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ABSTRACT: Radical left-libertarian movements are often regarded as primarily seeking ways to accom-
plish social and political change outside the framework of institutionalized politics. Previous research, 
however, has paid little or no attention to the question of these activists’ actual interactions with institu-
tionalized politics, nor has it addressed the ways these interactions could be understood in relation to 
their overall strategies and ideology. This article therefore explores whether, and to what extent, such 
interaction actually occurs and analyzes the meanings and motives radical left-libertarian activists – from 
anarchist, autonomist, and anarcho-syndicalist groups – attribute to various types of political actions, 
ranging from voting and lobbying to protests and direct action. We furthermore compare activists in Po-
land and Sweden, in order to scrutinize whether cross-country differences in “political opportunities” 
affects the activists’ political strategies and ideas about how social and political change can best be ac-
complished. Contrary to popular beliefs and many activists’ own self-declarations, our analysis shows 
that radical left-libertarian groups do in fact try to achieve political change by interacting with institution-
alized politics. While radical left-libertarian activists do in most cases prefer “direct action”, this article 
explores how a more complex relationship to institutionalized politics allows them to accomplish real and 
immediate changes at the grassroots level. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Radical left-libertarian movements are often regarded as primarily seeking ways to 
accomplish social and political change outside the framework of institutionalized poli-
tics. In such accounts, these movements’ skeptical attitude toward the state is under-
stood to be an ideological conviction that shuns all interaction with mainstream politics. 
This description is often used when discussing late 19th or early 20th century anarchists; 
but today’s radical left-libertarian movements – consisting of various anarchist, autono-
mist, anarcho-syndicalist, and libertarian socialist groups – are also often characterized 
in this way. One frequently finds characterizations of this movement milieu such as the 
following: “[today’s] radical political movements are increasingly suspicious of state 
power and often resistant to formal channels of political representation […] Instead of 
working through the state, [today’s radical political activism] seeks to work outside it, to 
form movements and political relationships at the level of civil society rather than at the 
institutional level.” (Newman 2011, 47–48).  

Previous research has paid little or no attention, however, to the question of these 
activists’ actual interactions with institutionalized politics, or to the ways these interac-
tions could be understood in relation to the strategies and ideology of radical left-liber-
tarian movements. The aim of this article is therefore to explore whether, and to what 
extent, such interaction actually occurs and, furthermore, to analyze the meanings and 
motives activists attribute to various types of political actions. In particular, we seek to 
understand how radical left-libertarian activists make sense of their political strategies 
in relation to their general anti-statist or state-skeptical ideological orientation, and to 
explore the extent to which such beliefs and values are fundamental for the movement’s 
actual mobilizations.  

Our comparative analysis of radical left-libertarian activists in Poland and Sweden, two 
European countries whose civil societies have developed along significantly different tra-
jectories, allows us to address the ways cross-country differences in “political opportu-
nities” (e.g. McAdam 1996) have affected these activists’ political strategies as well as 
their ideas about how social and political change can best be accomplished. In particular, 
we analyze activists from anarchist, autonomist, and anarcho-syndicalist groups, whose 
political orientations include both libertarian Marxist and anarchist perspectives, since 
these groups are the principal actors within the radical left-libertarian movement in the 
countries of our study. All of these groups are based on ideologies that express anti-
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capitalist, anti-authoritarian/anti-state, anti-racist/antifascist and pro-direct/participa-
tory democracy stances from a radical left-libertarian standpoint (Katsiaficas 1997; Cur-
ran 2006; Romanos 2013). Historically, such movement activism can be connected to 
those ideologies and strategies that emerged within two broader “movement families” 
(cf. della Porta and Rucht 1995, 230 ff.): namely, the labor movement (in particular dur-
ing the late 19th and early 20th century) and the “new left” or “new social movements” 
of the 1960s and onwards. Within these movement families, the groups we analyze here 
have often been thought to constitute the “radical flank” (cf. Haines 2013).  

In the first section of the article, we introduce earlier research on radical left-libertar-
ian movements’ engagement with the state and institutionalized politics. We then pro-
vide a brief, historical outline of the specific development of these movements in Poland 
and Sweden followed by a discussion of the ways cross-country differences between 
post-communist Poland and the longstanding liberal democracy of Sweden may shape 
radical left-libertarian groups’ relations with institutionalized politics. After presenting 
our methodology and describing the data, we analyze the activists’ reported experiences 
and self-understanding of various repertoires of action, both conventional and uncon-
ventional, and identify five main modes of accomplishing social and political change dis-
cussed by the interviewees. In the final section we conclude and summarize our findings. 

  
 

2. Radical left-libertarian movements’ strategies for changing politics and soci-
ety 

  
Since the 1970s, the dominant view within social movement research has been that 

social movements are rational and purposeful actors trying to accomplish political 
change, using both conventional and unconventional means, by challenging institution-
alized politics (della Porta and Diani 1999, 7 ff.). The activism of radical left-libertarian 
movements, however, has frequently been interpreted in different terms than this 
standard account: either as activism that is disinterested in pursuing political change as 
such, or as political action that aims for change outside of the realm of institutionalized 
politics (e.g. Katsiaficas 1997; Williams and Lee 2012). The radical left-libertarian move-
ment’s alleged lack of engagement with existing political systems thus appears to con-
stitute a potentially “deviant case” in need of further exploration. That is, in order to 
fully explain why, how and when social movements do interact with institutionalized 
politics, one must also provide an explanation that can account for those groups that 
deviate from the general social movement pattern.  
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In many previous studies about social movements’ interaction with institutionalized 
politics there has been a further tendency to overlook the more radical parts of these 
movements. Activists less prone to engage in dialogue with politicians and the existing 
authorities, or those who prefer conflict-oriented repertoires of actions, have mostly 
been seen as “radical flanks” whose more militant strategies and more far-reaching 
claims may affect – positively or negatively – the possibilities for the broader movement 
to achieve its goals (cf. Haines 2013). Given the heterogeneity of social movements, both 
in terms of their political goals and their repertoires of actions, such a focus is indeed 
important. One might even say that an unspoken division of labor frequently character-
izes these movements insofar as the “moderate flank” takes on the role of interacting 
with politicians and civil servants (engaging in everything from public pressure to lobby-
ing) while the “radical flank” takes on the role of intensifying the level of contention 
around the issue at stake (engaging in more unconventional, sometimes violent, reper-
toires of action) (ibid.). The existence of such a division of labor need not, however, ex-
clude the possibility that “radicals” sometimes do interact with institutionalized politics. 
Like Jacobsson and Saxonberg (2013, 14), our approach stresses “the fact that most so-
cial movement organizations and activists in reality employ a variety of repertories of 
action” and like these authors we want to “problematize dichotomies such as […] co-
opted versus radical”. For this reason, we have sought to avoid the presupposition of 
such dichotomies in this article and instead to focus attention on the forms of political 
actions – both conventional and contentious – that radical left-libertarian activists actu-
ally employ. 

As noted in the introduction, the anti-statist ideology of anarchists, anarcho-syndical-
ists, autonomists and libertarian socialists has often been presented as evidence that 
radical left-libertarian activism has no interest in interacting with the institutionalized 
politics of the state. In some of the previous research on specific radical left-libertarian 
groups one finds, for instance, claims such as “autonomists are singularly uninterested 
in what is normally regarded as politics (campaigns, votes, fund-raising, party formation, 
and so forth)” and that they “want self-determination and ‘the abolition of politics’” 
(Katsiaficas 1997, 196–197). Similarly, Williams and Lee (2012, 561) state that “[a]nar-
chists do not utilize political rights in a conventional activist fashion by lobbying the gov-
ernment or electing favorable candidates”. 

What Williams and Lee emphasize as central for anarchists’ political actions is their 
praise and use of “direct action”. As they express it: “Instead of relying on representa-
tives, one acts directly – either individually or collectively – to immediately accomplish 
the desired goal, without the facilitation, approval, or agency of elected elites, officials, 
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or bosses.” (Williams and Lee 2012, 563). Throughout the history of radical left-libertar-
ian groups, the idea of “direct action” has motivated activists to accomplish social 
change through their own actions, without political intermediation, and without appeal-
ing to public authorities to mend the problems addressed (Romanos 2013; Moore and 
Shepard 2013). When the early labor movement’s dominant groups advocated repre-
sentative politics, or even state-seizure, as the primary means for obtaining the move-
ment’s goals, anarchists and other radical left-libertarian groups instead called for direct 
actions and the abolition of the state (Marshall 1992).1 As a consequence of this tradi-
tional skepticism against the state and political authority as such, a wide range of radical 
left-libertarian activisms have subsequently been interpreted as advocating strategies 
and repertories of action that reject institutionalized politics. 

As a consequence, the central question of whether and to what extent radical left-
libertarian movements do in fact interact with the state structures has rarely been ad-
dressed in previous research. A rare exception to this trend is Williams and Lee’s (2012) 
analysis of whether cross-country variation in “political opportunity structures” leads to 
different types of mobilization for anarchist movements in six different countries. Their 
analysis, however, is based on narratives of the movement’s history found at anarchist 
websites. Using this type of data, they conclude that anarchists “are not interested in 
affecting state reform” (ibid., 561).2  

Our aims, as well as the data we have used in this article, are significantly different 
from this approach. While it is indeed reasonable to use movement intellectuals’ textual 
narratives of their own movement’s history as an empirical source when analyzing a spe-
cific movement’s general ideas regarding interaction with institutionalized politics (such 
as Williams and Lee use in their website-based analysis), our approach analyzes a larger 
sample of interviewed activists. Interviews with activists enable us to analyze more pre-
cisely how activists motivate and justify their actions and strategies, and how they reflect 
upon these collective actions in relation to both ideological convictions and more prag-
matic concerns. The activists’ own accounts of and reflections upon various repertoires 

 
1 It is certainly worth noting, however, that during the Spanish civil war (1936–1939), the anarchists did in 
fact participate, albeit for short periods, in both the republican and the provisional Catalan government. 
Similarly, prominent anarchists also took part in the government of the earlier, short-lived Bavarian Council 
Republic (1919). See e.g. Marshall (1992).  
2 Williams and Lee (2012) maintain that the successes of the anarchist movement have most often depended 
on “cultural forces” (such as punk music), while their failures have most often resulted from competition 
with other radical left-wing movements (in particular Bolshevism). In their conclusions the only forms of 
political opportunities they see as potentially affecting anarchist movements are basic civil liberties, since 
“some minimal level of political freedom is required for the movement to exist” (see especially pages 587–
589). 
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of action thus provide insights into how different strategies for bringing about social and 
political change are discussed within the movements we study. Beyond the textual nar-
ratives that movement intellectuals often use to communicate with external audiences, 
these insights enable us to provide a more nuanced account of how these radical left-
libertarian activists’ ideological convictions are translated into political practices. Put dif-
ferently, our approach avoids excluding the option that these activists may sometimes 
interact with institutionalized politics. Moreover, even if one finds that these activists 
exclusively use “direct action” to change society, and perhaps also that they express a 
genuine desire to avoid all contact with the state, it is still reasonable to assume that 
when activists practice “direct actions” they most certainly do have interactions with 
institutionalized politics – be they in the form of conflicts and confrontations with state 
or municipal officials, or party politicians.3 We therefore see it as essential to further 
investigate the extent to which radical left-libertarian activists really do, or not, interact 
with institutionalized politics – and what they actually think about this interaction, or 
lack thereof.  

  
 

3. Radical left-libertarian movement activism in Poland and Sweden 
  
In both Poland and Sweden, the history of radical left-libertarian movement activism 

can be traced back to around 1900. The first Polish anarchist group – Walka – was formed 
in Białystok in 1902 (Antonów 2007). In Sweden, the defining moment was in 1908 when 
a split occurred between the Social Democratic party and its anarchist-inspired youth 
organization, followed by the foundation of the anarcho-syndicalist trade union Central 
Organization of the Workers of Sweden (SAC) in 1910 (Kuhn 2009). Until World War II, 
the main form of mobilization for both countries’ anarchist movements was trade union 
activism. In the 1930s the Polish syndicalist Association of Trade Unions (ZZZ) had up to 
130,000 members (Romanska 2009), with anarchists gaining influence there since 1936 
(Marek 2006, 323 ff.). During the roughly same period, the SAC in Sweden at most 
counted 40,000 members (Kuhn 2009). Following the Second World War, conditions for 
anarchism became significantly different in the two countries. In state-socialist Poland, 
anarchist activism was for all intents and purposes non-existent as the leading Leninist 
party saw anarchism as an ideological aberration. In Sweden, the SAC adapted to the 

 
3 Though the police are an integral part of the state, the analysis of interactions between the police and 
activists during protests (i.e. the dynamics between various forms of “protest policing” and social move-
ments’ protest tactics) falls outside of the scope of this article, as these interactions often follow other types 
of patterns. They deserve to be analyzed at length elsewhere.  
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emerging consensus around the Social Democratic welfare state, made a “revisionist” 
turn and downplayed its previous class struggle-oriented demands (Sjöö 2011, 291–293). 
Nevertheless, SAC was for a long period the main radical left-libertarian “institution” in 
Sweden (and continues to play that role today), and its weekly newspaper Arbetaren 
(“The Worker”) ignited important public discussions. And it is worth noting that, in con-
trast to other Western European countries, anarchism in Sweden did not play an im-
portant role in the protests of “sixty-eight”. Maoist and Leninist groups instead domi-
nated the Swedish radical left of the 1970s.  

In both countries, anarchism was revived during the 1980s, especially in connection 
with punk rock music and other forms of counterculture. In Poland, the re-emergence of 
the anarchist movement during mid-1980s was grounded in punk subculture and a “cul-
tural anarchism” that was “antipolitical, critical towards revolution and revolutionary vi-
olence […] and anti-communist” (Urbański 2009, 100). The first anarchist group to ap-
pear in Poland after World War II was the Movement for Alternative Society (RSA), es-
tablished in Gdańsk in 1983. In 1989, anarchist activists founded the “Anarchist Inter-
city” (MA), which in 1991 became the Anarchist Federation (FA), today’s most dominant 
anarchist network of groups and individuals in Poland. Beginning in the early 1990s, a 
network of antifascist groups also emerged within the movement and since the mid-
2000s, these antifascist groups have been organized as Antifa groups that also attract 
people from outside of the anarchist movement as well as from politicized subcultures. 
Of these, the most well-known groups today are 161 Crew in Warsaw and Barykada 161 
in Białystok.  

In Sweden, the movement grew from the mid-1980s onwards mainly inspired by Ger-
man and Danish autonomist activists, which introduced militant squatting tactics and 
addressed issues such as anti-fascism (Kuhn 2009; Brink Pinto and Pries 2013). During 
the 1990s, the Swedish anarchist and autonomist movement attracted activists involved 
in a variety of social issues, including anarcha-feminism, social ecology, and animal lib-
eration (Kuhn 2009; Peterson 2001). This increasing diversity led to the creation of new 
organizations and groups, for instance the Swedish Anarcho-syndicalist Youth Federa-
tion (SUF), which was founded in 1993 (Kuhn 2009) and went on to contribute signifi-
cantly to a radicalization of the trade union SAC. The Swedish movement also played an 
important role mobilizing against militant neo-Nazis, especially through the network 
Anti-Fascist Action (AFA), which was founded in 1993 and soon became associated in the 
media with confrontational demonstration tactics (Jämte 2013).  

During the emergence of the Global Justice Movement in the early 2000s, Polish an-
archists took part in coalitions mobilizing various “counter summits” (for example, 
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against the European Economic Forum in Warsaw 2004). Similarly, in Sweden, the anar-
chist and autonomist movement played a crucial role during the mobilization against the 
EU summit meeting in Gothenburg June 2001 (Wennerhag 2008). After the riots in 
Gothenburg, the movement lost many allies and much of the credibility it had achieved 
during the previous decade (Jämte 2013; Brink Pinto and Pries 2013; Jacobsson and 
Sörbom 2015). Subsequently, the Swedish radical left-libertarian movement has been 
characterized by its attempts to reorient both the strategies and political priorities, to-
wards less disruptive strategies and an increasing focus on foremost local, “everyday” 
issues such as trade union struggles, public transport, housing, and urban planning (Jä-
mte 2013; Jacobsson and Sörbom 2015) Key actors during this period have been SAC, 
SUF, AFA, and Förbundet Allt åt Alla (The Association Everything for Everyone), which 
was founded in 2009. Alongside these recent configurations, there are still many activists 
within the movement who are not connected to any specific groups but take part in 
campaigns and networks working with specific issues. While FA has maintained its cen-
tral role in Poland, a stronger focus on labor issues within the movement since the mid-
2000s has also led to the creation of two anarcho-syndicalist trade unions, the Workers’ 
Initiative (IP) and the Union of Polish Syndicalists (ZSP). In addition, there currently are 
several groups within today’s Polish anarchist movement whose activities focus on anti-
fascism (for instance, the previously mentioned 161 Crew and Barykada 161), or whose 
members are locally active in squats and social centers (Polanska and Piotrowski 2015). 

While the Swedish movement has been highly inspired by anarchist and autonomist 
ideas and tactics from other European countries (Germany, Denmark and Italy), this has 
never been the case in Poland (a fact that explains today’s absence of activists that call 
themselves “autonomists” in that country). Polish anarchists have instead turned to the 
heritage of classical 19th century anarchism in an effort to fill the void of autonomous 
leftism and to avoid the inconvenient “left question” in Poland; whereas in Sweden, 
these “imported” tactics and ideas have enabled the movement to make new connec-
tions with other social movements, at times giving them a central role within the extra-
parliamentarian radical left of the country. Despite their growing importance in Sweden 
since the 1990s, autonomist ideas and tactics have never become dominant, and the 
radical left-libertarian context remains ideologically quite heterogeneous and unortho-
dox, drawing its inspiration from both anarchist and libertarian Marxist ideas. While the 
movement in Poland has been at the core of some important mobilizations, it has never 
achieved the same type of centrality as its Swedish equivalent. The numbers of radical 
left-libertarian activists of each country reflects this difference. In Poland, that number 
has been estimated to be around 1,000, a figure that has dropped by half since the mid-
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2000s, in a country of 38 million inhabitants. By contrast, the corresponding figures for 
Sweden, a country with 9 million inhabitants, are around 5,000 activists.4  

  
 

4. Opportunities for radical left-libertarian activism in Poland and Sweden 
  
Within the social movement research that focuses on “political opportunities” (e.g. 

McAdam 1996), it has often been stressed that institutionalized politics create both op-
portunities and constraints for movements, and that these affect their prospects for mo-
bilizing and influencing politics and society. The variation we anticipated in this study – 
which concerns radical left-libertarian movements in two liberal democracies – corre-
lates with the potential political opportunities that exist depending on the relative open-
ness or closure of the institutionalized political system, as well as the presence or ab-
sence of potential allies (cf. McAdam 1996).5 Whereas the first concerns how state–civil 
society relations are usually managed in a country, the second takes into consideration 

 
4 This estimation of the size of Sweden’s radical left-libertarian movement is based on several different 
sources. The interviewees themselves mention figures around 5,000 activists. In a report from Swedish Se-
curity Service and Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brottsförebyggande rådet and Säker-
hetspolisen 2009: 132), “the autonomist environment” is said to “probably consist of a few thousand activ-
ists”. The mainstream media provides another source of information. For 2015, it was reported that in total 
5,450 persons took part in SAC’s May Day marches – the Swedish movement’s largest reoccurring protest 
event – in Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö (presumably, not more than 1,000 persons took part in the 
few other May Day marches staged by SAC in other cities). For Poland, the interviewees mention figures 
around 1,000 activists. There are no more recent alternative sources for the size of the Polish movement. 
Mrozowicki et al. (2009) however use data from 2003 and 2009 to estimate the number of activists to be 
between 1,000 and 2,000. This includes around 300 members of IP and 80 members of ZSP (since trade 
unions are obliged to report their membership). Depending on the issue, the Polish radical left-libertarian 
movement sometimes mobilizes up to 2,000 people for a demonstration.  
5 Within the political opportunity approach, the importance of “[t]he state’s capacity and propensity for 
repression” (McAdam 1996: 27) is often mentioned as a further constraint for social movements’ possibili-
ties to mobilize (see also Williams and Lee 2012). We however deem this consideration of state repression 
to be less relevant for the two countries of our study. In the case of Poland, while the country’s constitution 
provides legal basis for the criminalization of organizations who programmatically subscribe to “totalitarian” 
(e.g. Communist) methods and activities or advocate the use of violence for obtaining power or influencing 
the state, the groups considered by our study have generally been regarded as insignificant by the authori-
ties (Eckhard and Thieme 2011). In Sweden, while the constitution does not allow for banning organizations 
due to their ideological orientation, some of the groups considered in our study have been regularly kept 
under surveillance by the security service (ibid.). In no case, however, did this surveillance amount to tar-
geted repression by the state. In 2014 (i.e. after the period of our study), however, the Swedish state did 
initiate a voluntary non-recruitment program to be carried out by local municipalities — a program that 
today is specifically targeting some of the groups of this study.  
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the general availability of allies for issues raised by the radical left-libertarian movements 
among more influential civil society organizations and political parties. 

Regarding these state–civil society relations, previous research has shown that open-
ness tends to lead social movements to prioritize advocacy through established institu-
tions, while political closure tends to encourage more confrontational strategies outside 
of established policy channels (Kitschelt 1986, 66). In cases where such political closure 
predominates, it becomes even more important for movements to find suitable allies for 
influencing politics (della Porta and Diani 2006, 211–212). For radical left-libertarian 
movements, such potential allies could be trade unions and various civil society organi-
zations mobilizing on the same issues, and perhaps also the parties of the political left, 
which often tend to be more open to engaging in dialogue, or even forming alliances, 
with new social movements (ibid., 214). At the same time, the likelihood of radical left-
libertarian movements influencing politics and society through such allies, would in the 
end also depend on the strength of the political left of the country in general, and the 
extent to which traditionally “leftist” issues dominate the political agenda. 

In this respect, Poland and Sweden represent two very different European experi-
ences of how relations between institutionalized politics and civil society have devel-
oped over time. This difference has also affected the availability of opportunities for rad-
ical and left-oriented forms of social movement activism in each country. The East–West 
divide of Europe led to very different conditions for radical left-libertarian movements 
during much of the second half of the twentieth-century, but even after the fall of the 
“iron curtain” and Eastern European countries’ transition to liberal democracies, the dif-
ferences between the two countries seem to persist. For this reason, our study relies on 
a “most different” logic of comparison (della Porta 2002). 

Sweden, on the one hand, stands out as highly representative of the “Scandinavian 
model”: a longstanding liberal democracy with stronger corporatist traditions than many 
other parts of Western Europe, characterized by a strong integration between civil soci-
ety actors and the state, and a population with high trust in political institutions and a 
very high degree of memberships in various civil society organizations. For a long time, 
Swedish civil society was marked by strong political ties and institutionalized links be-
tween the labor movement, other social movements and the Social Democratic welfare 
state, organized through a largely consensual political culture that shunned conflicts and 
contentions (Trägårdh 2007; Ekman Jørgensen 2008). As in other Western countries, the 
new social movements of the 1960s and the 1970s introduced new political conflicts as 
well as increased the use of more contentious forms of activism in Sweden (Ekman 
Jørgensen 2008); but compared to similar movements in other parts of Western Europe, 
the actions of the Swedish movements were much less confrontational. Many of the new 
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social movements’ main concerns – for example, environmentalism and feminism – were 
quickly adopted by established political parties. This phenomenon has been interpreted 
to show how the traditional Swedish corporatist model, developed mainly in relation to 
the class cleavage, was able to channel – or co-opt – these new conflicts into mainstream 
politics (Jamison, Eyerman and Cramer 1990). The political culture and political cleavages 
that were formed in early 20th century Sweden have thereby continued to influence 
how social movements and the state interact. While the political left–right division is still 
very central for Swedish civil society and politics, and mainly understood in terms of the 
class cleavage, highly confrontational activism is often regarded as something that goes 
against the consensual political culture of the country.  

By contrast, Poland can be seen as a typical case of an Eastern European post-com-
munist state. Despite large anti-regime mobilizations during the early 1980s, the demo-
cratic transition in Poland did not create a flourishing civil society (Załęski 2006). In com-
parison with other post-authoritarian states in Southern Europe and Latin America, post-
communist European countries in general today stand out as having “distinctly lower” 
figures of participation in voluntary associations and trust in political institutions and civil 
society actors (Kopecký 2003, 5). The only significant mobilizations have been based on 
a “disappointment towards the new elites”, due to the increasing economic cleavages 
resulting from neoliberal economic “shock therapies” (Howard 2003). The general lack 
of mass mobilizations in the region has also been explained by the prevalence of “trans-
actional activism”, i.e. civil society actors seeking direct contacts with politicians and the 
authorities to promote their goals without using more contentious forms of activism or 
striving for high membership rates (Petrova and Tarrow 2007). It has furthermore been 
stressed that disruptive forms of protests are very uncommon in Central Eastern Euro-
pean countries and that the authorities in general have a low tolerance for such reper-
tories of actions (ibid.; Jacobsson and Saxonberg 2013, 257). The few movement con-
texts where more contentious or violent tactics are used consist of the radical left and 
the radical right, which are both generally regarded as making socially unacceptable de-
mands (Císař 2013). According to Císař (ibid.), radical left organizations in these countries 
“are unable to get any resonance for their anticapitalist demands” since such demands 
have been “discredited by the former communist regimes”. In addition, the experience 
of state socialism has also made the left–right distinction less central for Polish civil so-
ciety and politics. In cases in which this distinction is still used, it is less clearly related to 
the class cleavage and socio-economic issues (which is the more common Western Eu-
ropean pattern). And such left–right semantics are almost entirely used in connection 
with party politics.  
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In sum, these two countries display significant differences concerning the general 
population’s level of participation in voluntary associations as well as their trust in insti-
tutionalized politics. Not only are state–civil society relations structured very differently, 
but left–right distinctions and the class cleavage has very different meanings in the two 
countries. Nevertheless, the public tolerance for more contentious forms of activism is, 
in general, quite low in both countries. We discuss below the extent to which we believe 
these similarities and differences in political opportunities affect activists’ choices of 
strategies and how these activists make sense of their actions.  

 
 

5. Data and methods 
  
The main empirical material analyzed in this article is semi-structured interviews. This 

method was chosen in order to focus attention on the activists’ own narratives about 
their political activities, as well as their principal concerns about strategies and overall 
conceptions of politics. The interviews usually lasted between one and two hours and 
they were conducted using a standardized interview guide. This guide covered a wide 
range of topics, including the interviewees’ activist biography, their characterization of 
the movement (its main mobilizing issues, collective action frames, organizational fea-
tures, preferred repertoires of action, main allies, etc.) and how it had developed over 
time. The interview guide also focused on the interviewees’ perceptions of the political 
opportunities that the surrounding political context could possibly provide the move-
ment, as well as their reflections on the practical meaning of various central concepts 
(such as democracy, politics and direct action).  

We primarily chose activists with longer experience (more than five years) in the 
movement context, in order to ensure a historical perspective on the movement’s de-
velopment, though a few more “fresh” activists were also interviewed. The names of the 
interviewees have been changed to preserve anonymity. The interviews in Poland were 
conducted in 2013, and in Sweden 2008–2011. In Poland, 8 individual and 4 group inter-
views (totaling 17 persons) were made, with activists from Poznań, Kraków, Szczecin, 
Warsaw and Kostrzyn. In Sweden, 10 individual and 6 group interviews (totaling 22 per-
sons) were made, with activists from Stockholm and Malmö. In both Poland and Sweden, 
most activists were between 20–35 years of age, a few of them older than 40. In Sweden, 
the interviewees were either currently, or had previously been, active in the SAC, Every-
thing for Everyone, SUF, planka.nu, AFA, and various anarchist groups. In Poland, the 
interviewees were either active in FA, IP, ZSP, Kolektyw Kostrzyńskich Anarchistów, Ant-
yfaszystowska Warszawa, or were not currently affiliated with any specific group. We 
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have thus focused our study on those activists who had been and, in most cases, who 
continue to be active in the radical left-libertarian groups that have been most significant 
in both of the countries in recent years. 

After transcription in their original languages, all interviews were coded using a stand-
ardized list of codes derived from our original theoretical concerns but adapted to the 
understanding of the movement context that grew out of our fieldwork and interviews. 
After this coding, we translated illustrative quotations regarding specific themes into 
English and we made more general summaries of how the interviewees of our country-
specific cases had discussed these themes, which allowed us to compare our data. For 
this article in particular, we focused codes concerning the interviewees’ attitudes to-
wards and experiences of social and political change (including the use of specific reper-
toires of actions and interaction with institutionalized politics), and discussions that 
showed what they perceived as important political opportunities for their movement (or 
lack of such opportunities). Of particular interest, were those moments when the inter-
viewed activists reflected on the motivations and justifications of the actions and strat-
egies of the movement in relation to perceived political opportunities as well as more 
general ideological concerns. Through our analysis of these codes, we discerned what 
we see as five major modes for accomplishing social and political change that the activ-
ists relate to, a typology that will structure the disposition of our empirical analysis be-
low.  

Apart from the semi-structured interviews, we have also used website content from 
the movement’s own media in order to support our findings from the analysis of the 
interviews. In addition, in order to verify factual matters, we have also sometimes con-
trasted the information provided by the activists with external sources, including reports 
from mainstream media and governmental agencies. 

  
 

6. Empirical analysis 
  
In this section, we examine the radical left-libertarian activists’ ideas about how polit-

ical and social change can best be achieved according to the five main modes of accom-
plishing these changes that we identified when analyzing our interviews: (1) influencing 
general elections; (2) influencing politicians and civil servants through lobbying and cam-
paigns; (3) influencing public opinion; (4) co-staging broader protests with political par-
ties; and finally (5), repertoires of actions meant to accomplish “direct change” that are 
not mediated by institutionalized politics. Of these five modes, 1–4 involve interaction 
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with institutionalized politics, but also – as we demonstrate – mode 5 is sometimes re-
garded as part of a strategy to influence institutionalized politics as well. In particular, 
this section looks at the activists’ ideas about and experiences with political actors such 
as politicians, civil servants and political parties. In what follows, direct quotations from 
the interviews are presented together with contextualizing descriptions in order to pro-
vide a broader picture of the movement’s situation in each country. 

 
6.1. Influencing general elections 

 
Anti-authoritarian and direct/participatory democratic ideas have been central to rad-

ical left-libertarian activism for a long time. Accordingly, representative democracy – in-
sofar as it delegates political power to a few indirectly elected citizens – has consistently 
been one of the main targets of critique as well as the actions of this type of activism 
(Katsiaficas 1997; Curran 2006; Romanos 2013). Our interviews show that the critique of 
representative democracy, and sometimes actions that seek to block its unquestioned 
operations, is still a central feature for this type of activism. 

The persistence of the critique of representative democracy is very evident in the 
Polish case. For instance, in 1991 the country’s first free election after communism was 
targeted by an electoral boycott campaign – “Boycott the elections” (Bojkot Wyborów) 
– organized by the newly founded anarchist group MA.6 Today, activists within the move-
ment still regard general elections as “serving the elites, both politically and financially”7. 
In general, voting in elections is thought to be at odds with the movement’s goals insofar 
as it legitimizing a political system that the anarchist movement opposes in principle. As 
the website of the anarcho-syndicalist trade union, Związek Syndykalistów Polskich (ZSP) 
explains in the article “Why the Anarchists do not Vote”: “The whole truth about voting 
can be summarized in one sentence: by voting, you give someone else power over your-
self. By selecting one or many masters, whether for short or long, you give up your own 
freedom”8.  

Nevertheless, one still finds exceptions to this general skepticism towards the elec-
toral system amongst the Polish activists. Local and city council elections are generally 
regarded as more democratic, as party politics play a lesser role in them. For instance, 
activists from the Inicjatywa Pracownicza syndicalist trade union and self-declared anar-
chists took part in the 2014 local elections, an action that caused heated Internet de-

 
6 Polska Kronika Filmowa 90/48 newsreel. 
7 http://www.rozbrat.org/dokumenty/parlamentaryzm/2765-bojkotuj-wybory-nie-ufaj-elitom 
8 http://wybory.zsp.net.pl/dlaczego-anarchisci-nie-glosuja/ 
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bates within the movement over the topic. A communiqué about elections on the web-
site of the Anarchist Federation states: “As such, participatory democracy is in opposi-
tion to representative democracy, it is a different way of making decisions and shaping 
the world around us. They are two completely different worlds, worlds that are inimi-
cal”9. 

Some of the Swedish activists we interviewed also mentioned former campaigns 
against general elections. For instance, two long-term activists that have been involved 
in the movement since the 1970s discussed a sit-in they staged in 1994:  

 
On Election Day 1994 we dragged a lot of sofas there, loads of second-hand sofas and 

then we had our “non-voter day”10 as a public protest on Plattan [i.e., Sergel’s Square in 
central Stockholm]. That drew a lot of attention. (Emil).  

 
The other activist explains why they did this: 
 

If we cast our vote, it is all the time on the street. That is our alternative […]. Because if 
you vote, you somewhere have accepted that this system represents you. […] My motiva-
tion, both for myself and to others, is that the more I engage in extra-parliamentary activ-
ity, the more I can tell other people there are alternatives to voting. This is real democracy. 
We practice it every day, every week, all the time. Out in the streets, in our associations, 
in our neighborhoods, in our milieus. Where we live and where we work. This is the alter-
native. (Bosse) 

 
Younger Swedish activists, however, express more pragmatic notions. They still share 

the critique of representative democracy, and see direct or participatory forms of de-
mocracy as superior, but this critique doesn’t necessarily lead to abstention from voting. 
This is how Helena, a member of SUF, reasons about it:  

 
I do think that people should vote, I absolutely think that. But when people start doing 

things on their own, and when one doesn’t become passive… that’s the kind of people we 
need, that dare to say what they think is wrong, and try to do something about it. 

 
Other interviewees justify their voting by saying they want to avoid having the 

“wrong” parties come into power. For them, the fear of right-wing politics outweighs the 

 
9 http://www.federacja-anarchistyczna.pl/artykuly/dzialania-fa/item/496-o%C5%9Bwiadczenie-w-

sprawie-wyborow 
10 The Swedish expression for a non-voter – soffliggare – literally means somebody laying on sofa, i.e. a 

“couch potato”. 
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principled critique of representative democracy. Overall, the interviewed Swedish activ-
ists tend to discuss voting in general elections in very pragmatic terms (for instance, 
viewing electoral boycotts as a strategy that would be detrimental to the movement’s 
goals). This general picture also finds support in a survey made in 2004 at three local 
social forums in Sweden (by one of the authors of this paper), where only 25 per cent of 
the anarchist and autonomist activists (that were old enough to vote) said they abstained 
from voting in the last election because of ideological conviction, while 70 per cent re-
ported that they had voted (the remaining 5 per cent didn’t vote for other, non-political, 
reasons).  

 
6.2. Influencing politicians and civil servants 

 
In our interviews we asked the activists if they had ever approached politicians or civil 

servants during campaigns in order to influence them. Examples of how the activists try 
to co-operate with local politicians were found in the Polish case. However, the activists 
stressed that these types of co-operations run far from smooth. Contacts are mostly 
made regarding single issues and through personal connections rather than officially ap-
proaching party organizations. A Polish anarcho-syndicalist trade union activist explains 
how this is usually done:  

 
We sometimes influence the politicians […]. We meet directly with councilors, we have 

a kind of tactical alliance with them […] They are only part of our broader strategy to pro-
duce a specific result. So if we want to have someone speak to the city council, for exam-
ple, such as about tenants in a particular case, you must have a councilor to cast a vote. 
He or she then puts pressure on that person, usually with success, and then the councilor 
casts a vote on the city council.  

 
This attitude towards local politicians is also found in a conversation between an an-

archist and a city council member from the conservative party Law and Justice that was 
published in Głos Wielkopolski, a local newspaper in Poznań. Responding to the journal-
ist’s question about whether the two antagonists did have some common ground de-
spite their ideological differences, the anarchist activist stated: 

 
An awful lot of things divide us, especially in the cultural and moral realm, and in con-

nection to this, agreement is not possible. As anarchists we will never collaborate with the 
authorities and politicians, regardless of whether they are red or green. But we do go to 
the meetings of the city council. Last time, we went to one dedicated to environmental 



Grzegorz Piotrowski,  Magnus Wennerhag, Always Against the State? 

 

861 

 

issues, and on those issues we had converging views. This does not mean however that 
we are together, or that we will be smiling at the cameras together.11  

 
In the Swedish case, activists also mentioned efforts to change particular local policies 

through contacts with politicians and officials. This is often done during broader single-
issue campaigns that seek to mobilize activists and “ordinary citizens” outside the move-
ment. One telling example is the Stockholm-based network Planka.nu, founded in 2001 
by SUF. The network’s main goal is tax-financed, zero-fare public transport (“planka nu” 
literally means “fare-dodge now”). The network’s main strategy is to encourage people 
to evade paying public transport fares, an action that takes inspiration from Italian au-
tonomist ideas about “self-reduction” and the tactics employed during the 1970s based 
on the notion that the prices on social services should be morally fair (cf. Wright 2002, 
158 ff.).  

Despite its name, Planka.nu does not only propagate direct action. It has also created 
an “insurance” for those evading transport fares, which compensate evaders if they get 
caught without a ticket. This arrangement has made the network very popular amongst 
young people in particular. Such actions are combined with lobbying and opinion work. 
One of the activists in Planka.nu, Thomas, offered this description:  

 
We combine this with working with the media, the broad opinion, and those in power 

[…] at the same time we still have got our feet on the ground, in a movement, in which it 
is very easy to be inclusive, and call people to participate in. […] [If] the identity politics of 
the nineties was much about “we don’t talk with the establishment”, we instead stick our 
necks out and say, “yes, we really do” – in order to make us understood, and to communi-
cate beyond the already blessed. […] We have seen loads of [our] reports having huge 
impact […] We have had talks at the Left Party, the Green Party, and things like that around 
the country, and we’ve been invited to all sorts of conferences. 

 
As can be seen in the above quotation, Thomas distances himself from “the identity 

politics of the nineties”, underlining the deliberate change in the Swedish movement’s 
identity and tactics that has been increasingly focused on everyday economic issues such 
as social welfare, housing and working conditions. Since the mid-2000s, this new direc-
tion has gone hand in hand with increasing attempts to influence mainstream politics. 
Another example of this transformation can be seen with the launching of the website 
Dagens Konflikt (“The Daily Conflict”) in 2008. According to the activist Lage, the website 

 
11 http://www.gloswielkopolski.pl/artykul/6564372,radny-pis-i-anarchista-ideowo-dzieli-nas-przepasc-ale-
potrafimy-razem-dzialac,4,id,t,sa.html [accessed September 24, 2015] 
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was a way to connect “everything from left-wing social democrats to extra-parliamen-
tarian small, nutty, networks, and be able to discuss things in a way which makes every-
body part of the same discussion.” Lage also remarked that the forum initially “got a lot 
of attention in particular within the broader parliamentary left”. Other Swedish activists 
however see such involvement with party politicians as far more complicated, as can be 
seen in this quotation from Johan, an activists engaged in SAC: 

 
It’s good if they [i.e., the politicians] enforce things, but if things are to be enforced 

there must be a pressure from below […] There can be hints [from left-wing politicians] 
that, “for us to maintain this position, there must be someone else who push the frame-
work of the debate to the left”. In that way, you become a “useful idiot” in this game, but 
in another way you make sure you really affect the limits of the public debate.  

 
Quotations like this one indicate that the Swedish activists do conceive of themselves 

as being the primary “radical flank” of the broader left, and furthermore that they are 
well aware of both the advantages and pitfalls involved in such intra-movement dynam-
ics.  

 
6.3. Influencing public opinion 

 
When it comes to influencing public opinion in order to spread the movement’s ideas, 

the Polish activists primarily discussed how their ideas gain traction with the broader 
public through specific social conflicts (for example, housing and the privatization of pub-
lic services). Involvement in such conflicts is seen as an occasion to “promote the move-
ment’s ideas and make conflicts more ideological”. For instance, the activists talk about 
anti-privatization protests as an opportunity to reject both specific neoliberal policies 
and neoliberal capitalism in general. This position is exemplified in the slogan “the city is 
not a company” (“miasto to nie firma”), which was first used by activists in Poznań 
around 2005 and later picked up in mainstream political discussions 2007–2008. As the 
activists mention in a report summarizing 2013: “thanks to our publishing of violations 
of tenants’ rights, a large part of public opinion today perceives tenant issues differently, 
especially when it comes to forced displacement and ‘cleaning’ of houses. This practice 
is now massively condemned and rarely justified with the right to freely dispose one’s 
property”12. But the Polish activists also provided examples of specific political proposals 

 
12 www.rozbrat.org/publicystyka/kontrola-spoeczna/4082-raport-dziaania-lokatorskie-w-2013-roku [Ac-

cessed October 18, 2014] 
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that have entered the public debate and later been picked up by politicians or officials. 
Janusz, a long-time activist, sees “participatory budgets” as such an example: 

 
Today you can find many things that anarchists have been propagating for many years. 

Look at the recent discussion about participatory budgets. We were talking about such 
things ten years ago or more. Rafał Górski wrote a book about it […]. But this is some kind 
of weird mutation of this concept, you only have 10 million złoty [approximately 0.35 per 
cent of the city budget] to spend and the projects proposed are some kind of a joke […]. 
So on the one hand it is our victory, but on the other that’s not what we wanted to achieve, 
so I have mixed feelings about it and it convinces me to keep doing my work and not look-
ing at how the authorities are using our ideas. 

 
Originally, the idea of participatory budgets came to the Polish anarchist movement 

through the emerging global justice movement in the early 2000s, especially after the 
first World Social Forum in 2001, and it was more extensively discussed in the anarchist 
author Górski’s book Bez Państwa (“Without the state”) that was published in 2006. 
However, many of the anarchists are ambivalent about the recent introduction of par-
ticipatory budgeting in numerous Polish cities when they assess the impact of an idea 
that they themselves brought into the Polish debate. All interviewees were not as skep-
tical as the one quoted above; in fact, some of them are excited over their ability to 
influence politics and the public discourse. 

The Swedish activists also take credit for having introduced new political issues in the 
broader public debate. They stress that these issues were once thought to be very con-
troversial, but today they are part of mainstream political debates. As an example, the 
activist Niklas describes how the movement during the mid-1990s became an important 
nexus for radical feminist activism: “We were very fast; we were the first ones to catch 
this.” But the growing importance of feminist issues in the mainstream political debate 
in the end meant that the movement lost its role as the prime facilitator of radical fem-
inism. Niklas continues: “The feminist movement was a part of the anarchist and auton-
omist movement as long as nobody else discussed it. But when all political parties be-
came feminist, and the LGBT movement grew enormously, then people went there in-
stead.” This shows the ambiguity of being the primary “radical flank” of the broader left; 
when the radicals are the only ones making controversial claims, these claims give them 
opportunities for mobilizing new groups, but when these issues become mainstream and 
are taken up by established organizations, this “success” also tends to rob the radicals 
of their mobilizing issue.  
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6.4. Co-staging broader protests with political parties 
 
The activists of both countries discussed how they co-operate with political parties 

during preparations of common grass roots-organized protests. Importantly, this type of 
interaction with political parties differs from the contacts made during lobbying or opin-
ion work. During co-staged protests, the political parties are not primarily regarded as 
representatives of the system that needs to change, but instead as co-actors in the stag-
ing of a common protest. However, the interviews indicate that in practice, political par-
ties and radical left-libertarian activists have disparate interests in these joint projects, 
including the disproportionate resources they can contribute to these efforts. Such dif-
ferences often create conflicts and mutual suspicion. 

Overall, the Polish activists are skeptical about co-operating with political parties dur-
ing protests. In particular, they see a risk that the political parties gain further political 
capital from such co-organized events, while the activists end up doing a disproportion-
ate amount of the grass-roots level work. Paweł, an activist of the Anarchist Federation, 
recalls a meeting about such a co-operation on “the People’s March” (Marsz Ludności). 
It had been decided that a “no logo” strategy should be employed, meaning that flags or 
banners of the co-operating groups should not be displayed during the demonstration, 
and instead only a common “logo” for the event should be used. 

 
And they resisted it all the time and said that they want banners […]. Well, after dis-

cussing it at our meeting, next time we went, and I said, “ok, let’s do it ‘logo’”. They 
breathed a sigh of relief. But I said, “there is a hundred of us and every one of us takes a 
flag”. And the reaction was “Oh no!” [...] “But if you arrive in hundreds it’s a problem!” 
That’s when it turned out that in the end they wanted “no logo”, and it was “no logo”. 

 
The Polish anarchists have enforced the “no logo” rule even within broader coalitions 

as, for instance, happened during the anti-ACTA protests of early 2012, when party 
members from the liberal and anti-clerical party Palikot’s Movement, Ruch Palikota, 
(which since 2013 is called Your Move(ment), Twój Ruch) were often denied access to 
microphone during the protests because the anarchists were afraid party members 
would use this occasion to only promote their own party.  

This skepticism towards co-operating with political parties about common protests is 
shared by the Swedish activists. One of them, Niklas, talks about his experiences (during 
the 1990s) of co-organizing mobilizations with political parties. He underscores a situa-
tion in which the youth organization of the Left Party entered discussions about upcom-
ing mobilizations with very specific demands. In order to facilitate the involvement of 
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the youth organizations of the Social Democratic party and the center-right Liberal Peo-
ple’s Party, the Left Party organizers wanted to avoid involving more radical left-wing 
groups:  

 
They still had this idea about the “popular front”, to get more, open up, invite Liberal 

Youth and Social Democratic Youth. To involve them, we had to go. They always entered 
with their first demand: close the meeting for AFA, for the Anarchists, for the Trotskyites 
[…]. Then we were kicked out, and Liberal Youth and Social Democratic Youth were written 
on the posters. But they had no people, no mobilization […] Young Left complained a lot 
about it, that “if something had to get done, you had to involve the Anarchists, because 
they had the activists, and then posters came up and people were mobilized”. But they 
aimed higher. To be respected, one had to involve Liberal Youth and Social Democratic 
Youth. But then not a soul showed up at the demonstrations.  

 
Both the Polish and Swedish examples show how political parties and the radical left-

libertarian movement more often get into conflicts during common protests, as opposed 
to when movement activists try to directly influence the representatives of the same 
parties. In such situations, the unspoken division of labor between left-wing politicians 
and the “radical flank” does not seem to work, which also suggests that these actors 
function according to a different logic when they co-operate about common protests. 
While parties want to make the protests into broad “respectable” coalitions in order to 
avoid becoming marginalized within the arena of party politics (ultimately aiming at in-
creasing their share of voters), the radical activists seek to distance themselves from the 
political mainstream and/or the political establishment in order to mobilize more people 
for grass roots actions. 

 
6.5. Accomplishing “direct change” that is not mediated by institutionalized politics  

 
Hitherto, we have shown how the radical left-libertarian activists employ a wide range 

of strategies for achieving social and political change that involve interactions with insti-
tutionalized politics. The activists often justify this interaction along “pragmatic” lines, 
noting that they cannot always freely choose political strategies in accord with their ide-
ological convictions and that in some instances the actions’ efficacy need to be priori-
tized over these convictions.  

The types of actions the activists we interviewed value most highly (both from an ide-
ological perspective and regarding their perceived efficacy) are those actions that allow 
them to accomplish direct – real and immediate – social changes at the grassroots level 
without political intermediation. Sometimes, these types of actions are given the label 
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“direct action”, but at other times the activists talk about such actions without reference 
to this term. The Swedish activist Oskar explains the centrality of these types of actions 
for the movement:  

 
what we really aim at is self-organizing, and to accomplish direct change. And from 

which power positions can we do that? What kind of threat can we use? The trade union 
movement can threaten with strikes. Irrespective if you enter a negotiation, you can al-
ways threaten with strikes and stoppage. We have been trying to convert this into [other 
types of situations], and irrespective if it has been these direct confrontations, or material 
damage, blocking buildings, or disobedience, everything is about finding situations outside 
of the working place, where you actually can obtain a power position.  

 
In this quotation, it is obvious that “direct change” is contrasted with activism that 

uses conventional channels to influence institutionalized politics. At other times, the ac-
tivists describe a somewhat different relationship that sees these types of actions as im-
portant preconditions for institutional social or political changes. Such actions to accom-
plish “direct change” may later be confirmed through changes in laws or public opinion, 
but originally they are initiated on the grass roots level. The Swedish SAC activist Johan 
discusses this: 

 
It is extremely clear when it comes to labor laws. Those laws are most often decided 

afterwards, when they already have been enforced on the labor market. Of course, 
changes to the better can come from above, from the parliament, but the other come 
from the grass-roots movement, that enforces things and draw attention to the problems. 
[…] It is a sort of extra-parliamentary reformism. You want to achieve small victories that 
are confirmed through practices or laws. 

 
Actions that aim at “direct change” are thus seen as distinctly different from strategies 

that address demands to policy-makers (to make them change policies and laws). Nev-
ertheless, such actions are regarded as vehicles for simultaneously accomplishing re-
forms at the level of institutionalized politics. This thinking can be interpreted as an 
acknowledgement that when the movement succeeds, there will be laws that confirm 
and protect the achievements made through grass-roots actions. At the same time, how-
ever, the main focus of their activism remains on building a power position “from below” 
in order to make such changes possible. Even confrontational and violent repertories of 
action are related to possible changes in mainstream politics and public opinion. The 
autonomist activist Rickard reflects upon this: 
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in a way it is a kind of violent opinion work. In lack of masses, we’ve got spectacular 
forms of actions, but it is still a matter of highlighting an issue or creating an opinion. We 
never think that it’s possible to enforce a change on our own. 

 
The Polish activists also stressed “direct action” as a central method for social and 

political change. Unlike the Swedish case, these discussions are more deliberately con-
nected to the specific ideological tradition of anarchism and the centrality given to “di-
rect action” within that thought. For the Polish activists, such actions are understood as 
part of a repertoire that allows them to act in accordance with their ideas of participatory 
or direct democracy, as opposed to being seen as a strategic means for accomplishing 
changes in institutionalized politics. Nevertheless these acts are rare, as the activists fear 
that such a repertoire of action will have far too high a “cost” for the movement (in terms 
of increased repression), given the small size of the movement. 

  
 

7. Understanding the differences and similarities 
  
The above presentation reveals both differences and similarities in how activists from 

the Polish and Swedish radical left-libertarian movements conceive of the five major 
modes for accomplishing social and political change.  

One striking similarity between the activists in both countries is that they are all very 
skeptical about co-operating with political parties during common mobilizations. This 
skepticism however is not ideologically motivated, but rather expressed by way of refer-
ence to concrete experiences. Even when the parties share the activists’ political objec-
tives, the activists tend to suspect the parties of opportunism and of mainly using the 
common mobilization to increase the party’s visibility for the broader electorate.  

When asked about general elections, both Polish and Swedish activists are critical to-
wards this type of political participation. They often asserted a general critique of repre-
sentative democracy as not democratic enough and as a system that makes ordinary 
citizens passive; by contrast, the activists argue for more participatory forms of democ-
racy. But whereas the Polish activists organize boycotts of national elections (and justify 
such actions as refusal to legitimize the system), the Swedish activists take a more prag-
matic stance in these matters (arguing, for example, that voting prevents the “wrong” 
political parties from winning the general elections). In fact, the Polish anarchists, in di-
rect contrast to their Swedish counterparts, did not see the possibility of the “wrong” 
party being elected as a problem; one of the interviewees ironically quoted Trotsky, say-
ing that the “worse the situation is in the country, the better it is for the movement and 
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its cause”. The Polish activists do however still take part in local municipal elections, in 
some cases even with their own candidates.  

The Polish activists also describe how they sometimes pressure local politicians. Over-
all, they regarded their interventions in local conflicts as vehicles to spread their political 
ideas and critique of society. Despite this, the Polish activists have quite pessimistic ex-
pectations about whether such diffusion of their ideas actually leads to the changes they 
want. In the end, they believe that their original ideas, the few times they have been 
adopted by politicians, only become “watered down” in the process. By contrast, the 
Swedish activists have a more optimistic outlook about the impact of their campaigns on 
a broader scale. They give many examples of how they have been amongst the first to 
mobilize on certain issues, and how issues they have raised have later been picked up in 
the mainstream political debate. Overall, they see their campaigns as broader vehicles 
for putting pressure specifically on the parliamentarian left in Sweden, and they view 
themselves as the “radical flank” of a broader left that works for shifting the political 
“hegemony” and for introducing new ideas in politics. To accomplish these goals, and to 
be able to communicate to and mobilize broader groups in society, the Swedish activists 
say that they strive to use a wide range of repertoires of action, and not only more con-
flict-oriented repertoires such as direct action. At the same time, they believe it is pri-
marily through their more “spectacular” and confrontational strategies – such as direct 
actions – that they gain a position from which they can best accomplish political change 
in arenas other than the streets.  

The Swedish activists do not however only see the use of direct actions as a strategic 
“tool” for achieving changes in public policies and decision-making; they also regard this 
mode for accomplishing social and political change as one that has intrinsic value. Ac-
complishing “direct change” is contrasted with institutionalized politics, and regarded as 
consistent with ideas of participatory or direct democracy. Sometimes, “direct change” 
is also regarded as part of a broader social change that first have to be accomplished on 
the grass-roots level, before it can be institutionalized through laws and state regulation.  

The Swedish activists’ notion of using direct actions strategically, as a way to pursue 
“radical flank” politics and affect the claims of the broader political left, is not shared by 
the Polish activists. For them, direct action is seen more as a repertoire allowing the 
activists to act in accordance with their ideas of participatory democracy. The lack of 
discussions about playing the game of the “radical flank” amongst the Polish activists 
seems to suggest that there are much lower expectations amongst radical left-libertarian 
activists in Poland to find allies amongst the broader left (which is also quite small), an 
expectation that the Swedish activists, by contrast, appear to take for granted. 
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Some of these differences between the radical left-libertarian activists in Poland and 
Sweden can be regarded as reflecting differences in the political opportunities that each 
movement faces in their respective country. The general population’s high trust in insti-
tutionalized politics and long-term experiences of formalized corporatist relations be-
tween state and civil society (that even absorb more radical demands into mainstream 
politics) probably contributes to the – relatively speaking – optimistic exactions of Swe-
dish radical left-libertarian activists to influence the public debate and political decision-
making. In contrast, the more pessimistic outlook of the Polish activists reflects a situa-
tion where state–civil society relations are more fragmented and more dependent on 
external resources. As shown above, in this context “transactional activism” dominates 
as the main way to influence politicians and civil servants. These types of opportunities 
may also explain why the Polish activists primarily try to influence local politicians. 

Another difference between the two countries that appears to affect the radical left-
libertarian activists’ opportunities is the way in which civil society and public opinion is 
structured politically. This difference in particular affects the availability of potential al-
lies, both amongst other actors in civil society and within institutionalized politics. Here 
it also appears that the larger importance of the class cleavage, the labor movement’s 
traditionally central role in corporatist arrangements, and the mainstream political focus 
on the left–right division in Sweden are factors that combine to make it easier for the 
Swedish radical left-libertarian activists to find allies that enable greater access to insti-
tutionalized politics. In contrast, Polish politics and state–civil society relations are much 
less structured along the class cleavage, and it is more problematic to identify with the 
“left” given the association of the term with the former state-socialist dictatorship. To 
complicate matters further, the fact that the Polish anarchist movement emerged as an 
anti-communist dissident movement and yet simultaneously makes anti-capitalist de-
mands, probably contributes to the difficulty of finding suitable allies.  

  
 

8. Conclusions 
  
In this article, we have examined the main modes of accomplishing social and political 

change that radical left-libertarian activists in Poland and Sweden are involved in, and 
how they make sense of these actions in both ideological and strategic terms. Previous 
research has often claimed that this type of activism exclusively strives for political and 
social change outside of the realm of institutionalized politics, and tends to base this 
claim on the premise of the activists’ anti-statist ideology. Our analysis instead demon-
strates that radical left-libertarian activists also use repertoires of actions that involve 
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interacting with the state and, in some cases, participating in institutionalized politics 
(e.g. contacts with politicians and civil servants, campaigns aiming at policy changes, vot-
ing, and co-operation with political parties). These types of interaction with institution-
alized politics are most often motivated by pragmatic concerns such as the perceived 
efficacy of various strategies. While it is true that on the ideological level the activists 
still raise a general critique of representative democracy and argue for more participa-
tory forms of democracy, such a critique and ideological conviction does not – in most 
cases – correlate with abstaining entirely from more “conventional” forms of political 
participation.  

That said, our analysis still shows that the types of actions that the radical left-liber-
tarian activists value most highly – both in ideological terms and with respect to their 
perceived efficacy – are those that allow them to accomplish a real and immediate 
change of society at the grassroots level, without having to first convince politicians to 
change the relevant policies. Such types of actions are sometimes labeled “direct action” 
and connected to a specific ideological heritage, but other times the activists discuss 
such actions without this ideological reference. “Direct action” has long been central for 
the participatory/direct democratic ideas of radical-left libertarian thought (Romanos 
2013; Moore and Shepard 2013), as well as the idea that the actions used to accomplish 
a political goal should prefigure or be in accord with that goal (Leach 2013). David Grae-
ber (2009, 11) even claims that for contemporary radical-left libertarian activists, direct 
democratic practices has become an ideology. Trying to achieve social change through 
direct action is probably valued higher – than accomplishing it through lobbying or influ-
encing politicians – because it has transformative power on those who take part in the 
process.  

But, as we have seen, reference to ideology is not the only way in which the activists 
discuss actions aiming at “direct change”. The Swedish activists also see direct actions 
and other confrontational strategies as a more instrumental vehicle for achieving a po-
litical position and power “from below” in order to accomplish changes in institutional-
ized politics. By playing the game of the “radical flank”, they believe that they can con-
tribute to a leftward shift of the general political discourse, in order to push the “mod-
erate” parts of the broader political left (political parties, trade unions, etc.) toward more 
radical demands. The Swedish activists also sometimes see “direct change” as a type of 
social change that is accomplished first through grass-roots level activism, and only after 
the fact becomes institutionalized through state action (policy, law, etc.). Our analysis 
thus shows that the motives for accomplishing “direct change” are complex and ambig-
uous, and by no means reducible to maintaining ideological purity by abstaining entirely 
from interaction with institutionalized politics. At the same time, as our analysis shows, 
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the degree of this interaction as well as activists’ ideas about it varies between the two 
countries. In the Polish case, activists mainly talk about “direct action” as a repertoire of 
action deeply connected to their ideological heritage.  

Our examination has pointed to differences between the radical left-libertarian activ-
ists in Poland and Sweden in other senses as well. Overall, the Swedish activists perceive 
more political opportunities than the Polish activists do, and the Swedish activists do in 
general have a more optimistic outlook about making an impact on political decision-
making and the opinion of the broader public. The Polish activists, by contrast, mainly 
interact with institutionalized politics on the local level. A variation that most likely re-
flects historical differences in the way each country structures the relations between 
state and civil society, especially regarding the general openness/closure towards grass-
roots initiatives and popular protests. In addition, the degree to which civil society and 
national politics are structured according to the class cleavage and the left–right division, 
was shown to affect the radical left-libertarian activists’ perception of available potential 
allies, and thereby their overall chances of influencing institutionalized politics. 

Contrary to popular beliefs and many activists’ own self-declarations, our analysis 
shows that radical left-libertarian groups do try to achieve political change by interacting 
with institutionalized politics. Notwithstanding this fact, radical left-libertarian activists 
do in most cases prefer “direct action”, as it allows them to accomplish real and imme-
diate changes at the grassroots level. The tensions rising from such a mix of repertoires 
of actions thus oscillates between pragmatic attempts to achieve real political change 
and the desire to maintain the ideological consistency necessary to their own identity. 
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