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As members of a progressive political party, as social democrats and socialists, our leading 

values and principles are freedom, justice and solidarity. Therefore, our concept of 

democracy is not neutral but a social democracy.  

 If a democracy is to be just and sustainable, it has to be “social”. This is our 

understanding of social democracy: the individual rights of freedom and political 

participation guaranteed by democracy can only be fully exercised if the individual does 

not have to tackle the unevenly distributed social risks of a capitalist society alone but is 

assisted by the community. 

 Democracy also means to honour and extend the collective rights achieved by the global 

trade union movement and by social movements in each of our countries. We stand for 

collective rights, such as workers’ collective agreements, the right to education, health 

care, social life and culture, as core values of our great international movement, and at 

the same time we promote free expression, freedom of assembly and freedom of being 

a member of a political party, movement or trade union. 

 Our societies and governments must actively foster the social inclusion of racial, 

religious, cultural and sexual minorities to ensure that their political, economic and 

representation rights become enshrined in national law.    

 Democracy only works if the vast majority of the population acknowledge and accept it. 

Consequently, democracy should not be restricted to the political domain in the narrow 

sense. Democracy must not stop at the doors and gates of the factories, schools, 

universities and army barracks. Democracy must be experienced and exercised on a daily 

basis and in the various spheres of everyday life. This is what participatory social 

democracy is all about.  

 Sharp trends towards inequality as can be currently observed in a lot of countries in the 

world undermine democratic processes. A functioning democracy requires a minimum of 

social unity. That is exactly what progressive politics is fighting for: redistribution, equal 

opportunities and social advancement in order to curtail social inequality.  



 

 No room for democracies ruled by the markets: Social democracy must keep track of the 

status of democracy in relation to the markets. The question is: How can the economy 

and the markets be controlled democratically and put to the common good – even under 

the conditions of globalisation? It is our task to use the egalitarian standards of 

democracy to control the markets. That is what makes up the core of social democracy.  

 

 

Democracy needs democrats: democracy is work in progress. And people have to learn how 
they themselves can contribute and get engaged. 
 
  And for this reason, social democracy must always ensure that everyone has the 

opportunity to participate in society and that functioning and transparent institutions 

are created to allow such participation. This is the only way of winning the battle against 

populists and their easy answers to the difficult challenges of our time, as well as against 

neo-conservative forces which resort to forced political, parliamentary and/or legal trials 

which some people call a “soft coup”.  

 Respect for human rights is the cornerstone of human dignity and peace and justice. In 

the changing world of today it is important to continue to underline that human rights 

are universal and indivisible. Whether it is about civil and political rights, such as the 

right to life, equality before the law and freedom of expression, or social economic 

rights, such as the right to work, to social security and education, we stand hand in hand 

with human rights defenders and people who are deprived from human rights. 

 

Social democracy is under world-wide pressure  

Admittedly, in the years following the end of the military dictatorships in Latin America and 
the Cold War in Europe, democracy became a more attractive option and more and more 
countries were caught up by the wave of democratisation. However, this did not lead to a 
continuing evolution of democratic institutions and culture in most of these countries. On 
the contrary, democratic advancement seems to be frozen in many countries and the 
restrictions on civil liberties and lack of checks on the executive are often accepted as the 
status quo. The legitimacy of young democracies is eroding because they are unable to 
satisfy the hopes placed on them for more participation, social justice and security. In an 



 

increasing number of countries, the idea of democracy is coming under pressure from 
various sides:  
 
 New models such as the so-called “sovereign democracy”, in which the concentration of 

power and restriction of civil liberties are justified by the war against terror, religion or a 

specific course of economic development, are on the increase.  

 The short-lived “Arab Spring” led to an authoritarian backlash, even to civil war in some 

countries, and to an increased threat of terrorism. The “colour revolutions” that took 

place in Eastern Europe often ended in widespread repression of civil society.  

 Thanks to ever-expanding technologies, information is being more widely controlled, 

data flows are spied upon and more censorship is in place.  

 In some countries, the system of checks and balances is being undermined by either the 

right-hand or left-hand fringes of the political spectrum which use the argument that the 

head of state has a direct understanding with the population and that this makes the 

separation of powers superfluous.  

 Fighting corruption and lack of institutional transparency continues to pose a 

tremendous challenge, also in emerging democracies. 

 

The challenges we face 

More and more political decisions are no longer being taken by elected representatives of 

the people, but are being enforced by the markets that have no democratic legitimacy. One 

reaction to this is the so-called “market-compliant democracy”, which no longer tries to 

evaluate or process the results of market-driven economic processes from a political aspect 

and to correct them, if necessary, but aligns community affairs to the needs of the markets. 

 As progressive politicians, social democrats and socialists, we work towards harnessing 

the global economy and embedding it into society once more. Nevertheless, there are 

corporations with a turnover that is considerably higher than the GNP of many countries 

and whose sheer size allows them to undermine democratic consensus-building. These 

corporations are political actors whose accumulation of capital is tantamount to the 

accumulation of political power – rating as opposed to governance.  

 Neoliberalism has put a question mark over many of the achievements of social 

democracy and the modern welfare state. The formal rules of democracy have been 



 

adhered to, but in many cases the power of decision has shifted towards the economic 

elites. Due to this “re-feudalisation” of politics, the economy and its lobbyists have direct 

access to politics, and large sections of the political scene acknowledge the primacy of 

the economy.  

 Global governance structures will not be able to compensate the loss of the national 

states’ capacity to control affairs. We see a rise of a more nationalistic approach. 

However, we are convinced that in the case of the European Union, the best way of 

solving the multiple crises is to have more cooperation between governments, not less. 

The international institutions in their present state are creaking under the strain of the 

tasks facing them, and there is very little chance that they, in their present condition, will 

ever become the backbone of a stable world order. 

 We need to re-invigorate the global institutions by democratising them.  

 As members of the socialist and progressive family we continue to defend the important 

peoples’ right to self-determination, and we reject colonialism or the military occupation 

of territories.  

 

As progressive politicians, social democrats and socialists, we have made serious attempts to 
reinforce the people’s power over the past few years and to reinforce its position against the 
superior strength of the markets. One aspect on which we still have to work more 
intensively is the creation of institutions and forms of participation. What we need is 
widespread participation and quick decision-making. This may seem like an attempt to 
square the circle, and innovative ideas are urgently needed. Surprisingly, a number of such 
innovations can be found in emerging economies and the developing countries: public 
audits, participatory budgets etc. In order to establish a sustainable social democracy, 
democratic institutions have to be created exactly there where democracy can be 
experienced first-hand. These institutions must be rooted in the everyday lives of the 
population and progressive, social democratic and socialist forces must be present and have 
an influence in these social environments.  
 
Our progressive, social democratic and socialist political forces have an obligation to 
promote mechanisms for transparency and accountability with citizen participation, as well 
as to provide legal instruments which allow them to report cases of corruption or influence 
peddling by public servants. We must not allow corruption, diversion of public resources or 
non-compliance with the laws in our countries. 
  



 

History has shown the importance of having strong progressive left-wing parties and trade 

unions fit for action, as well as a committed social society. These movements are 

considerably more difficult to establish than spontaneous and short-lived popular 

movements. A true change of political majorities in the parliamentary system can only be 

achieved if the establishment of such necessary institutions is preceded by the politicisation 

of society and if society is allowed to participate in decision-making processes. Democratic 

power and opposition can only progress on a sustainable basis if supported by organisations 

such as political parties, trade unions and the civil society which are capable of actively 

influencing central civil institutions. 

Worldwide social movements and protests as a reaction to increasing inequality have 

brought not only the democratic but also the social question into the focus of social debate 

again. Nowadays, the degree of inequality is one of the determining factors for economic 

prosperity, social mobility, reduction of poverty, social cohesion and political participation. 

The fight against inequality is one of the main tasks of the years ahead. The future 

constitution of the world will be decided less by the question of whether globalisation will 

increase the wealth of rich people and societies than by whether we succeed in levelling out 

social, economic and environmental differences and strengthening social cohesion in our 

societies.  

 

Democracy and Social Justice for All 

In the past few years, the question of social justice and democracy has been moved to a 

totally different platform: namely to the streets and public squares of this world. The 

protests in Tunis and Cairo, in Madrid, New York and Istanbul, however different they may 

have been, all expressed discontent with present-day society, manifested anger about social 

injustice and made clear that alternative channels of articulation are blocked. The protests 

combined two topics: the social question, including criticism of social evils, too-high cost-of-

living, lack of prospects due to unemployment, precarious jobs and ailing education systems, 

and criticism of increasingly authoritarian government approaches, whether in the form of 

corrupt “modernisation” regimes or – with a view to the Eurozone – of crisis management in 

Europe that largely took place without any sort of democratic control. Political protest has 



 

again become an expression of life; political involvement is increasingly turning into an 

existential issue. 

It is our aim to ensure that the economy is not only democratically re-anchored in society 

but is also controlled by society. This is what will determine whether we succeed in 

establishing social democracy again.  

 Inequality is counterproductive to economic prosperity and has a causal relationship to a 

lot of undesirable social developments.  

 Inequality freezes social power and opportunity structures, inequality hinders social and 

inter-generational mobility and makes it more difficult to combat poverty.  

 Inequality endangers social peace and cohesion as well as political stability, and in the 

long term it undermines democracy. Even in supposedly well-established democracies, 

growing material inequality increases the dominance of financially strong elites in 

political decision-making; governance by the people is gradually being replaced by 

governance by money. 

We stand for policies that support democracy and social justice for all. We have to invest in 
our educational systems, we have to invest in our economies to provide for decent jobs, and 
we have to emancipate people so that they can fight for their rights. 
 


