019a). This is why PSD has been theorised, in Gramscian terms, as an 

‘arbitrary’ ideology, as it is inherently flawed at designing effective strategies to organically 

represent and elevate subaltern classes into transformative projects. The arbitrary nature of 

PSD was particularly evident, for instance, when looking at how the three parties reflected 

and orientated their choices about post-workerism through UBI. After the short post-

workerist moment during Hamon’s presidential campaign, the PS turned to views about UBI 

as one of ‘n-‘ policies’ proposals to revive a welfarist project by abandoning radical proposals 

of UBI as means to disrupt capitalist rulership (McDaniel, forthcoming). The Italian SEL 
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attempted to juxtapose post-workerist claims about UBI by young officers with traditional 

labourist claims. As a result, the party failed at elevating these different practices into a unitary 

transformative project. Podemos’ elites, meanwhile, by reflecting on platform societies as a 

space overcoming the primacy of class antagonisms (Mouffe, 2018) to transform hegemony, 

accepted UBI as a marginal policy-proposal complementary to a Techno-Keynesian agenda. 

However, the latter agenda only prioritised the need to increase states’ investments without 

proper consideration of how the value generated by platform capitalists, thanks to public 

investments, should be reappropriated by states’ institutions. 

All in all, therefore, the thesis develops the argument that digital ideologies resulted in two 

contrasting patterns concerning how ELPs sought to re-link their projects to social classes. On 

the one hand, those ideologies that aimed to be organically tied to the ‘real’ dialectics of 

platform capitalism exploited these dialectical relations as resources to design consistent 

strategic projects either to secure the domination of platform capitalists or to empower 

platform labourers. On the other hand, Post-Social Democracy could not find an effective way 

to face the structural reasons for its crisis of representation of the subaltern classes (Mudge, 

2018). This subsection theorised how the digital revolution enabled ELPs to redefine who they 

sought to represent. The following subsection will look at the second crucial area of crisis for 

ELPs, concerning how the parties’ sought to organise those groups they wanted to represent. 

8.6.2 Platform politics. Efficiency or democracy? The Left and the ‘problem’ of the party 

The differences in parties’ understandings of class relations under platform capitalism are 

mirrored in varied choices regarding the digitalisation of ELPs’ organisations during the 2010s. 

Tracing organisational changes or adaptations back to parties’ ideas and strategies allows 
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achieving more precise theorisations of how parties’ elites’ choices shaped some common 

trends characterising the recent evolutions of political parties in the Global North.  

Overall, some common trends have been identified in the literature, since the 1980s onwards, 

as bearing strong impacts on the most ‘typical’ form of organisation of the Left, that of the 

mass-bureaucratic party (Revelli, 2013). First, parties’ elites turned their organisations to the 

state at the expense of the ‘party on the ground’ (Mair and Katz, 2002). Moreover, parties’ 

organisations were increasingly transformed into professional machinery for managing 

election campaigns (Panebianco, 1988). Finally, parties became more ‘personalistic’ and 

dependent on the leaders' personas more than on the community of activists and voters 

(Calise, 2015).  

The recent literature on the impacts of the digital revolution on parties’ organisations, 

although with different degrees of optimism or pessimism concerning the effects of these 

processes, highlighted how digital platforms provided several routes for the parties to re-

shape their organisations to (re-)engage their communities of activists. To begin with activism, 

digital platforms would enable ‘multi-speed’ forms of engagement that blur the boundaries 

between the full-time traditional militants and the occasional followers (Scarrow, 2015; see 

also Gibson et al., 2017). Moreover, platform party politics would incentivise parties to adopt 

movement-like forms of organisation, whereby platforms, not intermediate cadres or national 

bureaucracies, would design more flexible forms of activism (Chadwick and Stromer-Galley, 

2016; Nunes, 2021). Crucially, the defining feature of the ‘digital’ party, according to Paolo 

Gerbaudo (2018), was that it was polarised around a ‘hyper-leader’, a powerful and connected 

individual and a ‘super-base’, made of large audiences of online activists. Although most of 
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these trends apply to some or other cases examined through the thesis, as with the ‘problem’ 

of social classes, understanding the organisational choices through the perspective of how 

they were meant to navigate or transform hegemony develops key understandings about the 

main directions along which these processes took place. Further, the analysis allows to identify 

distinct directions of the relations between the leadership and the base. 

The empirical analysis showed that all the selected ELPs but one underwent major processes 

of organisational reconfiguration or, as in the case of the new parties, of organisational 

experimentation, to which the adoption of digital platforms was particularly relevant. The only 

‘deviant’ case was the French PS, whose elites resisted moving the party online as platform 

politics was conceived as a hostile space attacking the core of the party’s representative 

functions. On the one hand, this choice by the PS elites impacted the ‘consistency’ of its 

attempt to move the party into the field of counter-hegemony. On the other hand, however, 

as shown throughout (Ch. 4.3.1 and 6.5.2), this ‘exception’ can be explained by the peculiar 

conjuncture placing the PS’ ‘frontier’ of resistance in local governments. Hence, the PS elites 

had strong incentives to keep in place powerful intermediate cadres precisely as they were 

the ones that could protect the vital emplacement of the PS on the territory (McDaniel, 

forthcoming). In the remaining cases, instead, two main strategical approaches can be 

theorised concerning how organisational digitalisation could provide resources to strengthen 

parties’ social linkages.  

First, overall, Techno-Third Way elites understood platforms as providing means to further 

advance electoral-professional and personalistic models of parties’ organisations with 

different styles and degrees of departure from the mass-party model (Calise, 2016; Filippini, 
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2017; Kefford and McDonnell, 2018). Relatedly, in both cases, parties’ elites operated to 

change the nature of activism from the ‘grassroots’ to strengthen the party ‘on the ground’, 

to shape a mass of ‘micro-influencers’ to be trained to replicate leaders’ messages on social 

media. However, upon this common ground, the case studies (see Ch.5.4.2 and 5.5.2) also 

demonstrated that the PD and PSOE’s elites differed regarding the extent of parties’ 

digitalisation and the goals that digital platforms were meant to serve. On the one hand, the 

PD’s scattered digitalisation sought to fuel party personalisation by prioritising Renzi’s 

leadership's direct communications to constituents. This primary goal explains the 

‘weaponisation’ of platforms against the cadres of the mass party defended by competing 

factions. On the other hand, the PSOE’s intense digitalisation was meant to hybridise mass 

activism with centrally managed communication to fuel the party’s leadership campaigning 

(Pasquino, 2014; Scarrow et al., 2017). Therefore, the real hegemony of platform societies 

provided these parties with the organisational models to restore their societal functions. 

Indeed, although with different consistency and outcomes, the PD and PSOE adapted their 

organisations by incorporating the logic governing big-tech platforms, reflecting on digital 

platforms as providing new means to achieve political efficiency. Accordingly, both parties saw 

opportunities to strengthen their leadership and electoral marketing by rendering activism a 

source of data extraction. Indeed, these parties sought to exploit their activists' ‘commodified’ 

data to enhance micro-targeted campaigns and leaders’ performances on social media. 

On the contrary, the logic of digitalisation of the three RLPs was informed by views of digital 

platforms as commons to foster new forms of more direct and participatory radical democracy 

(Fenton, 2016a). The empirical findings show that the three cases aimed at using digital 

platforms as new ‘intermediate’ cadres to prompt activism (Deseriis, 2020). All these parties 
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orientated their organisational reconfigurations towards the digital-movement party model 

(Della Porta et al., 2017). Whereas for hegemonic parties, the activists were to be turned into 

‘micro-influencers’, among these parties’ activists should be meant as ‘community- and 

protests organisers’. However, the distinct ideologies, Post-Social Democracy and Platform 

Socialism, provide a relevant perspective to understand key differences in the evolutions of 

these strategic projects regarding parties’ digitalisation. Indeed, on the one hand, SEL and 

Podemos represented cases of organisational renewal and experimentation through digital 

platforms that were meant to primarily support discourses and practices concerning, per se, 

participatory democracy. However, as shown above (see Ch.6.4.2 and 6.5.2), the two cases 

differed as SEL’s elites attempted to juxtapose a more traditional party with a platform 

movement, whereas Podemos’ architecture was inherently designed as a digital platform to 

enable activism. LFI, on the other hand, was a platform organisation intended to provide a 

space of connection for multiple groups of resistance to platform capitalism. LFI’s digital 

strategy was meant, first, to prefigure an alternative to proprietary platforms and to fuel 

organisational experimentation. Second, digital platforms were crucial to support LFI’s 

strategic project aiming to overcome traditional mass-party organisations of the Left, which 

were considered detrimental to the activation of broader counter-hegemonic alliances.  

All in all, with the exception of the PS, ideologies concerning the digital revolution are relevant 

to uncovering how organisational innovation was related to parties’ systems of beliefs and 

goals in the confrontation for political hegemony. As shown throughout, the adoption of 

‘radical’ digital movement types of organisation can be understood as affected by a trade-off 

with the level of integration of these into institutional practices. This finding, per se, is 

unsurprising, as participation in governments is recognised as challenging for radical parties 
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to keep alive more radical ideological goals and disruptive forms of mobilisation (Hough et al., 

2010; Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2015). However, considering parties as less or more ‘organic’ 

to the real hegemony of platform societies also allows identifying different reasons for why 

these different strategies emerged. Indeed, for instance, LFI’s elites made a strategic choice 

to pursue an adversarial strategy to the institutional Left (Albertazzi et al., 2021), even though 

this choice implied losing relative shares of power in local coalition governments. LFI's 

strategic project, however, was to keep the movement organically tied to the mobilisations of 

the subalterns against financial and platform capitalism and this primary goal was a key reason 

for the party’s elites choices. On the other hand, SEL and Podemos’ ideologies, seeking ways 

out of the dialectics of platform capitalism to elaborate new and more radical compromises, 

also resulted in strategies of cooperation with their moderate Left (and hegemonic) counter-

parts that in turn put ‘under stress’ the survivance of their organisational experimentations. 

All in all, therefore, mirroring the reflections on the ‘problem’ of class, platform societies 

provided resources to tackle the ‘problem’ of party organisation along two contrasting logics. 

On the one hand, platform party politics inspired the adoption of models of organisation 

borrowed from the big tech platforms. On the other, it led to the digitalisation of counter-

hegemonic movements along the line of the platform commons (Nunes, 2021). As for the 

organic linkages to social classes, Techno-Third Way and Platform Socialism were the 

ideologies that could effectively design ideas and strategies to face the real hegemony of 

platform societies. Instead,  the space of Post-Social Democracy was shrunk by the 

impossibility of consistently defining tenable compromises between the contrasting logics of 

digital political organisations.  
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8.6.3 The ELPs and the real hegemony of platform societies. Concluding remarks 

The comparative analysis of the three ‘digital’ left-wing ideologies defines two key building 

blocs constituting the thesis’ argument. First, by looking at the evolutions of ELPs amidst the 

digital revolution through the perspective of ideologies, I argue that the concept of the ‘Left’ 

as substantially related to common goals and strategies is less and less valid in understanding 

parties evolutions. Second, and relatedly, by looking at how politics is shaped through the 

relations and confrontations between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic projects, I come to 

argue that there is not an overarching ‘crisis’ of the whole Left. Instead, the crisis regards one 

of the ‘left-wing’ ideologies, (Post-)Social Democracy, as the political conditions that shaped 

SD’s ‘hegemonic’ historical moment are structurally shrunk. Consequently, findings indicate 

that any attempt to revive that tradition through the same strategies of compromise with the 

ruling classes of capitalism is deemed to result in arbitrary and ineffective movements.   

Regarding the first claim, by focusing on the reflexive agency of party elites on a major 

reconfiguration of capitalism, the thesis highlighted that the concept of the ‘political Left’, 

while still defining how parties and citizens locate themselves in national spaces of party 

competition (Bauer et al., 2017; Vegetti and Širinić, 2019), has lost its analytical validity to 

identify common ideologies encompassing minimally unifying visions and organising principles 

(Mudge, 2011). Indeed, the findings indicate that within the ‘political Left’, ideologies range 

from neoliberal views supporting the ruling classes of platform capitalism to socialist ones, 

providing new frameworks to revive class antagonism and the emergence of transformative 

alternatives (Panitch and Albo, 2020).  
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Second, by considering party politics as operating at the junctures between the dialectical 

relations of platform capitalism and the reflexive responses by political agents to secure or 

disrupt hegemony, the theoretical framework allows to better identify the nature of the ‘Left’ 

crisis. Indeed, the findings indicate that, on the one hand, the ideologies reflecting the 

dialectical relations of platform capitalism aiming to organically represent the pole of 

domination (Techno-Third Way) or liberation (Platform Socialism), provide the parties with 

intellectual resources to exit left-wing crises of visions. On the other hand, the study of Post-

Social Democratic cases indicates that, although Post-, Social Democracy as a vision is 

ongoingly in crisis as it results in systems of beliefs and strategic projects aimed at bridging 

irreconcilable interests within the structures of platform capitalism.  

Throughout this Chapter, by summarising the findings of previous empirical research, I 

conceptualised how the structures resulting from the digital revolution informed changes in 

left-wing ideologies contributing to the emergence of three distinct ideologies encompassing 

parties’ systems of beliefs and strategic projects for hegemony and counter-hegemony. In the 

thesis’ conclusion, I will better specify the theoretical and empirical contributions of the 

research project while identifying its limitations and how future research may address them.  
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

 

.1 Summary and argument 

The thesis analysed how six ELPs reacted to the digital revolution by changing critical aspects 

of their ideologies amidst a broad ‘crisis’ of visions for the Left. In the Conclusions, I will, first, 

summarise the main argument of the thesis and how the two stages of empirical research 

contributed to developing it. Second, I will specify the aimed contributions of the thesis. Third, 

I will identify the thesis’ limitations in its breadth and depth and outline how the thesis’ 

findings may be seen as a ground to develop a future research agenda.  

As specified in the Introduction (.4), the thesis aimed to provide answers to the questions: 

− How did European Left Parties reflect on the societal impacts of the digital revolution 

in the 2010s? 

− How did ELPs reshape their ideologies to navigate or transform the real hegemony of 

platform societies?  

Empirical findings indicate that the selected ELPs reacted to the digital revolution in three 

distinct directions corresponding to three ‘digital’ ideologies I theorised throughout the thesis. 

First, ‘Techno-Third Way’ was the ideology, within a neoliberal tradition, adopted by the PD 

and PSOE, encompassing systems of beliefs including views on platforms as ‘fuel’ for market 

competition and further commodification of public offices (Ch. 3.3.1). Further, the Techno-

Third Way inspired strategic projects (Ch.5) to navigate the ‘real’ hegemony of platform 
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societies by placing the parties at the forefront of platform capitalist rulership. Therefore, the 

Techno-Third Way was characterised by the common goal of the PD and PSOE’s elites to 

strategically orientate respective parties to navigate hegemony. However, the findings also 

highlighted the differences between the parties regarding how their elites aimed to confront 

resistance, with the PD’s elites demonising alternatives and PSOE aiming to co-opt them into 

hegemony. 

Second, ‘Post-Social Democracy’ (PSD) was the ideology, within a Social Democratic tradition, 

adopted by one (previously neoliberal) SDP, the PS, and two RLPs (SEL and Podemos) seeking 

new ‘toolkits’ to assert the primacy of democracy to gain back public control over capitalist 

market competition. PSD resulted in two distinct strategic projects by these parties (Ch.6). The 

first, by the PS, sought to enable alternatives through an updated Social Democratic project 

provided that the PS elites could retain centralised control over activism. Accordingly, the PS 

was interpreted as a case of resistance to adopting the logic of platforms to change its 

organisation and activate new forms of horizontal participation, perceived as disruptive of 

politics as representation. The second strategic project, by SEL and Podemos, aimed at 

enabling alternatives through channelling radical movements into institutional politics in a 

way that may elevate common-sense views about exploitative practices by platform 

capitalists.  

Third, ‘Platform Socialism’ was the ideology of LFI signifying the digital revolution as a new 

and salient ‘battlefield’ for socialist antagonism and a strategic project counter-posing the 

field of ‘the digital commons’ to platform capitalism to organically represent through 

alternative platforms the subalterns of platform capitalism. This is also the perspective 
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through which I conceptualised LFI’s organisation as a digital movement party. This 

organisation model represented a project seeking to connect and empower dispersed 

instances of resistance while at the same time prefigure an alternative model of democracy 

and use of platforms. 

These empirical findings form the thesis’ main argument, namely that the politics of the digital 

revolution provided cultural and material resources that informed and shaped the ideas and 

strategic projects of European Left Parties for their elites to design solutions to their crises of 

visions. The thesis developed the argument by uncovering two key processes of change 

experienced by the ELPs.  

First, the thesis conceptualised parties as strategic and relational agents whose choices are 

organised through ideologies shaped by and seeking to shape the space of possibilities of the 

‘real’ hegemony of platform societies. Through this conceptualisation of parties as ‘relational’ 

agents, the thesis explains how and why ELPs orientated their choices along opposite goals. 

Indeed, on the one hand, the digital ideologies were explained as shaped by the combination 

of parties’ (1) previous structural social linkages (i.e. with the ruling or subaltern classes, 

unions etc.) and (2) conjunctural path dependencies from their previous level of 

institutionalisation. On the other hand, however, by conceiving parties as ‘strategic’ and 

relatively autonomous agents, the thesis focused on whether the emergence of new 

ideologies represented ‘organic’ or ‘arbitrary’ movements to act back on real hegemony. 

Second, analysing parties’ systems of beliefs and strategic projects allows theorising on the 

historical processes configuring the junctures between the ‘real’ hegemony of platform 

societies and the projects to secure or challenge it. By doing so, the thesis came to contest 
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theories about the current ‘crisis’ of the (whole) Left  (Cronin et al., 2011; Manwaring and 

Kennedy, 2018). Indeed, based on the empirical findings, I argue that there is not a single and 

overarching crisis for the whole Left because, when looking at how parties operate within real 

hegemony, there is currently nothing as the ‘Left’ as a unitary political vision. Indeed, ‘left-

wing’ politics may still correspond to both common-sense beliefs about the projects of 

political agents committed to more equal societies (Bobbio, 2004; Mudge, 2018) and research 

heuristic tools to assess how parties compete to gain political power and represent 

constituents in liberal democracies (Kitschelt and Hellemans, 1990; Kriesi et al., 2012). 

However, to better understand whether these interpretations hold on empirical grounds, I 

followed Gramsci’s exhortation to look at the most advanced stages of capitalist development 

to make sense of where transformation may emerge. This is why I looked at platform 

capitalism and politics as the spaces within which to understand ELPs evolutions. By adopting 

this focus of analysis, the thesis comes to empirically assess and theorise that those ideologies 

that are ‘organic’ to the class relations of platform capitalism represent potential solutions to 

the conjunctural crises of visions of the Left. Indeed, the thesis demonstrated that Techno-

Third Way and Platform Socialism, provided (opposite) cultural and material practices for 

some ELPs to design effective strategic projects to exit their crises of visions, because, put it 

simply, these parties know which classes they (seek to) represent and organise. On the other 

hand, the thesis theorised on Post-Social Democracy as an ‘arbitrary’ ideology, as 

representative of the ongoing structural crisis of Social Democracy. Even though Post-Social 

Democracy can be conceptualised as an attempt by some parties’ elites to bring back Social 

Democracy into the field of counter-hegemony, PSD’s strategic projects were conceptually 
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undermined by the ongoing ‘organic’ crisis of representation and organisation of the classes 

that should embody their visions.  

Having defined the thesis’ main argument, in the next section, I will specify the thesis’ 

contribution to current debates about the evolutions of the European Left and the political 

impacts of the digital revolution. 

 

.2 Original contribution 

In this section, I will specify the thesis’ original theoretical and empirical contributions to the 

literature on the ‘Left’ crisis (and change) and the radical transformational possibilities of the 

digital revolution. First, I will highlight how, by looking at parties as strategic and relational 

agents shaped by and seeking to shape real hegemony, the thesis contributes to refining 

structural analyses of ELPs’ crises while better defining the directions of ELPs’ changes. 

Second, I will focus on how taking into consideration the relational nature of political agency 

contributes to advancing critical understandings of platform societies while overcoming the 

limitations of techno-determinism. Finally, I will explain how the thesis disentangles the 

research puzzle that this project addressed. 

The thesis contributes to the literature on European left-wing politics on theoretical and 

empirical grounds. First, by elaborating a Gramscian framework for a critical analysis of party 

politics, it allows to overcome certain limitations of ‘structural’ analyses of Left-wing ‘crisis’ 

(see Ch. 1.2). Indeed, by focusing on how the economic base of the platform capitalism shapes 

parties through the real hegemony of platform society, the thesis refines ‘structural 

dependency’ arguments that render the crisis of the Left as inescapable. In a nutshell, authors 
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within this school affirm that the crisis is inescapable because ELPs are inevitably determined 

by the structures of neoliberal capitalism (Lavelle, 2008; Bailey et al., 2014). While the thesis 

confirmed, in line with these ‘structural’ approaches, that certain SDPs have been increasingly 

integrated into neoliberal hegemony, findings allow contending whether this process can be 

understood as a ‘crisis’. Indeed, on the one hand, it can be argued that neoliberal SDPs’ elites 

must confront specific tensions between popular expectations for them to provide 

‘egalitarian’ agendas and their actual functions at reproducing hegemony by promoting 

competition and commodification. However, the thesis’ findings show that this tension does 

not result in an organic ‘crisis’ of visions by neoliberal SDPs that, on the contrary, can find 

within hegemony the resources to reshape their ideas (Mansell and Motta, 2013). On the 

other hand, the thesis allows being more precise at defining the ongoing crisis of Social 

Democracy as a vision. The Social Democratic project may not be ‘dead’, as argued by Ashley 

Lavelle (2008). However, by analysing SD’s evolution through a Gramscian perspective in 

platform societies, with the attempts by parties’ elites to take back Social Democracy into 

counter-hegemony, the thesis showed that its project is ‘hollowed out’ from current historical 

conjunctures. It is so as PSD cannot organically organise the subalterns these parties claim to 

represent, as their elites are influenced by ideational path dependencies shaping their 

institutional practices into the search for impossible compromises with the ruling classes of 

platform capitalism. Therefore, PSD is intrinsically flawed as its vision lacks any proper 

consideration of the ‘real’ leverage points through which force capitalists to accept the 

compromises they claim to pursue. 

Second, the thesis allows to contest the Laclauian ‘left populism’ scholars theorising that left 

populism is the main attribute characterising the emergence of a new Left (Stavrakakis, 2017; 
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Mouffe, 2018; Santana and Rama, 2018). Indeed, by considering ideologies not only as 

discourses but as material organising principles of parties’ practices to navigate or transform 

‘real’ hegemony, the thesis overcomes the flaws in understanding the different paths 

undertaken by various new Left-wing parties. These differences were particularly evident 

throughout the thesis when looking at Podemos and LFI, two parties that Laclauian scholars 

constantly refer to as the benchmark of left populism (i.e. Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis, 2019; 

Damiani, 2020). On the one hand, my findings confirm that these new movements aimed at 

exploiting digital organisations to confront ‘traditional’ radical left parties, as argued by left-

populist scholars (Ramiro and Gomez, 2017). On the other hand, the thesis identifies a crucial 

difference between these cases when looking at how parties’ ideologies reflected on class 

antagonisms and how their strategic projects sought to organise or not subaltern classes for 

transformative ends. Indeed, LFI’s project was to revive Socialist antagonisms in platform 

societies, whereas Podemos sought new ‘social democratic’ compromises within platform 

capitalism. Overall, therefore, the thesis contributes to the literature on ‘left-wing’ crisis and 

change by identifying different strategic projects elaborated by parties’ elites to confront the 

aftermath of the GFC. On the one hand, Techno-Third Way and Platform Socialism 

corresponded to consistent ideologies encompassing visions to come out of previous crises. 

On the other hand, Post-Social Democracy can be understood as a process of the ongoing crisis 

of vision for those left parties seeking to refuse the structural dialectics between domination 

and liberation. 

The thesis contributes to the critical literature on the political impacts of the digital revolution 

in a twofold way. First, I elaborated a framework to assess the ‘ideologies’ of platform 

societies. Classifying competing ideologies regarding the digital revolution allows me to 
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overcome some shortcomings in identifying the ‘subjectivities’ that should bring about 

societal change normatively claimed by critical authors (Srnicek and Williams, 2016; Morozov, 

2019; Fuchs, 2019a; Hrynyshyn, 2021). Indeed, as previously discussed (Ch.1.3.1), this critical 

literature on the political consequences of platform capitalism has the merit of uncovering 

new dialectics between the ruling and subaltern classes of platform capitalism. These authors 

theorise that platform capitalism exploits value through data commodification and subaltern 

classes organise resistance around ‘digital commons’. However, to date, whether the political 

Left is a barrier or a facilitator for a radical transformation of platform capitalism was a 

question without answers. By identifying the three ‘digital’ left-wing ideologies, the thesis 

provides the first contribution to this research gap. Second, by elaborating a Gramscian 

framework that understands politics as the recursive relations between structures and agents, 

it is possible to overcome the flaws of ‘techno-deterministic’ accounts claiming that digital 

platforms are leading, per se, to post-capitalism (Hardt and Negri, 2009; Mason, 2016) and/or 

to political organisation as digital networks overcoming collective action (Castells, 2010). First, 

although the thesis corroborates the argument that technological paradigms are spaces of 

confrontation for political hegemony (Williams, 2019), it also allows rejecting any form of 

techno-determinism. Indeed, by considering the digital revolution as a space of political 

confrontation, it is possible to grasp different potential evolutions along the reproduction of 

hegemony or the organisation of counter-hegemony. Second, by theorising parties’ 

digitalisation as a process driven by different strategic projects, I contribute to the literature 

on ‘digital parties’ (Gerbaudo, 2019b) that mostly revolves around the issue of whether 

platforms make parties less or more responsive to public opinion and democratic in their 

internal decision-making processes (Vaccari, 2014; García Lupato and Meloni, 2021). By 
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focusing on the ideas and strategies from which the choices on parties’ digitalisation are made, 

the thesis allows outlining a first theorisation of why parties’ elites experimented with new 

forms of organisation for radical democracy. For instance, I came to theorise that whereas 

radical movement parties seek to engage activists as community organisers, hegemonic 

parties reorganise their organisations by borrowing the ‘business’ models of big tech social 

media for the sake of boosting the efficiency of leaders’ communication, and therefore 

seeking to turn activists into micro-influencers.  

In the Introduction, I identified a research puzzle that motivated the development of this 

research project. ELPs, based on existing research, were stuck between limited oscillations 

between neoliberalism/Keynesianism and libertarianism/nativism. However, new critical 

visions defining the transformational opportunities from the digital revolution have emerged. 

Yet, ELPs may have failed to exploit these possibilities (Introduction.3). The thesis contributes 

to disentangling this puzzle in a twofold way. First, by understanding parties as reflexive agents 

upon the most advanced structural configurations of platform societies, the thesis argues that 

there is not an overarching ‘crisis’ of vision by the European Left. Indeed, two of the three 

ideologies I identified through empirical analysis represent ways out of crises experienced in 

the immediate aftermath of the GFC. Second, the thesis allows identifying some of the 

conditions under which parties exploit alternatively new structural constraints or 

transformational possibilities emerging from the digital revolution. In turn, this new 

theorisation allows advancing normative theories on platform societies. We can consider post-

workerist approaches and their crucial proposal for the left, UBI, as a seminal example (Hardt 

and Negri, 2009; Frase, 2016). While providing critical insights on the changing nature of 

capitalist exploitation beyond labour-for-wage relations, these authors’ emphasis on the ‘end 
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of work’ is contested by Platform Socialists who, instead, seek precisely to politicise ‘platform 

labourers’ to engage ‘non-platform’ exploited labourers in a socialist project. Crucially, for 

instance, the stances of LFI and PSOE on UBI demonstrate that the normative views of post-

workerist theorists do not consider the empirical pieces of evidence suggesting that neoliberal 

left-wing parties are ongoingly co-opting UBI as a more efficient way to tackle poverty while 

cutting more generous welfare provisions. And this dynamic is exactly the reason why 

Platform Socialists do not consider UBI as the flagship proposal for a transformative 

alternative (Benanav, 2020). 

However, it must be stressed that the thesis’ focus was on the relations between 

understandings by parties’ elites of ‘real’ hegemony and their systems of beliefs/strategic 

projects to act back on it. Therefore, on the one hand, the research project can formulate 

conclusions about the ‘inherent’ attributes of ideologies as ways out (or not) of ELPs’ crises. 

Hence, the thesis cannot assess the real feedback impacts on the structures of platform 

capitalism. In the next section, this last remark will be the starting point for considering the 

thesis’ limitations and how future research can address them. 

 

.3 Limitations and future research 

The research focus of the thesis was on how parties understand structural dialectics of 

platform capitalism as shaping the ‘real’ hegemony of platform societies (see Ch.2.3) and on 

how, through their ideologies, ELPs seek to navigate or transform ‘real’ hegemony to act back 

on economic structures. Whilst this focus was necessary to develop a thesis that is exploratory 

in nature, the thesis cannot assess the actual effects of ‘digital’ ideologies on real hegemony. 
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This limitation sets the first area for future research by expanding the scope of the 

investigation to the relations between left-wing politics and the digital revolution. Three 

further limitations are worth considering, as they also define paths for a future research 

agenda. 

The first regards the generalisability of my theorisation to European and Global North Left 

Parties. Indeed, as the primary research goal was to elaborate an analytical compass to classify 

contrasting approaches to the digital revolution by Left-wing parties, one of the criteria of case 

selection was the focus on countries that previous literature described as characterised by the 

emergence of ‘digital’ movement-parties competing with established RLPs and SDPs (see Ch. 

2.4). Previous research indicated that these new left actors being ‘digital’ also comprehended 

views of platforms as enabling and networking different forms of activism (Gerbaudo, 2018; 

Chadwick and Stromer-Galley, 2016). Although the thesis contributed to this literature by 

better specifying the contents of left-wing ideologies in relation to digital platforms, it cannot 

clarify whether digital proactivity in ideological changes by ELPs is a general trend or limited 

to countries that experienced the emergence of ‘digital’ movements. This gap defines the 

rationale for the second direction of future research by expanding the breadth of empirical 

investigation to more cases across the Global North, including countries in Middle-North, 

Eastern Europe, and North America. This broader analysis would allow, for instance, to identify 

key differences among countries where ELPs’ ideologies did not evolve in a ‘digital proactive’ 

way or to identify new digital ideologies. However, instances regarding other parties and 

movements seem to suggest that the three ideologies conceptualised in this thesis may apply 

on a broader scale. For example, the German SPD’s recent agendas to prioritise investments 

in digital infrastructures and to reassert the party’s role as a mediator of workers’ demands 
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(Manwaring and Holloway, 2022), may indicate that the German Social Democrats adopted a 

Techno-Third Way ideology or a form of Techno-Lib Lab ideology that could provide relevant 

insights to better capture the evolutions of neoliberal SDPs. Further, the emergence of ‘digital’ 

movements such as ‘Our Revolution’ supporting Bernie Sanders’ primaries’ campaigns, and 

British ‘Momentum’, organising activists to redirect Labour Party to Socialist visions (Panitch 

and Gindin, 2020), may indicate that Platform Socialism is a type of ideology that which left-

wing radical movements adopted beyond the three countries I surveyed. 

The second limitation regards the depth of the critical theoretical framework, as this research 

investigated only marginally how the digital revolution reproduces patriarchy and gendered 

division of labour (Huws, 2014; Moore, 2019). Besides, the thesis did not consider with 

sufficient depth how the digital revolution affects the current environmental crisis by boosting 

the private appropriation and exploitation of limited minerals for the production of the 

material digital infrastructure, ranging from submarine cables to personal devices (Fuchs, 

2014; Plantin and Punathambekar, 2019). This research considered indicators such as ‘gender 

empowerment’ and ‘natural commons’ to classify ideologies in relation to views on the digital 

revolution. However, case studies did not focus in-depth on the intersections between these 

areas of political interventions by parties. For instance, interviewees from Techno-Third Way 

parties claimed gender ‘equal opportunities’ to compete in digital economies (interviews 

Marra, Madia). Instead, Post-Social Democrats focused on unequal effects of ‘digital divides’ 

as disproportionately affecting women (interviews This-Saint Jean, Pizzolante), and Platform 

Socialists on the gender divisions of ‘platform labour’, for instance, between deliverers and 

social care platforms (interviews Bompard, Chaibi). However, this research prioritised breadth 

over depth in this respect, as the primary goal was to explore parties’ reflections and 
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understandings of platform capitalism and labour. Further, only interviewees from LFI 

(Poznanski, Royer, Schon) reflected on how platform capitalism, contrary to hegemonic 

rhetoric about smart grids to gain energetic efficiency, is increasingly contributing to 

worsening the environmental crisis by accelerating further products’ obsolescence requiring 

ongoing exploitation of natural resources. All in all, the intersections of the digital revolution 

with sexist structural practices and exploitative commodification of limited natural resources 

provide a relevant area of future research to understand the ‘transformative’ quality of left-

wing ideologies.  

Finally, the temporal horizon of this research project did not explore in depth the changes 

after the political consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic. It is indisputable that the 

availability of digital platforms mattered for managing the pandemic, both as means of 

personal interaction substituting the previous in-person relations and as means through which 

political authorities sought to control the spread of the virus. However, the analyses of how 

digital platforms served contrasting interests during the pandemic are so complex that they 

require a specific investigation. Indeed, and obviously, new debates are emerging, for 

instance, arguing that the pandemic represented a rupture in neoliberal ‘hegemony’ by 

imposing a ‘return of the state’ (Gerbaudo, 2021) or instead facilitated increased surveillance 

by big tech on public health and individual behaviours (Delanty, 2021). Therefore, the analysis 

of post-pandemic evolutions can inform further research that, while ‘testing’ the salience of 

the ideologies elaborated with this thesis, can allow to better specify future evolutions by left-

wing parties in a context determining new demands for social protection. 
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2 Barberis Paolo PD Renzi PM Advisor for Digital Innovation 25/03/2021 

3 Bavaro Nico SEL Secretary SEL Apulia Region 2011-2015, 
Secretary of Communication Nichi's Factories 

06/11/2020 

4 Bompard Manuel LFI MEP, 2019-current, National Coordinator LFI 
2016-2019, Managing director of Mélenchon 
campaign 

13/04/2021 

5 Braga Chiara PD MP 2008-current, NEC 2013-current, 
Secretary for Environment 

03/06/2021 

6 Cardon Rémi PS Senator 2017- current, NEC, Secretary for 
Digital Divides 

21/05/2021 

7 Chaibi Leila LFI MEP 2019 - current, coordinator pole auto-
organisation, expert in Uberisation 

21/07/2021 

8 Costantino Celeste SEL NEC 2010-2014 Secretary of Education, MP 
2013-2018 

03/05/2021 

9 De Cristofaro 
Giuseppe 

SEL MP 2006-2008, Senator 2013-2018, 
Viceminister Education and Universities 
2019-2021, 2012-2014 NEC Coordinator 

17/03/2021 

10 Di Traglia Stefano PD Spokesperson of Bersani, Party leader 2009-
2013, Communication Department Director, 
the same period 

26/02/2021 

11 Ferrara Francesco SEL MP 2006-2008, 2013-2018, NEC, Secretary of 
Organization  

08/04/2021 

12 García del Blanco 
Iban 

PSOE MEP 2019- current, NEC Secretary Sport and 
Culture, Special Committee EP Artificial 
Intelligence in a Digital Age 

17/06/2021 

13 Guijarro Garcìa 
Txema 

POD MP 2016- current, General Secretary 
Parliamentary Party, Spokesperson 
Committee Economic affairs and Digital 
Transition 

07/06/2021 

14 Iglesias Turrion Pablo POD Party Leader 2015-2021, Vice-President of 
Spanish Government 2019-2021 

19/11/2021 

15 Jacquin Olivier PS Senator 2017- current, NEC, Secretary for 
Infrasctructures, Mobility and Uberisation 

06/05/2021 

16 López Cano Ignacio PSOE MP 2019-current, NEC Secretary Social 
Movements 

28/07/2021 

17 Macías Tovar Julián POD Party National Council, Secretary Social 
Networks 

30/07/2021 

18 Madia Marianna PD MP, NEC Secretary of Innovation 2018 -2021 
current, former Secretary of State for Public 
Administration Renzi's Government 2014-
2017 

23/04/2021 

19 Marra Domínguez 
María Ángeles  

PSOE MP, 2019- current, Senator 2016-2019,  
Spokeperson Committe Economic Affairs and 
Digital Transition 

21/04/2021 
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20 Martínez Dalmau 
Ruben 

POD Vice-President Generalitat Valenciana 2019-
2021, MP 2016 

05/04/2021 

21 Monedero Juan 
Carlos 

POD NEC 2014-2015, Secretary of Party 
Constitution. President of 15-M Foundation 
2020-current 

20/04/2022 

22 Montiel Antonio POD Regional MP 2015-2019, Party Coordinator 
Valencia's Region 

30/07/2021 

23 Moreno Pavón 
Mariano 

PSOE Federal Managing Director PSOE 2015-2021 30/07/2021 

24 Nannicini Tommaso PD Senator 2018-current, Economic Advisor 
Renzi PM 2014-2016, NEC Secretary for 
Economy 2016-2019 

28/06/2021 

25 Nicodemo Francesco PD NEC 2014-2015, Secretary of 
Communication, Advisor for Communication 
to Renzi PM 2015-2016 

12/12/2020 

26 Palazzotto Erasmo SEL MP 2013- current, NEC SEL Secretary Foreign 
Policies 

06/07/2021 

27 Piccolotti Elisabetta SEL NEC SEL 2011-2015 Secretary of 
Communication. Coordinator LeU 2018 
campaign 

26/03/2021 

28 Pizzolante Maria Pia SEL NEC 2013-2015, President of the affiliated 
movement TILT 

11/03/2021 

29 Poznanski Florence LFI Co-Coordinator Working Group on 'Digital 
Affairs' 

21/05/2021 

30 Royer Jill-Maud LFI Coordinator National Space Digital Tools 16/06/2021 

31 Schon Alexandre LFI Co-Coordinator Working Group on 'Digital 
Affairs' 

20/03/2021 

32 Stumpo Nico PD MP 2013- Current. Secretary of Organization 
PD 2009-2013 

19/03/2021 

33 Tani Simone PD Member of Economic Advisors' board for PM 
Renzi 2014-2016 

11/03/2021 

34 This Saint Jean 
Isabelle 

PS NEC, 2017-current, Secretary for Parties' 
Researches 

04/05/2021 

35 Tocci Walter PD Member of Senate 2001-2018 09/03/2021 

36 Vaccari Stefano PD NEC PD 2018-current Secretary of 
Organization, Senator 2013-2018 

12/04/2021 

37 Vincini Sébastien PS NEC 2021, Secretary for Party Development, 
Spokesperson Presidential campaign 2022 

26/11/2021 
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APPENDIX 2. CALIBRATION OF QUALITATIVE DATA  
 
This Appendix to Chapters 3 and 4 details the application of the ‘anchored calibration of 

qualitative data’ by Nicolas Legewie (2017), consisting of three steps and eight tasks. 

STEP 1. CONSTRUCTING A CALIBRATION FRAMEWORK 

a. Formulating Concept Trees 

Table 1 displays in detail the Concept Tree through which I classified ELPs ideologies (see 

Chapter 3 Figure 1). I identified the core concepts and the secondary-level concepts associated 

with them through existing theories. Therefore, I have identified and defined the indicators 

for each secondary-level concept through a dialogue between theories and data.  

b. Determining relevant variations 

c. Defining characteristics 

Tables 2 to 15 show, for each indicator, the definitions of the variations that I considered 

qualitatively relevant in relation to the 11 values fuzzy scale adopted in the Chapter.  

STEP 2. APPLYING THE CALIBRATION FRAMEWORK TO THE DATA 

a. Sorting data pieces 

b. Defining data anchors 

I first applied the calibration framework to the data by coding parties’ manifestos through 

NVivo software at the level of each indicator (task 2.a), sorting paragraphs into codes 

representing the fuzzy scale scores. Hence, within each code, I identified the paragraphs more 

closely associated with the defining characteristic of a particular score and fixed them as data 

anchors (task 2.b). The results of these processes are detailed in the last column in Tables 2 to 

15. To provide an explanatory example, with regards to the indicator ‘Workers’ Control over 

Production’ (1.1.2 WORKCTRL), I defined as ‘fully in -1’, those paragraphs emphasising the 

need for workers’ control over companies as ways to overcome capitalism. Accordingly, I 

identified as data anchor an extract from LFI’s 2017 manifesto stating that ‘the permission by 

workers’ representatives will be mandatory for all strategic choices by companies’ boards’. 

Within the same indicator, I considered qualitatively ‘mostly out- 0.2’ generic mentions to 

unions’ representatives as actors to be engaged in the definition of job contracts, as claimed 

by PD 2013’s manifesto.  

c. Minimizing grey zones 

In set-theoretic methods, the 0.5 value is the point of maximum ambiguity for the 

(non)membership in a set. This is why, to minimize the ‘grey zones’ of analysis, the cases 

initially scoring 0.5 were moved to 0.4 -less or more out- or 0.6 -less or more in- the sets. 

Accordingly, in Tables 2 to 15, the 0.5 value is not defined nor anchored to data pieces. 
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Table 1 – Left-wing Ideologies Concepts. Core, Secondary, Indicators on three dimensions 
 

1. TRANSFORMATION OF CAPITALISM - CAPTRANSF 

  
SECONDARY 
 

 
Definition 

1.1 Property Socialization 
SOCPROP 

Emphasis on the relevance of property structure – the rules governing it and its 
distribution- as a main area to address critiques to capitalism. Agendas combining 
proposals to socialise property rights, especially to disadvantaged groups. 
 

  
INDICATORS 

 

1.1.1 Public Property Strategic 
Industries 
PUBPROP 

Favourable mentions of state and/or public ownership of industries, either partial -but 
substantial- or complete; calls for nationalising currently private industries. 
 

 
1.1.2 

 
Workers’ Control over 
Production 
WORKCTRL 

 
Favourable mentions of partial -but substantial- or complete forms of determination of 
production by workers. May include a strong emphasis on cooperative forms of 
enterprise as the core of the economic organization. 
 

1.1.3  
Re-distribution above profits 
REDIS 
 

Strong and positive emphasis on the primacy of fair and equal distribution of value and 
other economic sources of wealth over private profits. May include proposals of 
substantial state-driven means to re-distribute wealth. 

  
SECONDARY 

 

1.2 Decommodification of Social 
Life DECOMM 

Emphasis on the critiques of the tendency of the capitalist economy to extend the 
commodification of natural and human resources. Agendas combining proposals to de-
commodify substantial areas of social life 
 

 
 
 
1.2.1 

 
INDICATORS 
 
Labour’s social value above 
exchange value 
LABVAL 

 
 
 
Favourable mentions of the need to expand social rights to improve working conditions 
and/or to decrease the dependency of wealth from waged labour. May include 
favourable mentions to the unionization of working forces. 
 

1.2.2 Natural Resources as 
Common Goods 
NATCOMM 

Favourable mentions to natural resources as common goods. May include an emphasis 
on the exclusion of these resources from market competition and the extension of public 
policies to protect them. 
 

1.2.3 Welfare: non-market logics of 
organization 
WELFNOMRKT 

Favourable mentions of the need to expand public services or social security schemes 
beyond managerial styles of organization. May include an emphasis on non-profit driven 
models of governance for public services 
 

 
2. PROGRESSIVE DEMOCRACY -PROGDEM 

  
SECONDARY 

 
 

 
2.1 

 
Decommodification of Social 
Life DECOMM 

Emphasis on progressive politics as the primary means to engage under-represented 
citizens in the arenas of political contestation. May include either mentions of the 
advantages of representation by mass-political organizations or direct participation. 
 

  
INDICATORS 

 
 

2.1.1 Representation of the under-
represented 
REPUNDER 

Favourable mentions of political organizations/movements/institutions as primary 
means to empower otherwise excluded social groups. May include representation as 
primary means to realise broader societal views. 

 
2.1.2 

 
Participatory and/or direct 
democracy 
PARTDEM 

 
Favourable mentions to participation and activation of citizens as a necessary condition 
to improve democracy. Favourable mentions of means for direct decision-making by 
citizens both within state institutions and parties. 

   



322 
 

  
SECONDARY 

 

2.2 Politics of Recognition 
RECOGN 

Emphasis on progressive politics as grounded on an egalitarian and emancipatory 
recognition into the mechanisms of democracy to empower -mainly- women and 
immigrants 

 
 
 
2.2.1 

 
INDICATORS 
 
Gender emancipation 
GENDEM 

 
 
 
Favourable mentions of political arrangements to empower women. May include 
positive views upon: measures to implement equal opportunities in politics and society 
at large; movements for the emancipation of women from patriarchal institutions. 
 

2.2.2 Empowerment of minorities 
MINEMP 

Favourable mentions of political arrangements to empower minoritarian groups. 
Emphasis on the advantages for democracy from multiculturalism. May include positive 
views on: measures to protect or extend the rights of ethnic or religious minorities 
 

   
   

 
3. DIGITAL PROACTIVITY - DIGPROACT 

  
SECONDARY 

 
Definition 

 
3.1 
 
 

 
Digital Positive for (the 
critique of) Economy 
DIGECO 
 

 
Emphasis on digital technologies as driving a paradigmatic shift for the organization of 
the economy. May include positive mentions either to the beneficial effects of ‘the 
digital’ for the reproduction or the disruption of capitalist economies. 

 
 
 
3.1.1 

 
INDICATORS 
 
Digital driver of economic 
growth 
DIGGRWT 

 
 
 
Favourable mentions to digital technologies as improving economic performances and  
growth. May include an emphasis on: new technologies to reduce costs for firms; 
incentives to firms to ‘digitize their activities; incentives to finance start-ups ecosystems. 
 

3.1.2 Digital Commons 
DIGCOMM 

Favourable mentions to digital technologies as potentially disruptive for capitalist 
regimes of accumulation. May include emphasis on: public property of digital 
infrastructure; non-private property and access to data; the advantages of automation in 
manufacture and services as liberating humans from the drudgeries of work. 
 

 
 
 
3.2 

 
SECONDARY 
 
Digital Positive for (the 
critique of) Politics 
DIGPOL 
 

 
 
Emphasis on digital technologies as drivers of paradigmatic shifts for politics. May 
include: mentions of renewed opportunities to improve the functioning of 
representative democracies and/or opening new spaces for participatory forms of 
democracy. 

3.2.1 Digital democracy 
DIGDEM 

Digital technologies as positive means either for liberal-democratic or radical politics. 
May involve emphasis on the digital as: media to involve citizens in political decisions; 
tools to improve the accountability and representativeness of political officers; platforms 
prompting horizontality and direct participation in politics. 
 

3.2.2 Digital State 
DIGSTATE 

Favourable mentions to the adoption of digital technologies to reform and/or improve 
the quality of the state apparatuses. May involve emphasis on the advantages of: the 
digitization of bureaucratic processes; the improvement of basic services for citizens.   
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STEP 3. ASSIGNING FUZZY MEMBERSHIPS 

a. Scoring cases on indicator-level dimensions 

 

Data anchors were treated as the reference points against which cases have been scored for 

each indicator (task 3.a).  

 

b. Defining rules of aggregation 

 

Next, I aggregated the scores up from indicator levels to secondary and core ones. Table 16 

displays how the scores at the level of the indicators were aggregated up to secondary level 

and then core concepts. This task requires applying the Boolean logical operators AND (*) and 

OR (+) to the groups of indicators pertaining to the same secondary-level set and for the 

secondary sets derived from core concepts. Three ways of operating are available: (1) the 

strictest way is to consider all the conditions as essential, therefore linked by the logical AND; 

(2) the broadest way is to consider the conditions substitutable, therefore linked by the logical 

OR; (3) a middle ground considers at least M of N conditions as necessary, therefore combining 

logical AND and OR. Theoretical reasons guide the choice of logical connections. Therefore, as 

with Gramsci, I consider ideologies primarily grounded on their organic ties to economic 

structures, the set CAPTRANSF is necessarily resulting from the minimum value between the 

secondary-level concepts SOCPROP*DECOMM. Each of these secondary level concepts will be 

the result of the combinations of at least two of three underlying indicators. In formal terms, 

these are synthesised by the formulas:  

 

CAPTRANSF=SOCPROP*DECOMM whereby 

- SOCPROP= (PUBPROP*REDIS)+(WORKCTRL*REDIS)  and 

- DECOMM= (LABVAL*WELFNOMRKT)+(NATCOMM+WELFNOMRKT) 

 

That is to say, for instance, that to consider an ideology committed to the transformation of 

capitalism, it should be at least more in than out of the four following sets: equal distribution 

of wealth above profit; public regimes of property of strategic assets; labour value 

disentangled by capitalistic extraction of exchange value; non-market logics of organizations 

of welfare. Having recognised CAPTRANSF as the primary dimension in our analysis, I will 

consider all the connections within the other two dimensions as substitutable, therefore 

linked by the logical OR, except for gender and minorities empowerments, which should be 

considered as both necessary. The rationale for this choice is that, for instance, a political 

ideology can be considered progressively democratic alternatively when maximising its views 

on representation or direct participation. Further, some ideologies may be considered 

members of the set digital proactivity, alternatively, when emphasising the positive effects of 
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digital technologies within or against market competition. Formally, these statements are 

expressed by the formulas:  

 

- PROGDEM=CIVENG+RECOG whereby  

- CIVENG=REPUNDER+PARTDEM and  

- RECOG=GENDEM*MINEMP;  

 

- DIGPROACT=DIGECO+DIGPOL whereby  

- DIGECO=DIGGRWT+DIGCOMM and  

- DIGPOL=DIGDEM+DIGSTATE.  

 

Table 16. Scores on indicators and aggregations up to core concepts 

 

 

Finally, I defined on theoretical grounds the qualitative thresholds to consider a case as a 

member or non/member of each set. As explained in Chapter 3.2, I considered the set 

CAPTRANSF as structured around three range of values resulting in corresponding ideological 

families: liberal -scores  ≤ 0.3-; social – scores (0.4;0.6); socialist -scores ≥ 0.7. The second and 

third dimensions -PROGDEM and DIGPROACT- are instead considered present when their 

value is ≥ 0.6, and absent when their value is ≤ 0.4.  Accordingly, as summarised in the 

following truth table, the space of all potentially existing combinations will result in twelve 

different combinations (Table 18).  
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FRSD12 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.3 0.2

FRSD17 0.4 0.7 0.4 0.7 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.8 0.6 0.1 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.4 0.8 0.6 0.4 0.6 0.8

FRRL12 0.9 0.8 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.0 0.0 0.9 0.9 0.0

FRRL17 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.3 1.0 0.6 0.2 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.7 1.0 0.6 0.8 0.8 1.0

ITSD13 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1

ITSD18 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.7 0.2 0.0 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.1 0.7 0.7 0.0 0.2 0.7

ITRL13 0.6 0.4 0.7 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.4 0.7 0.8 0.3 0.6 0.6 0.0 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6

ITRL18 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.6 0.6 0.1 0.4 0.2 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.6 0.4

SPSD11 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.4 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.1 0.3

SPSD16 0.3 0.0 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.6 0.4 1.0 0.3 0.7 1.0 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4 1.0 1.0 0.3 0.4 1.0

SPRL11 1.0 0.9 1.0 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.0 0.4 0.4 0.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.4 0.4 1.0 1.0 0.4

SPRL16 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.6 0.9 0.9

LOG OP (1*3)+(2*3) (1*3)+(2*3) OR AND OR OR AND OR OR

INDICATORS SECONDARY LEVEL CORE CONCEPTS
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Table 18 Truth table, ideal-types left wing ideologies 

 

 

 

 

  

Tradition Ideology CAPTRANSF PROGDEM DIGPROACT 

Socialist Techno-Democratic-Socialism + + + 

 Democratic- Socialism + + - 

 Techno-Statist-Socialism + - + 

 Statist-Socialism + - - 

Social Techno-Social Democracy +/- + + 

 Social Democracy +/- + - 

 Techno-Social-Statism +/- - + 

 Social -Statism +/- - - 

Liberal Techno-Liberal Democracy - + + 

 Liberal-Democracy - + - 

 Techno-Neoliberalism - - + 

 Neoliberalism - - - 
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APPENDIX 3. THEMATIC ANALYSIS 
 

This Appendix to Chapters 5 to 7 displays the themes (patterns) resulting from the data 

analysis of 37 semi-structured interviews (Appendix 1) and 26 sources of textual data (see 

References) by the six selected ELPs. As pointed out by the proponents of ‘thematic analysis’, 

Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke (2006), ‘a theme captures something important about the 

data in relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned response or 

meaning within the data set’ (p. 82). 

The research sub-question to which Chapters 5 to 7 seek answers was formulated as follows: 

− How did ELPs’ reflections on the digital revolution inform their strategic projects to 

navigate or transform the real hegemony of platform societies? 

 

The question refers to the ‘real’ hegemony of platform societies. In Chapter 2, real hegemony 

has been defined as the condensation among agents of the state and the civil society of 

practices to secure consent to the rulership of the economic base ‘platform capitalism’. Real 

hegemony has been conceptualised as operating among two main spaces within which 

cultural and material relations among political agents take place: economy and politics. 

Analytically, a distinction was formulated between three related areas of interventions 

through which political agents secure real hegemony: disaggregating alternatives; tying agents 

themselves to the interests of the ruling classes; reproducing common sense views that 

support the domination of ruling classes.  

However, a Gramscian theoretical framework posits that any stage of real hegemony is an 

unstable equilibrium, as the intrinsical dialectics between domination and liberation within 

the economic base also shape certain forms of ‘resistance’. The confrontations between real 

hegemony and resistance are the ‘space of political possibilities’ upon which political agents 

(in this thesis, six European Left Parties) may reflect. As the logic of inference of the empirical 

research is ‘retroductive’, I identified through literature the most extensive range of ‘themes’ 

defining the relations of ‘real’ structures of platform capitalism and how they shape platform 

societies. Parties will alternatively seek to navigate or transform real hegemony. Accordingly, 

the coding scheme was structured to look at the relations between understandings and 

strategic choices (i.e. justifying the adoption of certain practices in relation to some ends) by 

parties within the three areas of intervention. 

As theoretically, I conceptualised an irredeemable dialectic between hegemonic and counter-

hegemonic strategic projects, I elaborated two thematic maps. One was the result of data 

analysis for those parties whose ideology as systems of beliefs was identified in Chapter 3 as 

digitally proactive but not seeking to transform capitalism (Techno-Third Way). The second 

was the result of the data analysis of Post-Social Democratic and Platform Socialists, as these 

ideologies were identified as systems of beliefs aiming to transform the economic base of 

platform capitalism. 
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The resulting thematic maps are portrayed in Figures 1 (hegemonic strategic projects) and 2 

(counter-hegemonic strategic projects). The qualitative data analysis (QDA) was performed on 

NVivo software. More specifically, the whole body of the textual data was sorted into codes 

and then aggregated up to how parties’ elites' understandings and strategic choices related 

to the areas of intervention to navigate or transform hegemony. The first ‘themes’ refer to 

the dialectics defined in Chapter 2 (see Figure 2.2) and are not portrayed in the thematic maps. 

Next, to fit with the research questions, I organised the themes around ‘reflections’ and 

‘strategic choices’. The final themes were kept quite broad in scope to be effective ‘containers’ 

of distinct practices and interpretations of events reported by the interviewees. 

Figure 1. Thematic map. Data analysis hegemonic parties (Techno-Third Way) 
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Figure 2. Thematic map. Data analysis counter-hegemonic parties (Post-Social Democracy 

and Platform Socialism) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


