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Introduction

The return of military aggression between two sovereign European states seemed
impossible until only a few years ago. This illusion was shattered on February 24", 2022,
when Russia unleashed its full-scale war against Ukraine. Such a clear act of aggression
briefly united political parties across Europe, casting the exceptions into the spotlight.
The European Parliament was quick to react and within days passed a resolution
condemning Russian aggression. Only thirteen parliamentarians voted against,
predominantly of radical left persuasion (HowTheyVote.eu, 2022). Radical left parties
(RLPs) are defined as those that “reject the underlying socio-economic structure of
contemporary capitalism and its values and practices” (March & Mudde 2005, p. 25;
March, 2011, p. 49; Escalona et al., 2023, p. 49; Wagner, 2025). For RLPs, socio-
economic inequality is the foundation of present social and political arrangements and
they advocate radical redistribution of wealth. On the political spectrum, they are found
to the left of social democracy. Most RLPs advocate for democratic socialism, but some
support non-democratic methods for gaining power or achieving their policy objectives
(Escalona et al., 2023, p. 15). RLPs embrace internationalism as a response and solution
to global structural problems of capitalism and globalization (March & Mudde, 2005).
Despite receiving somewhat limited attention from scholars, radical left parties are far
from irrelevant. In recent years, many have participated in government in several EU
member states (e.g. Portugal, Spain, Slovenia, and Finland; Gomez et al., 2025). A closer
study of RLPs is therefore particularly relevant in the face of Europe’s major geopolitical

realignment since the start of Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.

After the initial moment of overwhelming support for Ukraine across the political
spectrum and unanimous recognition of Russia as the aggressor, this rally-around-the-
flag effect appears to be waning. Several radical left parties are taking up ‘anti-war’
discourse, demanding an end to the war no matter the cost for Ukraine’s sovereignty —
ignoring the continuous Russian attacks on Ukraine’s civilian population (Wurthmann &
Wagner, 2025; Council of Europe, 2026). However, available studies only analyzed RLPs
in the first year after the full-scale invasion, leaving a research gap in the period after the
initial reaction of shock. Focusing on the period since February 24", 2023, this research
asks: What explains the heterogeneity of European radical left parties’ stances on Russia’s

full-scale invasion of Ukraine?



Based on previous literature, this research analyzes party stances on four key areas of
foreign policy related to the war in Ukraine and presents the following four theoretical
expectations: 1) Socio-culturally conservative RLPs do not see Russia as the aggressor in
the conflict but progressive RLPs do; 2) Progressive parties want to maintain or increase
sanctions on Russia while conservative parties want to abolish the sanctions regime; 3)
Conservative RLPs oppose sending military aid to Ukraine but progressive parties
support arms deliveries; 4) All RLPs support sending non-military aid to Ukraine (e.g.

humanitarian aid).

To answer the question above and examine the theoretical expectations, this research will
employ a qualitative content analysis of party programs for the 2024 European Parliament
elections and of plenary speeches given by the parties’ representatives in the European

Parliament. A coding frame was developed deductively from theory.

Results of this research are partially in line with theoretical expectations. Conservative
radical left parties indeed equivocated on Russia’s role in the invasion or rejected it
entirely. Conversely, progressive RLPs integrated opposition against Putin’s Russia into
their anti-imperialist stance. On sanctions, parties were split according to expectations.
Conservative parties opposed the continued sanctions on Russia while progressive RLPs
were in favor of keeping them in place. Against expectations, a party’s position on socio-
cultural issues did not have an effect on its support for military aid, as almost all radical
left parties were found to share strong anti-militarist principles and opposed provision of
military assistance to Ukraine. Finally, parties were in fact split on the provision of non-
military aid, contrary to the expectations. These findings fill gaps in research on medium-
term developments related to the war in Ukraine and contribute to existing literature on
the conflict, as well as on the radical left. Moreover, the results help explain the diversity

of reactions to the continued Russian aggression in Ukraine.

The following sections will review the state of the art of academic literature on radical
left parties and their foreign policy stances, paying particular attention to their relationship
with Russia in the run-up to the full-scale invasion and the initial reaction. Afterwards,
key concepts will be elaborated on and this paper’s theoretical expectations will be set
out. A section on research design will follow, explaining and justifying the methods used.

Then, results and findings of the analysis will be laid out before finally concluding.



Literature review

This section will lay out the state of literature on radical left parties’ foreign policy and

their relationships with the EU and Russia.
Radical left and the European Union

As with many other issues, the radical left is split on European integration. Marxist-
Leninist thought traditionally called for a global socialist regime and rejected regional
integration in Europe (Lenin, 1915). Few electorally successful parties still follow this
school of thought, an example would be the Communist Party of Greece (KKE; Escalona
et al., 2023, p. 269). Later critiques centered on the community’s preference for negative
integration (e.g. liberalizing the single market) instead of positive integration (e.g.
establishing common social policies) and decried the EU for being a “neoliberal project”
(Andry, 2022; Escalona et al., 2023, p. 54). These critiques became ever more poignant
during the Eurozone crisis and enforced austerity measures even gave rise to several RLPs
in the affected states, such as Greece’s Syriza, Spain’s Podemos or Ireland’s aptly-named
Anti-Austerity Alliance (Verbeek & Zaslove, 2016; Keith, 2018; Dunphy & March, 2020).
Today, most RLPs can be classified as “soft” Eurosceptics who like the ideal of a united
Europe, but advocate changes in policy towards more common welfare, democratization
and socialism (Die Linke, Enhedslisten, La France Insoumise; Szczerbiak & Taggart
2008; Escalona et al., 2023). However, some radical left parties call for a national exit
from the EU (e.g. the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia; Escalona et al. 2023,
p. 620).

A theoretical link between Euroscepticism and RLP affinity towards Russia is contested
in academia. Hooghe et al. (2024) found that populism and Euroscepticism explain most
of the variation in support for Ukraine among RLPs, but this is disputed by Wondreys et
al. (2024) who find “no evidence of Euroscepticism being a prime motivator for
friendliness towards Russia” and that populism mattered only for two parties in the 9
European Parliament — Ireland’s Independents 4 Change (14C) and Germany’s Sahra
Wagenknecht Alliance (BSW; Wondreys et al., 2024, p. 709). According to Fagerholm
(2025), Euroscepticism does not play a role and populism does in fact increase sympathy
towards Russia. Given the lack of academic consensus, the following section will dive

deeper into the history of RLP relations with Russia.



Radical left parties and Russia

The radical left has never been fully united in its foreign policy towards Russia or the
former Soviet Union. Of course, communist parties in the Eastern Bloc were forced to
keep their oath to the Soviets, but Western European RLPs held various positions. After
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, the salience of Russia
dropped significantly in foreign policy discussions across the entire political spectrum.
All parties tended to view Russia somewhat positively, even those from the former
Eastern Bloc (Onderco, 2019). After the 2014 annexation of Crimea and Donbas invasion,
the political mainstream became more wary of Russia and the EU implemented a first set
of limited sanctions (European Council, n.d.). Most RLPs, however, adopted the Russian
narrative and blamed NATO expansionism, US imperialism, and the EU’s hunger for
market expansion for the “Donbas crisis” (Braghiroli & Makarychev, 2016; Gyori &
Kreko, 2016). During this stage of the conflict, no other political group in the European
Parliament had a better relationship with Russia, not even the far right or the non-inscrits

(Holesch et al., 2024).

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 marked a break in European foreign policy
towards Russia across the political spectrum. Many parties who claimed plausible
deniability when inquired about Russian actions in 2014 could not reasonably assume the
same position towards a full-scale invasion. Average RLP assertiveness towards Russia
matched that of mainstream parties (Holesch et al., 2024). However, not all parties were
(fully) on board, as seen in the voting records on the first EP resolution condemning the
aggression. Among the 13 nay-voters were Ireland’s Independents 4 Change (14C), the
Portuguese Communist Party (PCP), the Communist Party of Greece (KKE), and some
members of Germany’s Die Linke (The Left). Remaining members of Die Linke
abstained, as did Czechia’s Stacilo! (Enough!). But many RLPs voted to condemn the
Russian invasion, for example La France Insoumise (France Unbowed, LFI), Finland’s
Vasemmistoliitto (Left Alliance, Vas), Denmark’s Enhedslisten (Red-Green Unity List),
and Spain’s Podemos (We can!). This amounts to an even split on the conflict amongst
the forty-six radical left parliamentarians at the outbreak of the conflict

(HowTheyVote.eu, 2022).

Reactions to the 2014 and 2022 invasions are emblematic of RLP susceptibility to

Kremlin narratives and propaganda. Russia’s self-proclaimed mission to fight



contemporary fascism (used to justify the last two invasions of Ukraine) and the goal of
reducing US influence in Europe appeal to parties who criticize transatlantic security
arrangements (Braghiroli & Makarychev, 2016). RLPs tend to see Russia as the lesser of
two evils and often abide by the ‘enemy of my enemy is my friend’ principle (Golosov,
2020; Gyori & Kreko, 2016). This can lead to selective anti-imperialism; for example,
criticizing military interventions by NATO and the United States in Iraq, but not Russian
campaigns in Georgia and Ukraine (Gyori & Kreko, 2016; Hendl & Durdiyeva, 2024).
The Kremlin has also attempted to hijack the decolonial and anti-globalization agendas
of radical left parties with some success, as seen with the Wagner group in Africa

(Pokalova, 2023; Wondreys et al., 2024).
Shared principles, different interpretations

Radical left parties do generally share principles of internationalism, anti-militarism, anti-
imperialism, and support for international law, but shared principles do not translate into
a shared foreign policy stance as their interpretations vary greatly according to a party’s
dogmatic or strategic position (Wondreys et al., 2024; Wagner, 2025). This is clearly
visible with regards to Russia. The 2014, and especially the 2022 invasion of Ukraine by
Russian forces has split the European radical left into two main groups: First, parties who
equally oppose the US-led liberal capitalist order and Russia’s imperialism, and second,
parties who view Russia as a counter-hegemon and believe “the enemy of their enemy”
is their friend (Braghiroli and Makarychev, 2016; Keith and March 2023). Crucially, this
divide largely follows the cleavage between socio-culturally progressive and conservative
radical left parties (Holesch et al. 2024; Wagner 2025). Progressive RLPs have an issue
with the growing nationalism and militarism of Putin’s Russia, which became even more
extreme after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine (Robinson, 2019; Kuzio, 2022). These
parties have integrated opposition to contemporary Russia into their anti-imperialist
frameworks. Conversely, the RLPs who share Kremlin’s conservative or nationalist
values are more likely to look the other way or use Russian narratives in their assessment
of the war (Holesch et al. 2024; Wagner, 2025). Even though mainstream Russian politics
are far from leftist or pacifist, these RLPs see Europe’s eastern neighbor as a benign
counter-hegemon to the Western liberal order (Rohac et al., 2017; Akturk, 2019;
Wondreys et al., 2024).



Certain shared positions are also the coincidental results of pragmatism on both sides.
Both the Kremlin and some RLPs (e.g. BSW, Stacilo!, KKE) reject European integration
because it is detrimental to their political strategy, not necessarily because of prior
ideological alignment (Braghiroli & Makarychev, 2016). For parties, sympathizing with
Russia can strengthen their anti-system appeal. For Russia, attracting European parties
undermines Western support for Ukraine and the EU (Williams & Ishiyama, 2018;
Golosov, 2020). Russia’s materialist approach to foreign policy, free of normative
judgments, is shared by some parties, especially populists (Chryssogelos, 2010). No
matter the cause, these decisions effectively align said parties with the Kremlin’s foreign

policy objectives.

In summary, the radical left party family has never been fully united in its stance on
Russia but this divide became stronger after 2022 and materialized along an existing
socio-cultural cleavage. After the full-scale invasion, progressive RLPs became more
hostile towards Russia, while conservative parties retained their russophilia and refused
to condemn the invasion (Holesch et al., 2024). However, all studies conducted on the
topic have focused on the first year since the full-scale invasion and developments since
2023 remain a mystery. Several studies also treated the party family and/or The Left in
the European Parliament as a homogenous group, limiting our past knowledge on the
subject (Holesh et al., 2024; Hooghe et al., 2024; Fagerholm, 2025; Wagner 2025;
Wondreys et al., 2025). Restructuralizations, such as Sahra Wagenknecht’s split-off from
Germany’s Die Linke and the merger of Czechia’s Communist Party of Bohemia and
Moravia (KSCM) into Stacilo! could have reasonably led to a shift in party policy towards
the conflict because among RLPs, splits and mergers are often related to policy shifts
(Gomez et al., 2016). Moreover, war fatigue among European electorates could have
weakened support for Ukraine, soliciting a response from political parties (Unan and
Kliiver, 2024; Wondreys et al., 2024). For example, RLPs may no longer support the EU
sanction regime on Russia to the same extent as at the beginning of the full-scale invasion
on the basis of high energy prices or alleged “ineffectiveness” at ending the war. Parties
who initially took staunch anti-Russian positions may have watered down their stances
over time. Conversely, the strong ideological foundations of the radical left party family
result in a permanent anti-imperialist stance against Russia. This research aims to explore
and explain current trends in RLP support (or lack thereof) for several EU policies

intended to help Ukraine and punish Russia. The question is: What explains the



heterogeneity of European radical left parties’ stances on Russia’s full-scale invasion of

Ukraine?
Theoretical framework and expectations

Having established the research gap in existing literature and having posited the research
question, this section will now lay out concepts that are crucial for understanding this

research. Subsequently, theoretical expectations will be presented.
Party typology

After the 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia and student revolts, many radical left parties
have undergone ideological and strategic transformations. In Western Europe, RLPs
largely abandoned the Soviet style of authoritarian communism in favor of democratic
socialism and, throughout the 1970s, so-called New Left issues gained prominence — e.g.
environmentalism, gender issues, democracy, social justice, and opposition to traditional
morality (Inglehart, 1977; Gomez et al., 2016; Escalona, Keith & March, 2023; Piccolino
& Puleo, 2024). In the 1980s and 1990s, RLPs suffered a decrease in popularity and
diverged in two directions. Some parties restricted themselves to their traditional
principles of class struggle while other parties modernized and rebranded themselves
towards New Left issues, which became just as or even more important for them than
economic issues (Botella et al., 2003; Gomez et al., 2016). Since approximately the 1990s,
one of the main cleavages within the radical left party family has been exactly this (non-
)adoption of New Left issues (Gomez et al., 2016; Holesch et al., 2024). This research
will refer to the two groups of parties as progressive (also termed post-materialist, New
Left parties) and conservative (traditionalist, non-reformed), and treat terms used by
previous research as analogies (cf. Braghiroli and Makarychev, 2016; Gomez et al., 2016;

Holesch et al. 2024; Wagner, 2025).
Policy reactions to Russian aggression

Four major forms of support for Ukraine or punishment for Russia’s aggression have been
discussed and applied since the full-scale invasion (Wondreys et al., 2023; Wagner,
2025). Verbal condemnation was heard in speeches of politicians and resolutions of the
European Parliament and the UN General Assembly (European Parliament, 2022; United
Nations General Assembly, 2022). But reactions were not only declaratory in nature. The

EU already had sanctions against Russia in place since its illegal capture of Crimea in



2014 and these were expanded to unforeseen breadth, covering almost two thousand
individuals and five hundred private entities connected to breaches of international law
(European Council, n.d.). Up until today, the EU and its member states have provided
Ukraine with almost 70 billion euros in military aid and with over a hundred billion euros
“to support Ukraine’s overall economic, social, and financial resilience” (European

Commission, 2025).
Theoretical expectations

As mentioned in the literature review, the key factor influencing radical left parties’
attitudes towards the war in Ukraine is their stance on socio-cultural issues. Ideology has
a strong impact on a party’s foreign policy, especially for smaller parties on the fringes
of the left-right spectrum (Hofmann & Martill, 2021; Hooghe et al., 2024). The following
expectations cover the most relevant policy reactions to the full-scale invasion (Wondreys

et al., 2024; Wagner, 2025).

1. Radical left parties frame the war differently
a. Socio-culturally conservative parties do not blame Russia for starting or
continuing the war
b. Socio-culturally progressive parties blame Russia for starting or continuing

the war

Impacts of the war like rising energy prices and militarization can understandably cause
concern and shape party stances on concrete policy issues, but it is highly unlikely that a
party will change its interpretation of the conflict altogether. Therefore, based on findings
from the first year of the war, this research expects that progressive parties will keep
blaming Russia for starting the conflict (Wondreys et al., 2024) and conservative RLPs
will avoid the issue, or blame another actor (e.g. Ukraine, USA, NATO; Braghiroli &
Makarychev, 2016) or factor (e.g. the military-industrial complex, the bourgeoisie;
Escalona et al., 2023, p. 703). Progressive parties had little trouble integrating Ukraine’s
resistance into their anti-imperialist fight because they are at a maximum ideological
distance from Russia, an authoritarian state with a long history of human rights and
minority rights violations (Amnesty International, n.d.). RLPs of this type simply lack
any real motivation to keep siding with Russia. Conservative parties, on the other hand,
revere Russia’s self-righteous campaign against Western values and see Russia as an ally

against the US-led world order (Gyori & Krekd, 2016). They are not so concerned with

10



Russia’s record of human rights and agree with its conservative, anti-liberal policies such
as the laws against “LGBT propaganda” (Human Rights Watch, 2023). Moreover,
conservative RLPs have a different interpretation of the conflict, meaning that the radical
left principle of respecting international law does not translate into holding Russia
accountable (Rohac et al.,, 2017). From the perspective of conservative parties,
Western/NATO expansionism is the ultimate cause of the conflict, making the Russian
military campaign an act of “self-defense”. This belief has potential to undermine RLP
support for Ukraine in the long-term, because the reinvigorated prospect of Ukraine’s
NATO membership and Western (military) assistance could be re-interpreted as Western
expansionism. Even parties which conceded that Russia launched the conflict could put
blame on the West for continuing it, using the same language (Braghiroli & Makarychev,

2016; Wondreys et al., 2024).

2. Radical left parties are not united on sanctions against Russia
a. Socio-culturally conservative parties oppose maintaining EU sanctions on
Russia
b. Socio-culturally progressive parties support maintaining or expanding EU

sanctions on Russia

Support for sanctions is highly dependent on the previous question. A party who does not
recognize Russia as an aggressor has no reason to support sanctions against it. Given the
conservative RLPs’ alignment with Russian narratives, it is logical to assume that they
will oppose any form of sanctions on Russia. Nevertheless, the history of radical left
opposition to sanctions is much deeper. The EU sanctions regime on Russia targets many
individuals and companies but also uses indiscriminate instruments that affect the general
population of both Russia (its expulsion from the SWIFT system, travel bans) and the EU
(ban on imports of Russian fossil fuels; European Council, n.d.). The comprehensive
nature of the sanctions can bring up memories of the sanctions placed on Iraq in 1990 by
the UN. These have been described as “weapons of mass destruction” by leftist scholars
(Abbott, 2023). For this reason, one might assume that the entire party family will oppose
sanctions, but this is not the case. Progressive parties, who see Russia as the aggressor,
naturally want to go beyond verbal condemnation and seek to aid Ukraine’s war effort by
stopping European cash flows into the Russian war economy. Progressive RLPs may

voice concerns over the comprehensive nature of the sanctions but are unlikely to propose
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their complete abolition, given that the impact of this measure has been proven (European

Council, 2023).

3. Radical left parties are not united on the provision of military assistance and arms
exports to Ukraine
a. Socio-culturally conservative parties oppose the provision of military
assistance and arms exports to Ukraine
b. Socio-culturally progressive parties support the provision of military

assistance and arms exports to Ukraine

Military aid is highly contentious among the radical left because it conflicts with several
of its key principles — pacifism, anti-militarism, disarmament, and anti-interventionism
(Wondreys et al., 2024; Wagner, 2025). From the perspective of radical left parties, flows
of capital into the so-called military-industrial complex enable it to exert influence over
politics and eventually drive a state towards militarism and expansionism (Escalona et
al., 2023, p. 704). Fierce opposition is therefore to be expected from the conservative
RLPs who see the provision of military aid or even selling weapons to Ukraine as proof
of the West inciting war. Progressive RLPs should be able to justify this measure by
voicing their unequivocal support for Ukraine, making a lapse from their pacifism in favor
of anti-imperialist armed struggle and protecting Ukrainian civilians from genocide, using
similar arguments as for the case of Palestine (Leopardi, 2024; Mullin, 2025). However,
national context could also play a role. For example, the French have historically
supported the idea of European strategic autonomy (Lippert et al., 2019), which goes in
line with the European radical left’s aim of reducing American influence on the continent
(Escalona et al., 2023, p. 704). Assisting Ukraine could be seen as a step in achieving this
goal, with the EU taking over the job of NATO in securing Ukrainian independence. On
the other hand, the German Lef? (Die Linke) brandishes a motto of “never again war” and
stands particularly strong in its pacifism and non-interventionism, decreasing the
likelihood of it supporting military assistance (Rathbun, 2006). Finally, the conservative
RLPs are likely to argue that, insofar, military aid has not yielded the result of a Ukrainian
victory and only “prolongs” the war. By extension, this argument leads to the EU being
blamed for escalating or feeding the attrition war. Of course, these claims would be made
against the background of continued Russian attacks on Ukraine’s civilian population

(Human Rights Watch, 2025).
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4. Radical left parties generally support the provision of non-military aid to Ukraine

International solidarity is one of the key tenets of radical left ideology (Escalona et al.,
2023, p. 703). Even parties who do not see Russia as the invading power must recognize
the struggle of ordinary Ukrainians. Radical left parties emphasize redistribution and
there is no reason for Ukraine to be an exception (pp. 700-701). In their twisted logic,
conservative RLPs who sympathize with Russia may also offer humanitarian help to

ordinary Russians, but this does not contradict the expectation.
Methodology

This section will lay out the research design used and justify the methods chosen. It will
present the criteria for case selection and elaborate on the final sample. This section will

also describe the data collected and the developed coding frame.
Research design

This paper employs a qualitative content analysis research design to examine the
discourse and stances of radical left parties and their members on the war in Ukraine. This
approach is particularly useful in this task because it enables an in-depth analysis of
language used by parties and their members and allows for notions outside of quantifiable
metrics to be recorded (Toshkov, 2016). This separates it from methods such as
quantitative analysis of roll-call-voting, which cannot capture the specific nuances in how
parties (and their parliamentarians) frame the conflict in Ukraine (Toshkov, 2016, p. 122).
This research draws on primary sources of empirical material, namely party programs for
the 2024 European elections, as well as records of plenary speeches given by the parties’
MEPs between February 24th, 2023 (one-year anniversary of the full-scale invasion) and
April 4th 2024 (last plenary session of the European Parliament before the 2024

elections).
Case selection

When looking for radical left parties in the European Parliament (EP), The Left
(GUE/NGL) presents itself as a logical starting point, being to the left of the Socialist &
Democrats group. However, not all of its members are radical and not all radical left
parties in the EP are its members. The Palgrave Handbook of Radical Left Parties in
Europe leaves out the Dutch Party for the Animals (PvdD), the Irish Sinn Féin (SF), and
one independent MEP and includes the Communist Party of Greece (KKE; Escalona,

13



Keith & March, 2023). In total, 39 MEPs from 18 RLPs sat in the 9" European
Parliament, the biggest parties being Die Linke from Germany and La France Insoumise.
The Northern, Western, and Southern regions of the EU were all well-represented by
RLPs, but only one party came from Central and Eastern Europe — Czechia’s Stacilo!

(formerly the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia, Wagner, 2025).

This paper follows a diverse case selection technique, choosing cases that are expected to
maximize variation of the sample (Toshkov, 2016; cf. Wondreys et al., 2024). Parties
from all major geographic regions of the EU were selected and both RLP subtypes are
evenly represented. Crucially, all parties in the sample had representation in the 9th

European Parliament!. The following nine parties were selected:

Category Party (Abbreviation) Country
Conservative | Biindnis Sahra Wagenknecht (BSW) Germany
Conservative | Kommunistik6 Kémma Elladas (KKE) Greece
Conservative | Stacilo! Czech Republic
Progressive | Partido Comunista Portugués (PCP) Portugal
Progressive | Die Linke Germany
Progressive | Enhedslisten Denmark
Progressive | La France Insoumise (LFI; part of NFP) France
Progressive | Podemos Spain
Progressive | Vasemmistoliitto (Vas) Finland

Party classification

The categorization of parties as progressive or conservative is based on the Chapel Hill
Expert Survey (2024 wave), specifically the parties’ assessed position on the gal/tan scale.
Parties which favor post-materialist values such as expanded personal freedoms, abortion
rights, same-sex marriage, and democratic participation gravitate towards the “GAL” end
of the scale, whereas the “TAN” end is reserved for parties who reject these ideas in favor
of order, tradition, and stability, believing that the government should be a firm moral
authority on social and cultural issues (Rovny et al., 2025). RLPs above the middle value
of five are treated as conservative by this analysis (Stacilo!, KKE, BSW) and those below
five are treated as progressive (PCP, Die Linke, Enhedslisten, LFI, Podemos, Vas; see

Figure 1).

' BSW originally as a fraction of Die Linke and Stacilo! originally as its predecessor, KSCM
14



Cultural positions of selected radical left parties (CHES 2024)

Stacilo! L

KKE ]

PCP *
Die Linke L]
Enhedslisten *
La France Insoumise L
Podemos -
Vas L
4 6 g
GAL-TAN position (0 = GAL, 10 = TAN)
Figure 1. GAL/TAN positioning of the analyzed parties

Sampling strategy and data description

Plenary speeches including the words “Russia” or “Ukraine” in the title were retrieved
from the EP archives. Party programs were collected directly from party websites, with
two notable anomalies. Stacilo! published its program in ten topical installments,
therefore only those referring to defense and security were selected. Greece’s KKE
published two documents, a Call of the Central Committee for the European elections
and a Presentation of the Declaration of the Communist and Workers' Parties of Europe

for the European elections. For a full record of the coded statements, see Appendix 1.
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Coding frame

This coding frame was developed inductively based on the most debated foreign policy

issues connected to the war (Holesch et al., 2024; Wondreys et al., 2024). The recording

unit are sentences.

to Ukraine, provision of
military aid

arms exports

Category Description Indicator Examples
(key words)

Aggressor Statements placing blame for | Aggressor, “Russia started the war”
the war’s start or continuation | invading power, | “NATO expansionism is
on one of the involved parties | special military | to blame”

(or a phenomenon) operation, “This war was caused by
intervention, the military-industrial
invasion, complex”
escalation

Sanctions Statements in favor of or Sanctions “We demand higher
against sanctions on Russia; sanctions on Russia.”
Statements on the EU “Sanctions are ineffective
sanction regime and should be abolished”

Military aid Statements on arms exports Military aid, “We must support Ukraine

by all means necessary,
including military aid”

“Arms exports are only
prolonging the war and
should be stopped.”

Non-military
aid

Statements on the provision
of non-military aid
(humanitarian, for refugees)

Humanitarian
aid, solidarity,
subsidies, grants,
refugee help

“Ukraine’s civilian
population needs our
financial assistance”
“We must stay out of this
war entirely and stop
funding it in any way”

Aggressor

Without a shadow of doubt, Russia is the aggressor in its war against Ukraine and

continues to attack Ukrainian cities, destroy civilian infrastructure. It abducted tens of

thousands of children into Russia, a war crime amounting to genocide (Odebrink, 2025).

Russia violated the Budapest memorandum which saw Ukraine give up its nuclear arsenal

in favor of Russia recognizing its full territorial sovereignty, as well as every ceasefire

over the course of the current conflict (Shevchenko, 2025). Any mention of these crimes,

the imperialist nature of the conflict, or similar statements assigning the blame for the
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trigger or escalation of the conflict to Russia will be coded as Russia being the aggressor.
Any other statements will be coded as Russia not being the aggressor, for example those

blaming the war on great power conflict, NATO, or the military-industrial complex.
Sanctions

The European Union has greatly expanded the number of sanctions on Russia since the
start of the full-scale invasion. RLPs can voice their support for the sanctions regime or
express criticism. Since most RLPs are soft Eurosceptics, they are not expected to criticize
the EU’s prerogative to impose sanctions, only the nature or extent of the existing
sanctions regime. Some may show concern about the “ordinary people” that the sanctions

fall on. Any mention of sanctions is an indicator, positive or negative.
Military assistance

Indicators of this topic can range from discussions on the EU’s military assistance to
Ukraine to the EU’s military structures (e.g. PESCO), past military engagements and
interventions abroad (e.g. Yugoslavia), to the military build-up of individual EU member

states.
Non-military assistance

The last category contains mentions of providing any material assistance to Ukraine that
is not military in nature. Examples include sending financial aid, administrative aid,
helping Ukrainian refugees inside the EU, forgiving Ukraine’s debt held by EU member

states, or funding the reconstruction of Ukraine.
Analysis and results

This section will present and interpret the results from the analyzed data, comparing them
against the hypotheses and connect the results back to the theoretical framework. A
following discussion will examine whether the results of this research are in line with

previous academic findings.
Aggressor

Across the sample, progressive radical left parties generally identified Russia as the
aggressor in the war against Ukraine. In line with the theoretical expectations, they

explicitly criticized the conservatism, nationalism and militarism of Putin’s Russia,
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calling the invasion an act of imperialism (Die Linke, 2024, p. 66). Denmark’s
Enhedslisten linked Viktor Orban’s Hungary with Russia’s ideology in its criticism,
placing themselves in opposition to conservative forces within the EU (Enhedslisten,
2024, p. 17). Die Linke believes that the war feeds the "military-industrial complex" and
energy companies, but does not equivocate on who the aggressor is (Russian president
Vladimir Putin; Die Linke, 2024, p. 66). Even though they believe the war is being co-
opted to increase military spending and arms companies' share value (p. 33), they do not
seem to believe that this is why the war started. However, they do call for a diplomatic
end to it in favor of "feeding the war of attrition" (Die Linke, 2024, pp. 9-10). Spain’s
Podemos diverged from the expectation and blamed the “military-industrial complex and
warlords” but it is unclear who they meant as the “warlord” (Podemos, 2024). The
Portuguese Communist Party did not place blame for starting the war on any specific
actor in its program, probably in an attempt to avoid the issue, but it did blame the EU for
prolonging the war (PCP, 2024, p. 22). On the conservative side, Stacilo! took an
ambivalent stance and claimed that "Russia let itself be provoked by Western
expansionism” (Stacilo, 2024a, p. 2). In other words, a slip in Russian self-control is seen
as the trigger but Western expansionism is treated as the underlying cause. BSW and KKE
took more extreme stances, calling the conflict “a proxy war between Russia and the
West” and “a war between capitalist Ukraine and capitalist Russia”, respectively (BSW,
2024, p. 14; KKE, 2024b, p. 2). Furthermore, both parties believe that the EU and the
West are prolonging the war. For the most part, these findings are in line with the first
theoretical expectation — progressive parties blamed Russia for starting and continuing

the war, while conservative RLPs aligned themselves with the Russian narrative.

The lack of anti-Russian sentiment from the parties of the former Eastern Bloc may come
as a surprise, given the decade-long occupation and violent repression by the Soviet
Union. However, the BSW and Stacilo! trace their political lineage to the USSR-aligned
communist parties of East Germany and Czechoslovakia, meaning that they either dispute
or condone the violent history of their respective countries’ relationship with the USSR.
Die Linke also traces its roots to the former Socialist Unity Party of Germany, but purged
its most pro-Russian members after the start of the full-scale invasion and the BSW split-

off (Wurthmann &Wagner, 2025).
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Sanctions

Observed party positions on sanctions are also in line with the theoretical expectation.
Conservative RLPs explicitly mention the following reasons against sanctions on Russia:
1) Lack of effect on the Russian economy, evasion of sanctions (BSW, 2024; Konec¢na,
2023); 2) Rising energy costs for EU citizens (BSW, 2024; Kone¢na, 2023); and 3)
Impact on ordinary people in general (Konecna, 2023). Conversely, progressive RLPs
vowed to support Ukraine in every way possible and aim to stop European money
entering the Russian economy, as well as to decrease dependence on Russian resources
(Vas, 2024; Enhedslisten, 2024). The program of Die Linke (2024) was in line with
expectations but offered nuance, decrying comprehensive sanctions which hurt the
ordinary population while advocating for strong sanctions on Russia’s oligarchs and
military-industrial complex. This is a rare instance of a party using the “military-industrial
complex” discourse against Russia — usually, the Western/American complex is blamed
for the war (Podemos, 2024, p. 114). Die Linke’s position is also starkly different to
Stacilo’s or BSW’s, utilizing arguments based on internationalism while the latter two
argue mainly with the impact of sanctions on their domestic constituencies — a
paradoxical, but not rare moment of nationalism among the radical left (Halikiopoulou et
al., 2012). Podemos and PCP were the only two parties which outright defied
expectations, being progressive RLP against sanctions (PCP, 2024, p. 8; Podemos, 2024,
p. 114). This is possibly due to the low dependence of Iberia on Russian gas and therefore
low general awareness of how important trade with the EU is for Russia, or the relatively
high issue salience of the American sanctions on Hispanophone countries such as Cuba
and Venezuela. The aim here seems to be to avoid accusations of hypocrisy (Capasso,
2023). Moreover, the PCP is an unreformed communist party and doesn’t place as much
weight on post-materialist values as other progressive RLPs (Escalona et al., 2023, p.

452).
Military aid

Military assistance turned out to be a much more controversial subject than expected.
Only two analyzed parties support continued arms exports to Ukraine and provision of
military aid: the Finnish Vas and Danish Enhedslisten. In fact, Enhedslisten called for
expanding sanctions (Villumsen, 2023). Nordic RLPs consistently exhibit higher

assertiveness towards Russia than their peers (Wondreys et al., 2024). These results show
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how historical experiences with Russia and individual party origins can affect their
persuasions, challenging earlier quantitative models which found little or no effect of
proximity to Russia or Ukraine on RLP stances towards the conflict (Onderco, 2019;
Wagner 2025). Other progressive parties were opposed —namely Die Linke and Podemos,
who saw military aid as ineffective in terms of ending the conflict. The parties claimed
that it only prolongs the war and causes unnecessary suffering for the general population
(Die Linke, 2024; Podemos, 2024). All conservative parties were opposed, writing that
military aid to Ukraine only drives the (Western) arms industry. Allegedly, arms can end
up in the wrong hands or trigger escalation (Kone¢na, 2023; Wondreys et al., 2024). By
and large, RLPs wanted to leave or abolish NATO (KKE, 2024b, p. 4; Stacilo, 2024a, p.
1), or significantly reform the EU’s relationship with it. La France Insoumise envisioned
a European Defense Union of sorts (LFI, 2024, p. 95), while Die Linke rejected any
further militarization of the EU and called for a defunding of its defense structures like

PESCO (Die Linke, 2024, p. 66).
Non-military aid

In contrast to arms exports, offering non-military aid to Ukraine should be perfectly
acceptable for RLPs, according to their principles of solidarity and internationalism.
However, parties who do not recognize Ukraine as the victim of aggression (mostly
conservative) diverged from the theoretical expectation. The BSW and Stacilo! explicitly
opposed sending any support to Ukraine (BSW, 2024; Stacilo!, 2024a), while the PCP
and KKE ignored the issue. The cleavage is clearly visible in this category because
progressive parties generally supported various forms of non-military aid: Podemos
advocated for humanitarian aid, Die Linke for helping refugees and conscientious
objectors (another example of its staunch anti-militarism), and there was a broad
consensus on forgiving Ukraine’s debt and opposing any conditionality of the provided
subsidies on neoliberal reforms or austerity (Die Linke, 2024; NFP, 2024; Podemos,
2024).

Furthermore, all analyzed parties except Vas and Enhedslisten advocated for an
immediate diplomatic end to the war. While based on RLPs’ pacifist traditions, this
election promise was likely given much higher salience by rising war fatigue among the
electorate. Of the proposed frameworks towards peace, most parties put their confidence

in multilateral institutions such as the UN or OSCE (BSW, 2024, p. 3; Die Linke, 2024,

20



p. 66; Podemos, 2024 p. 114; Stacilo!, 2024a, p. 1), and suggested Brazil, India, and China
as mediators (Die Linke, p. 66; Podemos, p. 114). This reflects RLPs’ preference for
multilateral relations and a foreign policy oriented away from the Euro-Atlantic security
system (Escalona et al., 2023, p. 703). Some RLPs concluded that the global order is
already multipolar, while others found that the American unipolar moment is still in the
process of decomposition (Stacilo!, 2024a, p. 1). In either case, they argue that the global

order must be based on respect for international law (Die Linke, p. 66).

Lastly, the Communist Party of Greece (KKE) expressed drastically different views than
the rest of the sample. As the only fully Marxist-Leninist party in the sample, its program
for the 2024 European elections was staunchly Eurosceptic and sought to replace the EU
(and NATO) with a global socialist regime. In turn, the KKE opposed “all involvement”
in the conflict (KKE, 2024b, p. 2).

Conclusion

In summary, radical left parties are a heterogeneous group with diverging stances on
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. The key factor determining a party’s relationship
with Russia is its position on socio-cultural issues. Parties which share the social
conservatism of Putin’s Russia are more likely to view the regime as a legitimate counter-
hegemon to the Western liberal capitalist order. They adhere to the “enemy of my enemy
is my friend” principle and often adopt Kremlin narratives about Ukraine. Progressive
RLPs, on the other hand, are at a maximum ideological distance from Putin’s conservative
Russia and have little motivation to adopt the Russian perspective on international
relations. They are more likely see Ukrainian resistance as a part of their global anti-

imperialist struggle and to identify Russia as a violator of international law.

In line with theoretical expectations, radical left parties were split in their reactions to the
Russian full-scale invasion according to the cleavage on socio-cultural issues. Most
progressive parties condemned Russia, supported the EU sanctions regime and approved
of non-military aid (e.g. debt relief, refugee help, humanitarian aid). The increasing right-
wing national radicalism of Putin’s Russia has alienated progressive RLPs. On the
contrary, conservative RLPs shied away from condemning Russia’s aggression and
consistently opposed EU policy aimed to weaken Russia and/or support Ukraine. Both
subtypes opposed sending military aid to Ukraine and called for a diplomatic solution to

the conflict, a consensus showcasing the strong anti-militarist, pacifist tradition of the
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party family (Escalona et al., 2023, p. 704). Denmark’s Enhedslisten and Finland’s Vas
were the only exceptions, likely due to their geographical-historical context and

progressive ideology.

The temporal scope of this research was limited by practical considerations and future
research may expand the timeframe even further, beyond the 2024 EP elections. This will
also enable them to reflect on which parties were successful with their programs. Scholars
could also analyze more party materials, such as speeches from national parliaments,

press releases, or media appearances.

Russia’s continued onslaught on Ukrainian sovereignty can make it difficult to
understand how any party or individual may consistently question the nature of the
conflict. This research lays out possible motivations for this stance among radical left
parties, the most frequent offender in equivocating on the conflict (Holesch et al., 2024).
The results above fill a gap in research on the RLP foreign policy developments in the
medium term and reveal the diversity of opinion within the party family that was not
always captured by previous studies. Moreover, the selected research design encompasses
more policy areas than previous studies which focused only on sanctions, condemnation,

or assertiveness.

This research proves that all radical left parties are not the same. Previous studies often
made generalizations about the radical left party family and overlooked nuances between
different kinds of RLPs. When assessing the party family’s stance on Russia and the war
in Ukraine, scholars should distinguish between the progressive and conservative

subtypes. This research proves the impact of post-materialist issues on geopolitics.
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