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Abstract 
This dissertation aims to contribute knowledge of how five movement-related 
left parties in Sweden and Spain formulate education for their members. By an-
alysing (i) the Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party, (ii) the Swedish Left 
Party, (iii) the Spanish Social Democratic Workers’ Party, (iv) the Spanish 
United Left and (v) the Spanish Podemos, the study interprets how organised 
educational activities are formulated and motivated with the aim to instigate 
member engagement. The analysis builds on interviews with leading party rep-
resentatives and study leaders, study and course materials, and other official 
documents, which steer how the parties organise their education. With a framing 
perspective as a theoretical itinerary, the study emphasises parties' education as 
a setting where meaning is formulated to initiate collective action.  

The four included papers stress and discuss how educational material is formu-
lated and how the parties perceive and motivate organised party education. Pa-
pers 1 and 2 analyse text materials and shows how educational materials estab-
lish narratives that invites the members to become active in the parties. Even 
though the educational narrative is welcoming, the study materials also reinforce 
frames of how to be schooled into becoming an ideal party member. Papers 3 
and 4 study interview materials and suggest that member education is inter-
preted as something that strengthens parties’ movement relations, provides use-
ful training, opens up a space for political reflection, and constructs a feeling of 
community within the parties.  

The dissertation emphasises that these five movement-related left parties per-
ceive their educational activities as settings that create relations between the 
party and its members. Applying the framing perspective to the understudied 
educational practices that transpire in parties contributes to deepening the theo-
retical understanding of how education can be formulated in relation to its bear-
ing on creating collective identities.  

Keywords: collective identities, framing perspective, left parties, mobilisa-
tion, party education 
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Sammanfattning 
Syftet med den här avhandlingen är att bidra med kunskap om hur politiska par-
tier motiverar och formulerar internutbildningar för sina medlemmar. Genom 
att undersöka partiers medlemsutbildningar riktas strålkastarljus mot dessa ut-
bildningars avsedda roll i den politiska socialiseringen som sker inom ramen för 
politiska partier. För att förstå hur utbildningar formuleras och motiveras appli-
ceras ett inramningsperspektiv som brukar användas inom sociala rörelse-forsk-
ning för att analysera hur rörelsers budskap ramas in. I den här studien tillämpas 
inramningsperspektivet för att tolka partiutbildningens potentiella identitetsfor-
merande betydelser och roll i politisk mobilisering i fem vänsterorienterade par-
tier med stark rörelseanknytning i Sverige och Spanien: det svenska Socialde-
mokratiska arbetarepartiet (SAP), Vänsterpartiet (V), det spanska Socialdemo-
kratiska arbetarepartiet (PSOE), Enad vänster (IU) och Podemos (P). Hur dessa 
fem partier motiverar och formulerar sin internutbildning tolkas i analyser av 
intervjuer med ledande partiföreträdare och studieledare, utbildningsmaterial 
och andra interna dokument som styr partiutbildningsverksamhet.  

Avhandlingen är utformad som en sammanläggningsavhandling med fyra 
delstudier som belyser och diskuterar olika aspekter av de fem partiernas motiv 
bakom sina internutbildningar. Delstudie 1 och 2 bygger på textmaterial och 
åskådliggör hur utbildningsmaterial används för att etablera narrativ som kan 
konstruera kollektiva partiidentiteter och medverkar till att rama in olika typer 
av idealmedlemmar. Delstudie 3 och 4 bygger på intervjumaterial och visar att 
partiutbildning förstås som ett sammanhang som stärker rörelsen runt partierna, 
lär ut viktiga kunskaper till framtida ledare och medlemmar och ger rum för 
politisk reflektion, samt att utbildningen tillskrivs en roll i att stärka medlem-
marnas relation till partierna. I tolkningen av partiernas förståelse av sin egen 
utbildning framträder en utbildningssituation som nyttjas för att införliva med-
lemmar i den kollektiva partigemenskapen. 

Sammantaget bidrar den här avhandlingen till att framhäva hur utbildningssitu-
ationer i dessa fem partier potentiellt har stor betydelse för hur partiaktiva soci-
aliseras in i det demokratiska systemet. Genom att teoretiskt belysa hur partiut-
bildning motiveras och formuleras i relation till dess identitetsformerande bety-
delser bidrar avhandlingen också till att fördjupa den teoretiska förståelsen och 
inomvetenskapliga diskussionen om denna underforskade utbildningspraktik.  

Nyckelord: inramningsperspektiv, kollektiva identiteter, mobilisering, parti-
utbildning, vänsterpartier 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
When a person applies for membership in a political party, the party welcome 
letter may include an invitation to participate in member education. Parties 
with different ideologies, organisations and strategies offer intra-party edu-
cation to help party members navigate the political landscape and inform 
them how they can act for political change. This dissertation sets out to study 
this educational situation and how political parties formulate and motivate 
education for their members. Party education is not a new phenomenon. If 
reading a dusty copy of the Swedish Social Democratic Youth Party organi-
sation's moral conduct from 1915, paragraph 15 manifests their perception 
of education:  

Expand your enlightenment. Gain increased knowledge and 
you will have more weapons. Study methodically. Start with 
what is closest to you: Socialism, Economics, Social studies, 
History. Be meticulous with the good books, they are your ar-
senal of weapons, escape and struggle for the eradication of 
what is bad. Remember that knowledge is power.1  

The sententious lines insinuate that the indicated educational situation by no 
means refers to an ordinary learning situation; instead, deciding to undertake 
political studies is to decide to become politically engaged and take the step 
to fight for a political project. Even if the words address the reader with the 
pronoun ‘you’, they imply a collective dimension; to expand one’s political 
knowledge is the same as becoming part of a political movement. That stud-
ying meticulously correlates with the struggle for power has previously been 
demonstrated in historical research that emphasises that educational activi-
ties were implemented within workers' organisations to teach skills and for-
mulate collective identities that create movement unity (Ambjörnsson 1993; 
Jansson 2013; Andrade Blanco 2012). For example, Jansson (2012; 2013; 
2016) asserts that labour organisations have implemented norms and atti-
tudes through educational activities to form, reform and strengthen collective 
identities. Regardless of the scholarly discord concerning the difficulty to 
understand the complexity of identities, several scholars (e.g., Flesher Fom-
inaya 2010; 2015; Melucci 1995; Jämte et al. 2020; Snow and McAdam 

 
1  Original quotation in Swedish: Vidga ditt vetande. Skaffa dig ökade kunskaper 

och du får flera vapen. Studera metodiskt. Börja med det som ligger dig närmast: 
socialism, nationalekonomi, samhällslära, historia. Var rädd om de goda böck-
erna, de är dina vapenarsenaler, fly och arbeta för utrotandet av de dåliga. Kom 
ihåg att kunskap är makt. (The Swedish Social Democratic Youth Party (SDUF) 
1915: p.14–5) 
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2000) affirm that implementing a collective identity is a successful strategy 
for political mobilisation. However, when analysing identity building as a 
tool for mobilisation, the focus often becomes lodged into the question of 
how to create validity for the political project and reach more participants. 
The emphasis on reaching the many fails to illuminate how political move-
ments mobilise the individuals that become members and remain active in 
the movements. Even if movement is a vague concept with unclear bounda-
ries, Johnston (2014) defines them as diffuse across time, with space and 
personnel that can exist both within and outside a movement’s organisation. 
Therefore, shifting focus from how movements reach new sympathisers to 
how education is used within parties stresses the work that goes into strength-
ening a movement from within by creating feelings of belonging amongst 
active members. Gauja and Kosiara-Pedersen (2021) even specifically call 
for research that examines how parties mobilise internally and dissolves the 
lines between parties’ organisation and supporters. Consequently, affirming 
party education as a critical part of parties’ inner lives stresses the educa-
tional context that concerns how political parties provide educational activi-
ties for their members. Party schools, lectures, seminars and study circles are 
educational situations that have far-reaching implications for democratic par-
ticipation and the individuals who participate. For example, studies show that 
parties’ educational activities have a considerable impact on party organisa-
tion (Bladh 2022a; 2022b) and how future political leaders assume positions 
of trust (Malmström 2021). Through parties’ educational activities, members 
become socialised into the parties and learn what, how and why they should 
act in certain ways. 

Stressing the political education that parties provide has allowed me 
to understand, find alternatives to and critically assess the partial understand-
ing of parties that occasionally prevails in party research. In simple terms, 
political science scholars (Duverger 1954; Kirchheimer 1966; Panebianco 
1988; Katz & Mair 1995) have classified parties into party categories such 
as ‘the cadre party’, ‘the mass party’, ‘the catch all party’, ‘the cartel party’, 
etc. These categories aim to highlight different party organisations and how 
parties have adapted to changing societal conditions. de Nardis (2020) argues 
that, since the 1970s, scholars have stressed that parties have lost their polit-
ical role and have become integrated into the institutions that they are sup-
posed to act within and merits this development the ironic name of ‘parties 
without partisans’ (Dalton & Wattenburg 2002). Emphasising this develop-
ment pronounces that parties function less as representatives of civil society 
and instead have become professional power apparatuses within the state. 
Even if several studies (Katz & Mair 2009; 2018; Gerbaudo 2019) are con-
sistent in validating this tendency, understanding parties as cartels or as 
power apparatuses risks painting a one-sided and simplified picture of what 
a party is. It follows that there are traits of parties that become hidden in a 
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narrative that deduces parties to actors on a political playing field. Under-
standing parties as cartel organisations in the pursuit of power obscures the 
movement dimension that exists in parties, something that has been specifi-
cally stressed in labour-oriented and left parties (Andrade Blanco 2012; 
Nordvall & Pastuhov 2020; Mosimann et al. 2019). Along with this, social 
movement researchers seldom approach the movement element that exists 
within parties, even though they frequently examine mobilisation processes 
in political movements and the transformation when an individual becomes 
part of a collective. Social movement scholars instead aim their attention to-
wards extra-parliamentary movements and often overlook the electoral chan-
nel (where parties involve citizens in decision-making in parliament and gov-
ernment) and the channel of interest intermediation (when citizens are in-
volved in decision-making in public administration and government) (Hutter 
& Kriesi 2013). If the relationships between social movements and parties 
are studied, scholars stress the possible implications of when a social move-
ment develops into a party and changes the arena for political struggle (della 
Porta et al. 2017). Having identified the space between a party and its move-
ment, what I am pushing for is to open up the possibility of other ways of 
understanding political parties that expose the relationship between a party 
and their members. Focusing on the context of party education becomes a 
way to emphasise how parties interact with the movement that is constituted 
around a party.  

With party education as a rallying point, the examining perspective 
renders from the outlook of the parties as political actors that integrate polit-
ical messages into their arranged educational situations. To examine parties’ 
motives with party education, the study scrutinises five parties that are inter-
preted as critical examples for understanding the role of education in member 
mobilisation since all have organised education, strong connections to the 
labour movement and histories of strong member mobilisation. Therefore, 
five parties in Sweden and Spain represent critical cases in terms of examin-
ing the relationship between education and mobilisation in parties: (i) the 
Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party, (ii) the Swedish Left Party, (iii) 
the Spanish Social Democratic Workers’ Party, (iv) the Spanish United Left 
and (v) the Spanish Podemos. These five parties have been elected to the 
countries’ national parliaments and had solid electoral support even in times 
of a general setback for the European left (Bailey 2016; Birnbaum 2010; 
Manwaring & Kennedy 2018). This notwithstanding, Jämte and colleagues 
(2020) claim that Sweden is a society ‘marked by consensus-oriented and 
corporatist state-civil society relations, a persistent dominance of social de-
mocracy in political institutions and in the labour movement, and an active 
but seldom contentious protest culture.’ (p. 2). Spain, on the other hand, has 
been portrayed as a conflict-oriented society marked by civil war and dicta-
torship, where the left has been more diverse and fragmented (Otero-Urtaza 
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2011). Therefore, studying five parties from two countries does not limit the 
analysis to one national context or one-party organisation but contributes 
with knowledge of the role that educational activities are perceived to play 
in parties’ exchange with members in different parties.  

When analysing the five parties’ motives with their intra-party educa-
tion, the dissertation applies a framing perspective to theoretically illuminate 
how educational narratives can create collective attitudes, sentiments and a 
will for mobilisation. Interpreting education as an instrument for creating re-
lations and engaging supporters lays out a perspective on education as a sit-
uation to formulate and reformulate meaning. Snow and Benford (1988) ex-
plain that groups ‘frame or assign meaning to and interpret relevant events 
and conditions in ways that are intended to mobilize potential adherents and 
constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize antagonists’ (p. 
198). One way to spell out how these framing processes manifest themselves 
is by lending the words of advice that an article in the New York Times offers 
to citizens on how to best do politics: ‘Public messages is crucial to political 
action. A clear specific message usually works best.’ (Prasad Philbrick 
& Leonhardt 2018). These concise lines distillate what the framing perspec-
tive searches for: how political actors formulate clear messages that encour-
age collective action. The framing perspective is frequently applied in social 
movement studies and media studies to decipher how the construction of 
meaning succeeds to change, reaffirm or renew a collective understanding of 
occurrences. To expand the social movement framing theory to the context 
of party education, the dissertation formulates its aim in relation to studies 
that underscore the role of education in the labour movement (Ambjörnsson 
1993; Jansson 2013; Nordvall & Pastuhov 2020), fixating on studying the 
motives behind educational activities in movement-related left-leaning par-
ties.  

Considering the focus on party education, studying five movement-
related left parties in two different countries provides an opportunity to throw 
light on this dissertation's three core concepts: education, parties and mobi-
lisation. In a broader sense, extending the framing perspective to parties’ ed-
ucation makes it possible to comprehend a significant aspect of political life 
that few scholars have explored. Therefore, this dissertation consists of four 
papers that interrogates the different ways in which party education is as-
cribed different roles in parties’ mobilisation. The first paper analyses how 
the Swedish parties under scrutiny frame collective identities in relation to 
their organisation, histories and ideologies. The second paper scrutinises the 
Spanish parties by examining how they organise their annual party weekend 
schools. The third paper studies how leading party representatives under-
stand their education. The fourth paper alludes to how the parties’ educa-
tional situations cultivate party identities. Overall, the dissertation beholds 
the assumption that educational situations within parties, and especially 
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organised educational activities, play a potentially crucial role in nurturing, 
upholding and changing certain ideas that the members who participate in 
these activities pertain to. The present work attempts to weave together the 
framing of party education and the construction of identities to stress the 
overlooked movement dimension inherent to party organisation on the polit-
ical left.  
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Aim and research questions  
The purpose of this dissertation is to contribute knowledge concerning how 
selected parties formulate educational material and educational situations 
with the objective of instigating member engagement. The dissertation anal-
yses five left-leaning parties with strong links to political movements in Swe-
den and Spain from a framing perspective in an attempt to grasp how member 
education aims to foster and entertain collective party identities. To fulfil this 
purpose, the dissertation asks the following research questions:  
 

1. In what ways is party educational material outlined to tender mem-
ber engagement? 
 

2. How are collective party identities articulated in the parties’ under-
standing of intra-party education? 

 
3. How can the relations between the formulation of party education 

and the construction of identities be understood? 
 
 

Disposition 
In what follows, the next chapter, chapter 2, provides a background of the 
five cases and gives an overview of the parties and their educational struc-
tures. Chapter 3 follows and gives a survey of previous research about party 
education, formative and mobilising education and creating we-ness; re-
search themes to which I relate the study rationale. Chapter 4 presents the 
framing perspective and discusses the theoretical considerations of applying 
the theory to the context of party education, while chapter 5 describes the 
research design and reflects on data selection, collection, and analysis. Next, 
chapter 6 summarises the four included papers and their main findings, and 
finally, chapter 7 considers these findings and deliberates on the potential 
implications and path forward for future research.  
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Chapter 2 

Educational structure in the five analysed parties 
In taking party education as a point of entry, (i) the Swedish Social Demo-
cratic Workers’ Party, (ii) the Swedish Left Party, (iii) The Spanish Social 
Democratic Workers’ Party, (iv) the Spanish United Left, and (v) the Spanish 
Podemos are emphasised as critical illustrative cases for studying the role of 
education in left movement-related parties. The parties are given prominence 
as illustrative cases because of the correspondence in terms of their politics 
(being labour-oriented and left-leaning) and their high degree of recognition, 
identification and kinship with the political movement that surrounds their 
party. Even if the parties are considered left-leaning, there are still distinct 
differences between the parties and challenges with comparing a social dem-
ocratic party with a communist party or a new social movement populist 
party in terms of ideology, party organisation, strategies, role in the political 
system, etc. What is highlighted as a similar feature for comparison is pri-
marily the parties’ closeness to a comparable political movement that sur-
rounds the parties. Garner and Zald (1985) have accentuated the interrelation 
between parties and movements: ‘Movements compete with parties, move-
ments infiltrate parties, […] movements become parties’ (p. 137). When em-
phasising the relationship between movements and parties, it is essential not 
to neglect or ignore other important aspects in which the parties’ histories, 
ideologies, organisation, leading figures and party or member cultures have 
influenced party structures. Since this study is designed as a case study, the 
case study methodology obtains to include the contextual circumstances that 
affect party organisation as elements within the cases and embrace these cir-
cumstances as part of the analysis (Yin 2006).  

Directed toward understanding the essence of a party, scholars within 
party research have stressed different party typologies, a notion that identi-
fies how parties are constituted and develop over time in relation to changing 
societies. More specifically, parties have been categorised as, for example, 
cadre parties (Duverger 1954), mass parties (Duverger 1954), catch-all par-
ties (Kirchheimer 1966), professional electoral parties (Panebianco 1988), 
cartel parties (Katz & Mair 1995), cyber parties (Margetts 2001) and digital 
parties (Gerbaudo 2019). Within Swedish party research, Barrling Hermans-
son (2004) has studied another essential dimension of parties and accentuates 
how they are prevailed by cultural patterns. In contrast to the party typolo-
gies, party cultures concern the inner lives of parties and do not necessarily 
change over time or in relation to society. For example, Barrling Hermansson 
(2004) notes that parties with different ideologies can be similar in culture. 
For example, the Left Party and the Liberal Party in Sweden are culturally 
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comparable in terms of having an individualistic culture that encourages the-
oretical knowledge. The Social Democratic Party, on the other hand, shares 
cultural traits with the Centre Party in giving value to the collective and com-
munity inside the party (Barrling Hermansson 2004). Having this broad un-
derstanding of cultural patters within parties also aligns with how the four 
older parties sampled in this study have a corresponding history. For exam-
ple, the social democratic parties were established in 1879 (the Spanish) and 
1889 (the Swedish), and the countries’ labour movements were split into two 
parties in 1917 (the Swedish) and 1921 (the Spanish).  

Another similar aspect is that Sweden and Spain have had dramatic 
changes to their party systems in recent years (Möller 2020; Feenstra et al. 
2017). Sweden has had one of the most stable parliamentary systems in the 
world, with five parties in the national parliament for almost half a century 
(Möller 2020). However, since the Swedish 2010 election, there have been 
eight parties in the national parliament, where parties from across the politi-
cal spectrum tend to have problems in forming governments. Since the tran-
sition to democracy in 1978, Spanish politics has in comparison been domi-
nated by two parties, the Spanish Social Democratic Party and the People’s 
Party (a conservative and Christian democratic party). The financial crisis of 
2008, however, had a strong influence on the Spanish political situation; pop-
ular discontent with the political situation and austerity measures resulted in 
social movements taking power and forming new political parties (Feenstra 
et al. 2017; Ordóñez et al. 2018). Similar to the Swedish context, having sev-
eral new parties within the party system has resulted in difficulties in forming 
governments, and Spain has held four elections in as many years between 
2016 and 2019 (Rodon 2020). Considering that Podemos was established in 
2014, and that Sweden does not have a corresponding party, could be ex-
plained in part by how the Left Party reformed in the 1990s to target new 
voting groups. Also, the new feminist party Feministic Initiative secured 
seats in several municipalities in the Swedish election of 2014, acquiring 
voters that would otherwise be keen to vote for the Left Party or the Social 
Democratic Party (Hinnfors & Sundström 2015). Thus, while considering 
the corresponding developments and trying to understand the different cir-
cumstances that influence parties’ education, knowledge from several re-
search fields have contributed to understanding how parties organise. Even 
if this study does not aim to understand all elements of the parties’ organisa-
tion, having a perception of the different ways in which the parties can be 
understood, as well as the circumstances that influence party organisation, 
starts to paint a picture of what influences how the parties organise activities 
for their members. Considering that this dissertation’s focus is fixated on the 
parties’ formulation of party education, this chapter’s purpose is to give a 
party overview and outline how the five analysed parties structure education 
for their members. Since there are few scholars that have studied party 
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education, the outline of educational structures builds mostly on party docu-
ments, information from partner organisations, and their digital learning plat-
forms. In what follows, each party and their approach to education is out-
lined. 

 

(i) The Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
Party overview 
Descriptions of Swedish political history, in one way or another, bring up the 
influence of the Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party. The party was 
founded in 1889, but since forming their first government in 1932, the party 
has been a dominant force in Swedish politics (Pontusson 1987; 1992; Os-
karson 2022). Rothstein (1988) asserts that the party is one of the most suc-
cessful parties in the world in electoral terms. Several scholars have scruti-
nised how the party has succeeded to stay in power for such a long period of 
time (Linderborg 2001; Sainsbury 1981). Linderborg (2001) studied how the 
Social Democratic Party has written its historiography and argues that the 
party’s history is rewritten according to what it wants to emphasise in the 
current political agenda. Linderborg (2001) argues that social democracy has 
used historiography as one of its most critical ideological resources because 
of how the party could build the story about themselves as reasonable re-
formists in contrast to the revolutionaries. Regarding the fractions within the 
labour movement, the social democrats have had historical strong ties to 
Sweden’s biggest trade union organisation, the Swedish Trade Union Con-
federation (LO). When Barrling Hermansson (2004) studied party cultures 
in Swedish parties, she ascribed the social democrats to a party culture with 
close relations to the labour movement. Barrling Hermansson (2004) sees 
that the movement relation is a beneficiary aspect that is highlighted to gain 
intra-party support. In their current party platform, the party defines itself as 
reformist: ‘the instrument through which social democracy wants to change 
society is reformism: to gradually change society in the direction that we 
want through political reforms’ (The Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ 
Party, 2013, p.6). 

In relation to party typologies, the party has generally been identified 
as a mass party according to Duverger’s (1954) classification, but also as a 
catch-all party (Aylott 2003). Katz and Mair (1995), however, portray social 
democratic parties as cartel parties to exemplify that parties with close rela-
tions to civil society have become institutionalised within the political sys-
tems that they are supposed to act within. Considering this cartel hypothesis, 
Kölln (2014) and Scarrow (2014) have studied falling membership numbers 
in political parties and stresses that the negative trend in membership num-
bers is noticeable throughout western Europe. Although witnessing a 
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significant decline in members and voters during the last few decades 
(Belfrage & Kuisma 2017), the Social Democrats are still the largest political 
party in Sweden, supported by 27% of voters in 2018 by 30% in 2022. Ac-
cording to their website, the party now has 80 000 members (The Swedish 
Social Democratic Workers’ Party 2022a).  
 
Educational structure 
In the Social Democratic Party’s statutes from 2021, their only formulation 
about party education is that the party board is responsible for ‘strategic plan-
ning of the party's educational activities and member development’ (5.1, p. 
23). Therefore, one of the most central documents for organising the social 
democrats’ educational strategy is the official study plan with the purpose to 
centrally organise the party's studies at the local, regional and national level 
(The Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party 2019). According to the 
study plan, a study committee should work to offer a study portal, study man-
agers in the districts, workers' municipalities and local party associations, 
and study programmes, as well as train educators, send out newsletters from 
study leaders, and deepen collaboration with the labour movement's folk high 
schools and educational association (The Swedish Social Democratic Work-
ers’ Party 2019). The members who join the party are supposed to take a 
member education in two steps, where they first go through the party’s his-
tory, ideology and organisation before attending the more advanced courses 
(The Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party 2022b).  

The Swedish Social Democratic Party designs courses in collaboration 
with the Workers’ Educational Association (ABF) (in Swedish: Arbetarnas 
Bildningsförbund), the biggest of ten educational associations in Sweden, fi-
nanced by state subsidies to provide ‘free and voluntary’ education that 
strengthens democracy and cultural life (Nordvall, Pastuhov & Arriaza Hult 
2020). ABF was founded in 1912 by the workers’ movement to see to the 
workers’ educational needs (Gougoulakis 2016; Nordvall & Pastuhov 2020).  

Other organisations with close relations to the party also provide train-
ing. The social democrats’ women’s organisation offers different types of 
member education and has implemented various study initiatives (S-women 
2022). Their student organisation also conducts study activities and arranges 
a research network conference (S-students 2022). The party works in close 
connection with several of these organisations; for example, they provide a 
school for training the next generation of leaders in the labour movement, in 
addition to other leadership programmes. Moreover, the Social Democratic 
Party has an online learning platform together with ABF (The Swedish So-
cial Democratic Workers’ Party 2022b), where members can read about the 
education that the party offers. It offers information on course design and 
you can download study materials for both participants and study leaders on, 
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for example, member education, leadership education, organisational educa-
tion, functional education, political subject training, etc. (The Swedish Social 
Democratic Workers’ Party 2022b). 

 

(ii) The Left Party 
Party overview 
To understand the relationship between the Social Democratic Party and the 
Left Party, it is crucial to understand the relationship between the reformist 
and revolutionary branches of Swedish socialism. The Left Party was 
founded in 1917 when agitators for a revolutionary strategy broke out of the 
Social Democratic Party and founded a new party (Bäckström 1963). The 
new party was named the Swedish Social Democratic Left Party but was re-
named in 1921 as the Communist Party of Sweden and again in 1967 as the 
Left Party – the Communists. Finally, it took its current name, the Left Party, 
in 1991 (Nordvall & Pastuhov 2020). After the party split, Sweden’s biggest 
union LO sided with the reformist strategy and the Social Democratic Party. 
However, scholars have emphasised that the Left Party (and the revolution-
ary branch) has been influential in Swedish politics without ever being in a 
governing position (Blombäck 2015; Bäckström 1963; Östberg 2021). Fur-
thermore, Oscarsson and Holmberg (2016) argue that, since the 1880s, a 
clear left–right conflict concentrated around the question of economic policy 
has prevailed in Swedish politics. Oscarsson and Holmberg (2016) thus con-
clude that Swedish voting behaviour has historically been strongly ideologi-
cally connected to a traditional left–right dimension. However, new studies 
analysing the most recent Swedish elections note a shift according to the 
GAL/TAN scale, whereby voters are keener to value questions not included 
along a traditional left–right ratio that better fit a scale ranging between au-
thoritarian and libertarian values (Elgenius & Wennerhag 2018). 

In their current party platform, the Left Party describes its members as 
‘socialists and feminists’ and pleads for reformist politics (The Left Party 
2016). The transformation from revolutionary to reformist strategies testifies 
about the party’s ideological development. Communist parties have been as-
cribed as both cadre parties and mass parties (Duverger 1954). Barrling Her-
mansson (2004) has stressed the party culture as individualistic and highly 
theoretical. Statistics on educational backgrounds among Swedish PMs con-
firm Barrling Hermansson’s result, showing that 64% of the Left Party’s rep-
resentatives in the national parliament have a post-secondary education com-
pared to, for example, the Social Democratic Party, where only 47 % of their 
representatives have a post-secondary education (Statistics Sweden 2021). 

The Left Party received 8 % in the in 2018 election and 7 % in the 
2022 election. In the 2014-2018 governing period, the party was in budgetary 
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agreement with the social democratic government but has since then been 
outside the budget talks since the social democrats instead negotiated with 
liberal and centrist parties. The party claims to have 28 783 members and be 
the only party in Sweden, except the right-wing Sweden Democrats, that still 
has increasing membership numbers (The Left Party 2022a).  
 
Educational structure 
The Left Party's current statutes were adopted at the 2022 congress. Article 
29 stipulates that ‘The party association's task is further to contribute to the 
party's development through participation in the internal party discussion and 
studies in Marxist, feminist and other political theory’ (The Left Party 
2022b). Hence, the Left Party is the only party in Sweden that specifically 
stipulates what party training should consist of. The party’s training pro-
gramme is called School of the Left (in Swedish: Vänsterskolan) and started 
in 2012. School of the Left has a website where members can download study 
material and take digital courses (School of the Left 2022). There is a wide 
range of different study materials and courses to choose from. Members do 
not have to follow a programme but can choose whatever course they like. 
The party has invested resources in strengthening its feminist education since 
2012, which have resulted in the courses the Feminist school, Internal femi-
nist schools and Rhetoric for women (School of the Left 2022).  

Akin to the Social Democratic Party, the Left Party stands close to 
popular education organisations and is a member of the Workers’ Educa-
tional Association (ABF). The party also cooperates with several other or-
ganisations that provide courses, such as their youth organisation (Left 
Youth, statutes, 2021). They also have close connections with the Centre for 
Marxist Studies (CMS), which the party founded in 1977 when it was then 
called the Left Party – the Communists. Today, CMS values itself as an in-
dependent educational organisation, which has the purpose of enabling a 
broad leftist discussion. The organisation offers courses and study circles in 
several Swedish municipalities, as well as online (Centre for Marxist Studies 
2022).  

 

(iii) The Spanish Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
Party overview 
The Spanish Social Democratic Workers’ Party was founded in 1879, mak-
ing it the oldest party under scrutiny in this study. The party was forbidden 
during the Spanish dictatorship between 1939 and 1975 and reorganised after 
dictator Franco´s death and the transition to democracy. In 1978, three years 
after Franco’s death, Spain became a democracy and held its first national 
election in 1982. The political coalition UCD (including the Social 
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Democratic Party) meaning ‘Democratic Centre Union’, won the election 
and governed the transition period. Spain is often highlighted as a successful 
example of democratic transition by liberal commentators (Encarnación 
2008; Colomer 1995; 2017; Bonime-Blanc 2019). However, during recent 
years the constitution has been at the centre of debate, essentially relating to 
the discussion about national unity and regional independence, since the con-
stitution includes precepts about what the regions are allowed to vote for. 
After the economic crisis that erupted in 2009, Catalonia, the wealthiest re-
gion in Spain, has taken measures for independence, which has heavily af-
fected Spanish politics (Serrano 2013; Anderson 2020). 

In looking at the left-wing Spanish parties, it is crucial to trace them 
back to the country’s civil war between 1936 and 1939. Otero-Urtaza (2011) 
has asserted that the Spanish left is both united and fragmented. The left col-
lectively fought on the same side during the civil war, and scholars such as 
Aguilar & Humlebaek (2002) stress that both the reformist and revolutionary 
movement have formulated their identities in relation to the civil war. Con-
sidering the party organisation’s relation to the labour movement, the party 
has historical relations to the General Workers’ Federation (Unión General 
de Trabajadore (UGT) (Köhler & Calleja Jimenez 2010). Studies on Spanish 
voter behaviour suggest that voters, to a higher degree than in other western 
European countries, vote following their ideological identity rather than their 
economic situation (Fraile & Lewis-Beck 2012), which also pinpoints the 
importance of political identity in the Spanish political discourse.  

Similar to the Swedish Social Democratic Party, the Spanish social 
democrats have been described as a mass party (Duverger 1954), a catch-all 
party (Aylott 2003), and even a cartel party (Katz & Mair 1995). In their 
statutes from 2021, under article 2.2, the party defines itself as:  

pro-European, feminist, environmentalist and … representing 
the working class and the men and women who fight against all 
kinds of exploitation, aspiring to transform the society to con-
vert it into a free, fair, egalitarian, supportive society and in 
peace that fights for the progress of peoples. 

Andrade Blanco (2012) has studied intra-party life during the transition to 
democracy and argues that when adapting to the new political reality of de-
mocracy, the party started to mitigate the Marxist tradition, which led to an 
ideological paradigm shift towards a more centrist-leaning social democracy. 
Since 2020, the party has been in government together with Unidas Podemos, 
a coalition of the other two Spanish parties featured in this study. The Social 
Democratic Party received 27 % of the vote in the 2019 election and in claims 
to have 161,706 members affiliated to the party (The Spanish Social Demo-
cratic Workers’ Party 2022a).  
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Educational structure 
The party statutes stipulate that: ‘The right to receive the political or technical 
training from the organisation that best allows its members to collaborate in 
the struggle for socialism and to ensure success in the tasks entrusted to the 
organisation.’ (PSOE, statutes, 2021, article 10.2.a.). The party has a national 
secretary responsible for party training, where educational practices are in-
cluded. There are some regional differences since Spain is a federation with 
17 regions with some regional independence, comprising regional govern-
ments with regional laws, taxes, etc. (Keating & Wilson 2009). In recent 
years, the national secretariat has invested in digital training where they, for 
example, offer a course for all new members that want to learn about the 
party’s organisation. In the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, the party 
has invested even more in digital training and developed an online platform 
(Interview with party representative 2021). There is also individual commu-
nication training for individuals who take on political roles or line up in elec-
tions, such as the School of Good Governance and a postgraduate degree in 
political communication in collaboration with the Autonomous University of 
Barcelona, where students receive a degree in communication and political 
leadership (The Spanish Social Democratic Workers’ Party 2022b).  

The party organises weekend schools, which is a form of a conference 
where members can apply for a weekend full of lectures, seminars and talks. 
These schools have different themes depending on contemporary issues, and 
different experts come and hold lectures and seminars. The Pablo Iglesias 
Foundation (named after the originator of the party and not the former party 
leader of Podemos) organises educational activities (Pablo Iglesias Founda-
tion, statutes, 2022). For example, the foundation provides courses, seminars, 
talks, functions as a publisher, etc. Other organisations connected to the party 
also provide educational activities, such as, for example, their youth organi-
sation (Socialist Youth of Spain 2022). 

 

(iv) The United Left 
Party overview 
The United Left is an alliance of left parties formed in 1986. Considering 
that the Social Democratic Party joined the centre coalition (UCD) during 
the transition to democracy between 1975 and 1982, the gap between them 
and the Communist Party increased. The Spanish Communist Party was 
formed in 1921 after clashes within the Social Democratic Party about con-
tinuing with a reformist or revolutionary strategy. The Communist Party 
fought in the civil war between 1936 and 1939 and was forbidden during the 
dictatorship. In the transition, the party hoped to distinguish itself as an 
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opposition party but instead had to seek alliances with other left parties and 
formed the left alliance United Left (IU). Ramiro and Verge (2013) explain:  

PCE began working with other minor left parties to ultimately 
form the IU coalition in 1986 as a means to counteract the elec-
toral crisis of communism by launching an organisation whose 
platform would add new politics issues, such as feminist and 
environmental demands, to the traditional concerns of the left. 
(Ramiro & Verge 2013: p. 43) 

The alliance between the Communist Party and the other left parties built on 
seeking a broader consensus and adapting to the new reality of democracy. 
Andrade Blanco (2012) has studied the Communist Party during the transi-
tion to democracy and formation of the United Left; he emphasises that the 
party’s ideological development during the late dictatorship dismantled the 
Leninism that had previously imprinted the party. Andrade Blanco (2012) 
also pinpoints that these ideological changes can be traced to the new public 
discourse that stressed consensus rather than conflict and the changing struc-
tures of the new media landscape In relation to the labour movement, the 
Communist Party still affiliates with the trade union Confederation of Work-
ers’ Commissions (In Spanish: Comisiones Obreras (CCOO)), which used to 
advocate for revolutionary strategies but today is difficult to separate from 
the traditional reformist union UGT (Köhler & Calleja Jimenez 2010).  

With reference to party typologies, the United Left is difficult to cate-
gorise since it is an alliance of different parties. Communist parties have, 
however, been ascribed the label cadre parties and sometimes mass parties 
according to Duverger’s party types (1954). Today, the United Left still 
claims to be socialist and anti-capitalist but does not call itself communist 
(which the Communist Party that is part of the alliance obviously does). In 
their current statutes, article 1 claims that United Left’s objective is: ‘to trans-
form the economic, social and political capitalist system and overcome pa-
triarchy in a socialist system based on the democratic principles of justice, 
equality, freedom, solidarity, internationalism, participatory democracy, and 
respect for nature’ (United Left, statutes, 2016, article 1).  

Since the national election of 2016, the alliance has entered elections 
with the same platform as Podemos (Unidas Podemos). In the election of 
2019, Unidas Podemos received 12.9 % of voter support. Since 2020, they 
are in government together with the Social Democratic Party. The party 
claims to have 22 000 members and 60 000 sympathisers (Llamazares 2020). 
The members pay a fee, whereas the sympathisers need only register online 
but still have the right to vote in internal referendums and participate in the 
party’s education.  
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Educational structure 
The United Left includes the following in its statutes: ‘To receive training on 
a regular basis so that militants – regardless of their experience or studies – 
have the ability to analyse reality and participate in collective development, 
is one of the guiding principles of this organisation.’ (United Left, statutes, 
2016, article 18: c, 7.) The United Left organises national courses together 
with the educational organisation the Foundation of European Citizens 
(FEC), which is a member of Transform Europe (Foundation of European 
Citizens 2022). FEC has national courses but also organises seminars, talks 
and other events and functions as a publisher. Since the United Left consists 
of local assemblies, these assemblies can choose a topic for training, for ex-
ample, housing or feminism, and then FEC sends someone to talk about the 
subject. Internal seminars are also held when the party detects the need to 
delve into a specific topic or advance ideologically, where the party organ-
ises education to attend to that need. Local chapters also organise seminars, 
talks and other educational events. The party organises weekend schools, of-
ten two times a year, one summer and one winter school, and anyone that 
wants to participate in the schools is allowed to do so. Apart from the party 
schools, the Spanish Communist Party (PCE) and the Spanish Youth Com-
munist Party (UJCE) organise educational events together with United Left 
since they are members of the alliance. These organisations also have aca-
demic networks with structures for political formation. Connected to PCE 
(and thus also IU) is the Foundation of Marxist Research (FIM), an academic 
network for Marxist researchers that offers courses, seminars, and confer-
ences, as well as publishes anthologies and books (Foundation of Marxist 
Research 2022).  
 

(v) Podemos  
Party overview 
Born on the 13th of January 2014, Podemos’ journey to positioning itself as 
the success story of the European left has received vast attention in news 
media and academia (De Nadal 2021a; 2021b; Sola & Rendueles 2018; Ro-
don 2020; Rodon & Hierro 2016). The party was founded based on an alli-
ance between a pro-populist group of activists and academics and the radical 
left party Anticapitalist Left (In Spanish: Izquierda Anticapitalista), which 
came together to employ ‘the populist moment’. The populist hypothesis 
stands for the political opportunity to act within a short window of time, 
building on the Spanish political legitimacy crisis and the successful mobili-
sation of protest movements after the Spanish economic crisis starting in 
2009 (De Nadal 2021a; Sola & Rendueles 2018; Romanos 2016; Casero-
Ripollés & Feenstra 2012).  
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Podemos’ first year of life is a story of rare and unprecedented kind. At 4 
months old, the party received 8 % in the European parliamentary election 
and became Spain’s fourth-biggest party overnight (Ramiro & Gomez 2017; 
De Nadal 2021a). In the national election one year later, the party received 
20.7 % and cemented its position as a political force to reckon with. How-
ever, Podemos has been plagued by internal struggles concerning how to 
proceed with their strategies and tactics and criticised for being too depend-
ent on a strong leader (Gómez Reino & Llamazares 2018). De Nadal (2021a) 
discusses ‘the verticalist turn’ when the party changed strategy from a more 
populist narrative and started to emphasise a more classical left-leaning po-
litical narrative. Sola and Rendueles (2018) suggest that this verticalist turn 
relates to the lack of organisational structures and political culture. There-
fore, in terms of understanding parties according to party typologies, Po-
demos’ development from movement to party has been defined in different 
ways by different scholars. For example, de Nardis (2020) understand Po-
demos as a populist party – a party that uses a discursive populist strategy, 
while Gerbaudo (2018; 2019) defines Podemos as a digital party – a party 
that use digital platforms to give citizens a ‘more direct say in party deci-
sions’. The party does not define itself in relation to political ideologies in 
their statutes or on their website; instead, they go directly to listing problems 
that the party wants to fix or possible reforms that they are pursuing, for ex-
ample, basic income, nationalising gas and electricity companies, free edu-
cational reforms, etc. (Podemos 2022). 

The party received 12.9 % together with the United Left in the 2019 
election. They claim to have 455 932 affiliates, which makes them the second 
largest Spanish party in terms of member number after the conservative Pop-
ular Party (Gomez & Ramiro 2019). However, they have an entirely different 
membership system and do not take a membership fee; rather, members reg-
ister online.  
 
Educational structure 
Podemos does not explicitly state in their statutes how member education 
should be organised. In general, they have tried to develop new strategies for 
political training. For example, they allow the sympathisers to organise cir-
cles, a kind of local meeting about issues that the citizens themselves find 
important. Anyone can start a circle, even non-members. These circles func-
tion in different ways, as there is little steering from the party on the national 
level. Some circles function almost as reading and study circles, whereas 
others only have meetings a couple of times a year (Espinosa & Sánchez 
2016).  

Focusing on the party’s organised educational activities, Podemos has 
formed the Institute 25M democracy, an organisation for educational 
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activities. 25M arranges seminars, talks, events and a ‘uni’ – a weekend 
school for political training held once a year (25M democracy 2022). Most 
courses are available online so that anyone can take part in study materials 
and videos. For example, they have offered courses on how to become a pub-
lic officer and effective communication. There also different types of digital 
schools, such as, for example, the Paulo Freire school and discussion forums 
(25M democracy 2022). 25M is part of Transform Europe and cooperates 
with other leftist organisations in Europe and Latin America. 25M also pub-
lishes a net magazine and translates the journal New Left Review into Span-
ish (25M democracy 2022). In 2015, they also opened a social and cultural 
centre in a working-class neighbourhood in Madrid. Since then, correspond-
ing cultural centres have opened up in Bilbao, Barcelona and other munici-
palities. 

 

Summary 
After outlining the five cases of movement-related left parties and their edu-
cational structures, it is clear that the five parties invest significant resources 
into party education. Even though the case background shows the parties' 
particular histories, it also shows their correspondence in terms of founda-
tions, development, and political strategies. In relation to this dissertation's 
rationale, it is especially critical that the parties' educational structures have 
many comparisons. The parties offer theoretical content-related and practi-
cal-technical courses. Depending on where the members are on their political 
journey, there is a range of party courses to consider. Another similarity is 
that the parties collaborate with educational organisations that design and 
organise courses. The three analysed Spanish parties all provide weekend 
schools at least once a year and often organise these schools in collaboration 
with a partner educational organisation. 
 If instead considering some differences between the parties, one dis-
tinction is how centrally planned the educational structure is. Both social 
democratic parties have national structures for their educational strategy, 
whereas United Left and Podemos organise education on a national level but 
have a less cohesive educational strategy. The Left Party stands out from 
United Left and Podemos in having a national study plan and school.  

In sum, the parties have similarities and differences that make them 
fruitful to study as examples of movement-related left parties that formulate 
and motivate educational situations to instigate member engagement. The 
table below summarises this chapter and illustrates the parties’ history, par-
liamentary situation, political orientation, voter support, members, educa-
tional structure, and partner educational situation. The next chapter provides 
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a survey of previous studies pertaining to the study rationale and discusses 
these in relation to the intended contribution of the study.  
 
 
Table I: The parties’ organisation and educational structure 
 

The cases: 
Movement-
related left 
parties 

The Swedish 
Social  
Democratic 
Workers’ 
Party (SAP) 

The Left Party 
(V) 

The Spanish 
Social  
Democratic 
Workers’ 
Party (PSOE) 

The United Left 
(IU) 

Podemos (P) 

History Founded in 
1889 

Founded in 
1917 

Founded in 
1879 

An alliance of 
smaller left parties 
founded in 1986. 
The biggest party 
in the alliance, the 
Spanish Com-
munist Party was 
founded in 1921. 

Founded in 2014 

Political  
orientation 

Social  
democratic 

Socialist Social  
democratic  

Socialist,  
communist 

Left-oriented  
populism  

Parliamentary 
situation 
(2022) 

In government 
(2016-2022) 
In opposition  
(2022-) 

In opposition  In government 
(2020-) 

In government 
(2020-) 

In government 
(2020-) 

Voter support  
(2014/2016) 
(2018/2019) 

 
31 % 
27 % 

 
5.7 % 
8 % 

 
22 % 
28 % 

 
21.2 %  
12.9 %  
(Unidas Podemos) 

 
21.2 %  
12.9 %  
(Unidas Podemos) 

Members 80 000 29 000 162 000 22 000 members 
and 60 000 sym-
pathisers  

456 000 (regis-
tered online) 

Educational 
structure 

National study 
plan and study 
committee that 
has developed a 
study pro-
gramme with 
several steps, 
consisting of 
member educa-
tion and leader-
ship pro-
grammes. 

National train-
ing programme 
‘School of the 
left’, consisting 
of member edu-
cation and lead-
ership pro-
grammes that 
the members 
can choose be-
tween.  

National secre-
tariat that organ-
ises member  
education,  
leadership  
programmes 
and weekend 
schools that the 
members can 
choose between. 

Less cohesive 
structure of party 
education, even 
though the party 
and local assem-
blies organise na-
tional courses and 
weekend schools.  

Less cohesive 
structure of party 
education, even 
though the party 
organises national 
courses and week-
end schools. New 
educational strate-
gies with circles 
and online educa-
tion.  

Partner  
educational  
organisations 

The Workers’ 
Educational  
Association 
(ABF) 

The Workers’ 
Educational  
Association 
(ABF) 

Foundation of 
Pablo Iglesias 

Federation of  
European citizens 
(FEC) 

Institute of 25M 
Democracy (25M) 
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Chapter 3 

Surveying the field 
Since the context of party education appears to have been falling between the 
chairs of various academic research fields and received limited scholarly at-
tention, there is much to delve into when it comes to parties’ educational 
activities and the relationship between parties and their members. Consider-
ing that there are many research gaps to fill, this study glances at adjacent 
fields of research in order to understand the context of party education. In the 
pursuit of understanding party education, knowledge is derivable from mul-
tiple research fields, such as organisation pedagogy, political human resource 
management, party research, public administration, Politische Bildung, pop-
ular education, mobilisation pedagogy and social movement learning. The 
point of convergence in this dissertation lies more within the latter fields of 
research and focuses on how education functions as a mobilising force within 
social movements and other groups that use education as a tool to change 
society. The emphasis is on how educational practices play a part in creating 
and strengthening identities. Therefore, this chapter will discuss party edu-
cation, formative and mobilising education and the creation of we-ness with 
the objective of illuminating the intended contribution made in this disserta-
tion in relation to the existing literature.  
 

Party education 
When delving into the context of party education, a considerable extent of 
the research focuses on education in communist parties. Katz (1956) has 
studied the formal educational system of the communist party in the Soviet 
Union, but there are also several case studies about the Chinese communist 
party and communist parties in Australia and Singapore (Shambaugh 2008; 
Boughton, 1997; Flowers 2005). Shambaugh (2008) has seen to the Com-
munist Party in China and its rigid party schools that target not only party 
members but also businessmen and military personnel. The schools provide 
training in the party’s organisation, ideology, policy, and practical skills 
needed when working for the party. Shambaugh (2008) implies that the party 
schools function as a channel to educate both party members and state em-
ployees. It is, however, difficult to compare the Chinese Communist Party 
school or the former Soviet party school with other countries’ or parties’ in-
tra-party education due to its sheer scope but also because the formal char-
acter of its education makes it difficult to distinguish from other countries’ 
formal education.  
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Studies on communist party education and its influence on other parts of so-
ciety include conflicting perspectives where education is considered an in-
strument for steering towards more favourable perspectives that credit party 
education as emancipatory (e.g., Boughton 1997; Holford 1994; Flowers 
2005; Shambaugh 2008). Boughton (1997) has studied the historical role and 
influence of the communist movement on adult education within vulnerable 
communities in Australia. Furthermore, both Flowers (2005) and Holford 
(1994) highlight that the communist parties’ educational methods have mo-
tivated and shaped the People’s Action Party (PAP) in Singapore. Party in-
volvement in communities’ educational work in different areas in Singapore 
concerns community participation and emancipation, but according to Flow-
ers (2005), the education is also a tool for holding social control.  

Others have pointed to the importance of acknowledging the purpose 
of intra-party education. Sirivunnabood (2016) has compared the Democratic 
Party, a liberal party and Puea Fah Din, a community-based centrist party in 
Thailand, and observes that party education has many functions, such as so-
cialising members into democratic practices, fostering future leaders, and 
mobilising members. She concludes that parties’ member education methods 
differ, partly due to the object of their education. Bladh (2022a) has studied 
all eight parliamentary parties in Sweden and argues that member participa-
tion in political parties is an understudied topic. In Bladh’s study, parties’ 
educational settings are understood as communities of practices. He claims 
that: ‘Party education may also constitute a context where participants are 
integrated into the party community while ensuring the commitment of mem-
bers to work for the party competently.’ (p. 45), which identifies that these 
educational practices create an attachment between the members and party. 
Gökçe et al. (2015) analysed the implications of party education in Turkey 
and note that, even if the purpose of education is to foster future leaders and 
socialise members, it also has other positive effects on member participation 
since the inclusive methods ‘trickle down’ to members who do not become 
leaders or party officials. Özbudun (2006), who studied the Justice Party, a 
centre-right party in Turkey, concludes that party education reinforces a 
member collective and creates emotional ties to a party.  

Party education aims to train future leaders, and Lewis and Coghill 
(2015) examined the learning paths that MPs take to attain roles within the 
political system. They see that politicians go through extensive training in a 
wide range of subjects to manoeuvre in the political world, which implies 
tendencies for professionalisation processes within political education. Ob-
serving that politicians become professionalised complies with the develop-
ment of ‘cartel parties’ or ‘digital parties’ as new party types, noted by Katz 
and Mair (1995) and Gerbaudo (2019) within the broader party research, 
where politicians can be understood more in terms of administrators than 
political leaders representing their social class. However, contradictory to 
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this tendency, Nordvall and Malmström (2015) show that different forms of 
knowledge are given symbolic value in interviews with Swedish social dem-
ocratic politicians. By differentiating between knowledge and the potential 
educational paths politicians take when pursuing political roles, they see that 
experiences and skills learned within non-formal education are ascribed par-
ticular symbolic value. Furthermore, Nordvall and Fridolfsson (2019) have 
studied how the educational form of folk high schools, which are part of 
Swedish institutionalised and state-funded popular education, continue to be 
an essential educational path for MPs in Sweden. This school form has his-
torically been where popular movements educate their representatives. In 
2014, 27% of Swedish MPs had participated in some form of folk high school 
education, which stresses this informal educational system as still being an 
alternative path to receive knowledge of how to become a politician 
(Nordvall & Fridolfsson 2019). In another study, Malmström (2021) anal-
yses how Swedish Social Democratic Party’s leaders understand political 
knowledge. The result is categorised into four types of knowledge that are 
attained through the parties’ education: ideological-, communicative-, organ-
isational- and academic- knowledge, which gives a broad and holistic under-
standing of what education is. Malmström indicates a norm system where 
some experiences and knowledge are prioritised over others, and where aca-
demic knowledge is not necessarily useful. Having a relatively negative pic-
ture of academic knowledge is in the study related to the notion of party cul-
ture, a concept that implicates cultural aspects such as collective self-images 
and norms within a party (Barrling Hermansson 2004). Barrling Hermansson 
(2004) ascribes to the Social Democratic Party a movement-oriented, non-
academic party culture, which rests on the party’s history as a mass move-
ment party. 

Seeing the parties analysed in this dissertation, Nordvall & Pastuhov 
(2020) find that the Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party and the Left 
Party’s intra-party education provide and reinforce knowledge-oriented and 
relationship-oriented roles. The members learn practical and ideological 
knowledge and create social networks important for political work. Andrade 
Blanco (2012) has moreover examined the Spanish left’s ideological devel-
opment during the transition to democracy. When analysing the Social Dem-
ocratic Party and the Communist Party, he pays attention to how education 
is implemented within the party structure to teach members useful practical 
and theoretical knowledge. He also discusses the influence of leading intel-
lectuals and the formative role that intra-party education has played within 
the parties. The party organisations were reformed by organising educational 
activities in certain ways: to prepare the members for their future roles within 
the party. 

Thus, previous research on party education draws attention to an edu-
cational setting where members learn practical, technical and ideological 
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knowledge. Additionally, scholars stress that the education has considerable 
features of social and ideological control where the members are instructed 
about the skills they need in order to work for the party, which resembles the 
formative education that takes place in other types of organisations and 
movements.  

 

Formative and mobilising education  
Even though few have examined the formative aspects of party education, 
there are adjacent research fields that engage in discussions about how move-
ments, organised groups or organisations make use of educational practices 
to mobilise or form those individuals that take part in the education (Hall et 
al. 2013; Welton 1993; Holst 2001; 2009, 2010; Larsson 2013; Ambjörnsson 
1993; Jansson 2013; Finger 1989). Overall, there are examples within the 
adult educational field that accentuates how education in different ways can 
function formatively for individuals and groups. Given the focus of this dis-
sertation, this section will scrutinise studies where educational activities are 
understood as having a mobilising, political purpose of changing people’s 
conditions and plays a part in the construction of collective identities.  

In the context of movements, the adult educational field has incorpo-
rated the theme of social movement learning and defines the learning that 
takes place in movements as: ‘a) learning by persons who are part of any 
social movement; and b) learning by persons outside of a social movement 
as a result of the actions taken or simply by the existence of social move-
ments’ (Hall & Clover 2005: p. 584). Therefore, learning is considered far-
reaching and not solely concentrated on the adherents and the educational 
situation that they participate in. Holst (2009; 2010) has studied the peda-
gogical practices undertaken by different social movements. He claims that 
the concept of radical training better illustrates what is sometimes called ed-
ucation or teaching within social movements because it captures the practical 
training and skills that movements themselves emphasise (2009). Also, Wal-
ter (2007; 2009) has analysed environmental social movements and their use 
of adult education to understand what kind of learning and knowledge exists 
in these movements. In a comparative study between Canada and India, Clo-
ver and colleagues (2011) found that women in politics accentuated the prac-
tical knowledge and skills they had learned in informal and non-formal edu-
cation as vital for them in their political work.  

Furthermore, Holst (2001) discusses the relationship between political 
movements and education and concludes that it all starts with the purpose of 
education. Often the movements in question have a defined purpose with 
their education as involving either an aim or tool to change societal issues 
(2001). There are intersections between popular education and emancipatory 
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education when understanding education as a tool for change. Popular edu-
cation or non-formal initiatives of education often develop when groups are 
excluded from formal education systems, where movements take it upon 
themselves to become educators (von Kotze, Walters & Luckett 2016). Pop-
ular educators often emphasise the pedagogy used in popular education as 
different from the pedagogy used in formal education systems. Within pop-
ular education, the participants should be part of a collective learning pro-
cess. The participants come to the educational situation, share their individ-
ual experiences and learn from each other (Medel-Anonuevo 1996). 
Pritchard and Hughes (1996) stress that the learning process that individuals 
take part in is consciousness-raising. Consciousness-raising can be seen as 
something that individuals have the right to, that is, to be aware of the state 
of things, but it can also be seen as strategic and a method of activism. Wal-
ters (1996) asserts that when participants hear others explain the same things 
that affect them, they start to see patterns and structures, which leads to a 
structural understanding of society that creates solidarity. Many feel empow-
ered when participating in a collective learning process when they feel that 
what they say and think matters (Walters 1996). When scrutinising education 
as a formative and mobilising activity, Larsson (2013) argues that one essen-
tial tradition within popular education recognises that education should be 
mobilising in terms of being organised with the aim to improve people’s lives 
and conditions. Larsson studies the etymology of the word mobilisation and 
traces its meaning back to the Latin words ‘mobilis’ and ‘moveo’, which 
translate into ‘to be put in movement, put in motion’. Thus, to put people in 
movement signifies that the educational situation does not end with the 
knowledge received, but that the knowledge makes and should make people 
active. Seeing this from an educational perspective, what is analysed is how 
the pedagogic tools, learning process and opinion building are consequences 
of the arrangements established in the educational situation.  

Another form of education that has the strategic aim to change society 
is when worker’s organisations provide education for their members. This 
form of education has purposes similar to those of popular education since 
the object is to educate workers to give them tools to manoeuvre within their 
workplace and in their lives. Ambjörnsson (1993) has scrutinised how the 
Swedish workers’ movement socialised workers by way of disseminating 
norms and attitudes through their educational activities. Similarly, Jansson 
(2013) has studied how a Swedish trade union used education to build a col-
lective identity. By studying material from trade union study circles in the 
1920s and 1930s, Jansson emphasises that the trade union LO constructed 
both the political right and the syndicalists as ‘others’ and could reformulate 
a collective identity that created unity within the reformist branch. Jansson 
(2012) writes:  
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By privileging some themes of workers’ education over others, 
leaders could influence what was taught and thereby produce 
and reproduce certain ideological ideas. The education system, 
moreover, constituted an excellent means for disseminating 
ideas to the rank and file. It was a valuable mechanism for lead-
ers who wished to impact identity formation in the movement. 
(p. 306).  

Jansson stresses that labour education was a direct channel of information in 
the 1920s, where the education that these labour organisations provided was 
sometimes the only education that workers received, and this pinpoints a pro-
cess of steering from the top-down. For example, Jansson claims that the 
form of education plays an important role in identity building, where semi-
nars, talks and circle pedagogy have a more profound impact on identity for-
mation than lectures. Jansson, similarly to Pritchard and Hughes (1996), 
stresses that seeing education in this way resembles the notion of creating 
consciousness and class consciousness, which puts the individual in the vi-
cinity of the social class to which she belongs. Jansson (2016) also compares 
the Swedish and British labour movement and their education initiatives dur-
ing the 20th century. The Swedish labour movement consolidated into one 
national and reformist organisation, which focused on study circles and stu-
dent-centred self-learning, whereas the British labour movement was more 
radical and diversely organised into several organisations. The education, 
therefore, was more hierarchal and tended to be teacher-led with the object 
to teach what was specific for the organisation that provided the education.  

Hence, previous research about formative education, similar to re-
search about party education, discusses how educational activities are used 
as a method for political change and to teach knowledge, be consciousness-
raising and create social bonds that are part of creating collective identities.  

 

Creating we-ness 
Departing from discussions that emphasise how educational activities trans-
form a sense of one-ness into a shared we-ness, it is essential to apprehend 
how this sense of collectiveness can be understood. If studying the organisa-
tion of parties (or groups in general), it is crucial to comprehend the ability 
to form identities that individuals in the group identify with or want to be 
part of. Accordingly, a mutual element to consider in research about con-
structing collective identities is how identities are linguistically formed. Ex-
amining the social world through language exemplifies the linguistic turn in 
social sciences and focuses on how language and ideational relations form 
social relations rather than how material conditions prevail in the social 
world (May 2008). An example of this is how Laclau and Mouffe (1985) in 
their post-Marxist endeavour stressed the need to study how ideas reproduce 
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materialistic conditions in order to understand the political reality. They ar-
gue that to change social conditions it is necessary to change the hegemonic 
discourse and therefore develop methods for social movements to create nar-
ratives to engage different identities under the same umbrella, as this enables 
them to contribute to social change. Thus, they accentuate that actively re-
formulating discourses and creating collective identities are tools for political 
struggle. 

By reason of directing focus to the power of language, there are vari-
ous methods for trying to understand the construction of collective identities. 
Scholars that analyse collective identities generally depart from a social con-
structivist tradition and stress how language forms social reality. For exam-
ple, Brown (2006) who argues for a narrative approach when analysing iden-
tities, claims that ‘collective identity is a discursive (rather than, for example, 
psychological) construct, and “resides” in the collective identity stories that, 
for example, people tell to each other in their conversations, write into cor-
porate histories, and encode on websites.’ (p. 734). He articulates that col-
lective identities consist of multiple narratives, including several stories, per-
sons and events at the same time and pinpoints that identities are complex 
and sometimes contradictory constructs. Polletta and Jasper (2001) claim 
that collective identities can be understood as discursive, unfixed, and con-
structed and reconstructed in relation to power structures and wider social 
contexts. Correspondingly, Simon and Klandermans (2001) argue that when 
individuals feel like part of a movement they stop acting as single individuals 
and legitimise their actions for the sake of the movement. Simon and 
Klandermans have developed a three-step model for how to construct a mo-
bilising collective identity: the first step is to find a sense of shared griev-
ances, the second step is to formulate the shared grievances into a common 
problem, and the third and last step is to situate the defined problem in a 
broader social context in relation to other actors (2001). Therefore, building 
on Polletta and Jasper (2001), and Simon and Klandermans (2001), collec-
tive identities are closely related to how an event or a problem is discursively 
constructed.  

When studying how movements mobilise members and participants, 
social movement scholars study the construction of identities to explain why 
individuals suddenly become engaged in a movement (Melucci 1995; Snow 
& McAdam 2000; Flesher Fominaya 2010; Jämte et al. 2020). For example, 
Jämte and colleagues (2020) claim that ‘a collective identity is central for all 
types of social movements – providing them with a common conception of 
the past, the present, and the future, as well as a sense of we-ness- while 
simultaneously acknowledging that a movement’s identity is constantly re-
negotiated and thus evolves over time’ (p.1). It is when a movement has a 
shared understanding of their we-ness that they decide their strategies and 
goals. Flesher Fominaya notes that many ‘new social movements’ have 
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successfully reached many participants because they have built broad iden-
tities without clear excluding mechanisms. A notable example is how the 
Occupy movements in the US and UK used symbolic slogans like ‘we are 
the 99 %’ and addressed ‘everyone’ with words like the ‘people’, the ‘ordi-
nary’ etc. Flesher Fominaya discusses whether having these broad identities 
facilitates the creation of large movements, since many feel included, or if it 
instead impairs the feeling of belonging (Flesher Fominaya 2015). Neverthe-
less, since identities are understood as dynamic and constantly reforming, the 
outer boundaries are fluid and based on constant negations and refusals con-
cerning what the collective identity consists of and how it changes over time 
(Flesher Fominaya 2010; 2015; Jämte et al. 2020). della Porta (2005) has 
studied flexible identities in European Social Forums and stresses that the 
collective movement identity within the Forum recognised the participants’ 
differences. By defining the collective identity as open and multifaceted, it 
gives space to hold together the differences under one umbrella, which cre-
ates a high degree of identification within the Forum.  

Situating the understanding of collective identities within a party per-
spective, parties become involved in the conflict between approaching a 
broad, undefined entity of potential voters and simultaneously creating de-
fined boundaries that instigate a feeling of belonging for the active members. 
Sullivan (2010) has studied the relationship between the labour movement 
and union organisations and claims that when only considering the tradi-
tional collective bargaining framework of the union, studies fail to 
acknowledge other sources of movement power and mechanisms of collec-
tive identity formation that are crucial in understanding the union organisa-
tion. Similar to unions, parties must also uphold identities that speak to the 
active members and potential adherents if they want to advance. The subject 
of how parties construct party identities to attain political goals has received 
limited scholarly attention, even though identity formation is considered 
meaningful for political actors outside parties. de Nardis (2020), in a quest 
for understanding what a party is, however, declares that: ‘through the pro-
duction of collective identities, they [parties] are able to reaffirm their raison 
d’être, elaborating ideologies and preparing programmes that they hope gain 
them the citizens’ support.’ (p. 315). Seeing this, the definition of collective 
identity has similarities to the notion of party cultures (Barrling Hermansson 
2004) – cultural aspects within parties that create norms and collective self-
images which steer how the organisation works and how the members adjust 
to the collective.  

Accordingly, previous research about creating collective identities 
turns to how language forms social relations and accentuates how actively 
intervening in the construction of identities can be a method for political 
struggle.  
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Summary 
When canvassing the themes of party education, formative and mobilising 
education and creating we-ness, previous studies stress different aspects of 
when education has the purpose of forming and fostering participants and 
when educational activities create cohesion in movements, groups and or-
ganisations. Different research fields approach these questions differently 
and provide distinctive perspectives on the potential of intra-party education. 
The infrequent research that examines the context of party education tends 
to zoom in on the structural organisation of education and any possible im-
plications it has for party life and democracy. What is not highlighted are the 
motives that guide the educational organisation and analytical discussions 
that give a framework for understanding the educational form. Research on 
formative education has, in general, a more conceptual understanding of ed-
ucation as a tool for change. As such, studies have developed analytical tools 
that interpret what happens in educational situations. Applying some of these 
analytical tools, not to a movement but to a party organisation, encourages 
reasoning on aspects of parties’ inner lives that are often made invisible in 
party research. By focusing on educational methods and how they could be 
life-changing, the perspective levels with an outlook of education as a mech-
anism for societal change. Since collective identity scholars stress language 
and meaning-making processes, the research on creating we-ness gives ex-
amples of how to deconstruct the conceptual understanding of education as 
a setting where meaning is formulated, reformulated, challenged and ce-
mented. The identified previous research about identity formation shows 
concrete methodologies for how to unveil the meaning of community ex-
pressed in parties’ educational situations.  

In sum, the previous research identified in this chapter comes from 
several academic fields and is considered a point of departure for understand-
ing the party educational context. By considering previous studies’ main 
findings and arguments, this dissertation embraces parties’ educational situ-
ations through a theoretical lens that sees education, not only as a place for 
learning skills, but as a setting for change. The next chapter will explain how 
the theoretical perspective is applied to the empirical material to understand 
how party education is motivated by parties.  
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Chapter 4 

Theoretical considerations 
The theoretical reasoning that informs the four papers that constitute this dis-
sertation is seldom applied to understand educational activities. Instead, 
scholars who employ framing perspectives focus on different forms of polit-
ical struggle or media processes and mainly stress how ideas take collective 
forms (Benford et al. 1986; Snow and Benford 1988; Snow 2013). While this 
study is situated within adult educational research, framing should not be 
confused with how, for example, Bernstein (2003) uses the concepts of 
‘framing’ and ‘classification’ to explain a facilitator’s role in an educational 
situation. In preference, the framing concept applied in this dissertation cap-
tures the meaning of how educational situations mobilise adherents and sup-
porters and fixates on how the context of party education creates relation-
ships between the party and the members. The following chapter explains the 
theoretical tradition that the framing perspective builds on and defines and 
clarifies concepts and analytical frameworks that inform the study.  
 

Framing perspective  
The concepts of frame or framing have been used in a wide range of subjects 
in the social sciences since the 1950s and can be traced to the anthropologist 
Gregory Bateson (1954/1973). In 1954, Bateson adopted the concept of 
frame to explain mental constructs that individuals construe to understand 
events and occurrences in their lives. Twenty years later, in 1974, Erving 
Goffman picked up the same concept in the book ‘Frame analysis’. For 
Goffman, frames are cognitive mental schemes through which individuals 
interpret the social world. Both Bateson and Goffman emphasised that when 
individuals frame events, it becomes possible to define and understand oth-
ers’ actions, decisions and choice of words. Goffman (1974) stressed that 
frames are continually formed and reformed in an interactive process where 
different actors actively interpret their surroundings. It is, therefore, im-
portant to note that frames are not unchangeable for Goffman but are instead 
understood as something that is developed and redefined depending on the 
experiences and events that individuals take part in. Since these two scholars 
introduced the concept of frame, frame as an analytical tool has been widely 
applied in a wide range of subjects to help to define how individuals make 
sense of the social world. The framing perspective is often associated with 
social movement studies and media studies, where the analytical framework 
is applied to scrutinise how organisations, movements, or media outlets 
frame content in order to create collective frames. Steinberg (1998) argues 
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that when frame analysis is applied in these contexts, the concepts and the 
meaning shifts focus from the individual to the collective. For example, 
Creed and colleagues (2002) identify the process of framing as a technique 
and as politics, and thus focuses on constructing collective frames of inter-
pretation, rather than how specific individuals cognitively understand events 
in their lives.  

In this dissertation, the analysis is mainly inspired by the social move-
ment theorists David A. Snow and Robert D. Benford. In social movements 
studies, Snow and Benford are referred to as pioneers for their use of frame 
analysis to study the meaning that social movements produce and transfer to 
their members or participants. Johnston (1995) observes that Snow and Ben-
ford ‘tended to shift the focus away from cognition and toward collective and 
organizational processes appropriate to mobilization’ (p. 217). From this per-
spective, the same techniques for understanding how social movements pro-
duce meaning and organise collective narratives could be applied to how a 
political party frames events and occurrences to create a collective under-
standing. Johnston argues that in contrast to other methodologies, using 
frame analysis as an analytical lens helps to closely examine the discourse of 
a social movement and to make us conscious of how ideas influence move-
ments in a certain sense. To analyse values, norms and identities through the 
spoken and written word emphasises how discursive meaning-making can 
affect individuals when taking collective action.  

Before illustrating how the frame perspective informs this study, I will 
first allude to the differences between frames and framing. The concepts are 
so intertwined that they are sometimes used as synonyms and are often not 
explained in relation to each other. In studies by Snow and Benford, they 
have explicitly differentiated between frames and framing. Snow and col-
leagues define frame as a ‘schemata of interpretation “that enable individuals 
to locate, perceive, identify, and label” occurrences within their life space 
and the world at large’ (1986: p. 464). Thus, a frame could be understood as 
a mental frame that helps individuals make sense of the world they live in.  

When explaining the process of framing, Snow and Benford (1988) 
explain that groups ‘frame, or assign meaning to and interpret relevant events 
and conditions in ways that are intended to mobilize potential adherents and 
constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize antagonists’ (p. 
198). In other words, when someone is actively assigning meaning to an 
event or conditions in the social world, they are framing those occurrences. 
Accordingly, this suggests that framing is a strategy, and the frame is the 
product. 

Snow and Benford also distinguish between a frame and a collective 
action frame. Collective action frames describe when an individual frame 
takes collective forms. This happens when individuals get together and de-
fine and redefine their individual frames in an interactive process. Just as 
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with the individual frames, the collective action frames are not static but con-
stantly change depending on social, political, cultural and material contexts 
and depend on how individuals make and remake meaning. Snow (2013) de-
fines a collective action frame as a ‘relatively coherent set of action-oriented 
beliefs and meanings that legitimate and inspire social movement campaigns 
and activities’ (p. 471). In this context, collective action frames help to ex-
plain how social movements inspire individuals to act for social change. Fur-
thermore, when taking frames to this collective level, the concept also illus-
trates a more active and strategic process where actors package events and 
conditions with their values and ideologies in mind, to mobilise support and 
engage people in acting for changing their social reality. Thus, to frame col-
lective action frames becomes a method for mobilisation or even politics. 
The theorising made by Goffman mainly focused on the individual level and 
the cognitive process of when individuals try to understand their surround-
ings. With the concept of collective action frames, social movement theorists 
developed the analytical framework to fit the context of social movements as 
a way to understand how a framing process happens in conjunction with oth-
ers and with a specific purpose.  

Collective action frames thus have the purpose to structure, motivate 
and inspire how individuals within a movement should act and could be seen 
as both creating order in participants’ life worlds and targeting strategic aims. 
In this process, movements construct collective identities when individuals 
share their experiences and see patterns that can make them share ideas, feel-
ings and dreams. In 1988, Klandermans wrote that frames could be commu-
nicated through:  

Public speeches; letters of opposition or support; declarations 
by organizations and institutions; signed public statements; 
signed advertisements; declarations of indictment and inten-
tion; slogans; caricatures and symbols; banners; posters; dis-
played communications; expositions; leaflets; pamphlets; 
books; newspapers and journals; records; radio; television; au-
diovisual presentations; art; exhibits; films; informational 
stands in shopping centers; organizing public events featuring 
well know intellectuals and political figures; organizing con-
gresses; teach-ins; hearings; publicizing the results of opinion 
surveys; symbolic public acts such as prayer and worship; 
painting; wearing of symbols; performance of plays; music; 
singing: street theater; concerts; organizing dramatic events 
such as marches; demonstrations; die-ins; pilgrimages: arrang-
ing sports events; door-to door canvasing. (p. 184) 

Notably, education is excluded from the communicative outlets that spread 
movements’ messages. However, since the framing perspective has devel-
oped into a widely applied analytical framework within a wide range of re-
search fields, there are studies that have analysed how frames are integrated 
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into media organisations and educational systems. When a framing perspec-
tive has scrutinised educational activities (Davies 2002; Mertala 2019; Molla 
& Nolan 2019; Hodgman 2014), the framework is used to understand the 
construction of meaning within educational systems and answer questions 
about the motivations for education. For example, Davies (2002) has identi-
fied frames about progressive education in Canadian educational policy that 
show how different relevant actors understand the specific educational form. 
Therefore, this study hopes to contribute to the extension of the framing per-
spective by studying the context of party education as a situation where par-
ties produce meaning and frame events intending to create collective action 
frames. Nevertheless, before moving on to discussing how the framing per-
spective is applied in the study, it is necessary to explain how a frame comes 
into existence and what it consists of. 
 

What constitutes a frame? 
To cut across how a frame is constituted, Snow and Benford (1988) have 
divided the framing process into three components that they call the core 
framing tasks: ‘diagnostic framing’ (problem identification and attributions), 
‘prognostic framing’ (identification of strategies, tactics and goals) and ‘mo-
tivational framing’ (motivations behind problem identification and strate-
gies). By isolating the framing process into these three components, it be-
comes possible to scrutinise how arguments are logically related to each 
other and how collective action frames come to be. The three components 
are more thoroughly explained below.  
 
Diagnostic framing addresses the identification of a problem. It explains why 
a problem occurs, who is responsible and who should be accountable, and 
finally, it identifies casual relationships. Snow and Benford (1988) claim that 
this first step is the basis for any kind of collective work to change society 
and that it is a powerful tool when creating framing narratives. In the diag-
nostic framing, the forms from which a collective identity emerge are cre-
ated. Identifying a community that builds on a common understanding of 
what constitutes a problem creates solidarity with those who are identified as 
the same. The individual feels solidarity with others and starts to identify 
with a constructed ‘we’. Benford (1993) notes that it is necessary to find 
logical arguments between what the problem is and who is culpable for it to 
create a frame that makes the complicated reality seem more accessible. In 
relation to a political party, it is the diagnostic relationships that construct 
and reconstruct the outer boundaries of a party identity.  
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Prognostic framing identifies what should be done to fix the problem and 
highlights strategies, tactics and goals. In prognostic framing, the questions 
of what should be done, how it should be done, and who should do it should 
be answered. The identified strategies and goals point in a direction and the 
way forward. In this step, movements identify their alternative ideas of how 
society should be structured, thus describing utopian ideas of how to organise 
society. From the context of political parties, this framing component defines 
the political actors and exactly how strategies should be executed to reach 
the goal formulated in the diagnostic framing.  
 
Motivational framing is a set of normative arguments concerning why a 
group should take collective action to fix what has been identified as the 
problem. In this step, movements come back to the definition of why some-
thing is a problem and find arguments for why it should be organised differ-
ently. Snow and Benford (1988) state that the motivational framing can be a 
mix of logical and emotional arguments but that the objective is to make a 
convincing case of why collective action is needed. It is in this process that 
individuals that agree with the arguments of a specific framing take the step 
to act and in turn realise the goals of the movement of which they are a part. 
When it comes to political parties and the mobilisation of their members, this 
framing component could be the component that makes someone that votes 
for a party become active in the party movement.  
 
Chiefly, a frame constitutes a collective understanding of problems, solu-
tions, those responsible for the problems, alternative visions and strategies to 
act and arguments to make individuals chose to become active in the change 
(Benford and Snow 2000). Scholars that apply or have been inspired by 
Snow and Benford’s frame analysis (e.g., Smith 2020; Bashir 2012) have 
structured their analysis to identify these core framing tasks in empirical ma-
terial in order to understand how collective action frames take form. For ex-
ample, Fernandes-Jesus, Lima and Sabucedo (2020) search for diagnostic, 
prognostic and motivational framing in manifests produced by the Portu-
guese climate movement. They found that the manifestos explained diagnos-
tic relationships similarly to the anti-austerity movement in Portugal; they 
blamed the economic system and the economic model, as well as ‘interna-
tional players’ and the government for sending mixed messages. Regarding 
the prognostic framing, they defined clear action plans where they demanded 
energy transition and the cancellation of contracts for gas and oil along the 
Portuguese coast. The motivational framing in the manifestos emphasised 
the urgency and severity of the problem and targeted engaged citizens as a 
defined collective identity. Thus, identifying different layers of a collective 
action frame contrives to distinguish the logical argumentation and motiva-
tion for the frame.  
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Framing and mobilisation  
Considering that the framing perspective emphasises meaning-making pro-
cesses and how ideas take collective forms, the framework corresponds to 
other theoretical tools that stress idea work rather than material conditions. 
Having this tendency of research scrutinises how society is organised based 
on ideas and social relations and how these can change material conditions. 
Within theories that study meaning-making processes, discourse is a concept 
that has attained a special status. Steinberg (1998) acclaims discourses ‘the 
social production of meaning that is essentially dialectic, dynamic, and riven 
with contradictions’ (p. 851-2). Discourses are thus much broader concepts 
that include contradictions and conflicts, whereas frames can be understood 
as existing within already established discourses and are bound to adjust to 
the boundaries of the discourse. Therefore, frames are more strategically con-
structed to create collective mobilisation and, in the end, change or uphold 
hegemonic discourses. 

When translating frame analysis from the context of social movements 
to the context of parties, it becomes crucial to distinguish frames from ideol-
ogy since ideology, in most cases, is inherent to the organisation of a party. 
Jämte (2014) argues that scholars incorrectly use ideology as equivalent to 
frame. However, ideologies are broad, deeply rooted, complex and coherent 
thought systems that are consistent through time and link theories about how 
society and humans are conditioned, whereas frames are changeable, flexi-
ble, dependent on the context in which they evolve and used specifically to 
reach particular strategic aims. Therefore, movements that spring from dif-
ferent ideological traditions can develop similar frames if it involves com-
municating a strategic message to reach participants. Efficient frames could 
also affect the compositions of ideologies if the problem’s description, strat-
egies and solutions are considered strategically efficient. Thus, ideologies 
and frames are often connected or rooted in the same thought system, alt-
hough they do not necessarily have to be (Jämte 2014; Snow & Benford 
2005). Since this study analyses five parties that in different ways have their 
foundation in left-leaning politics and different types of socialist ideology, 
the framing perspective contributes to distinguishing how these parties create 
frames to reach strategic aims and spread their party message. By means of 
this, there is sometimes a delicate line between what can be considered a 
frame and what is simply ideology. The objective, however, is to pierce 
through the overlying ideologic message and identify frames in party educa-
tion to interpret the strategic message behind the framing.  

Since constructing collective action frames aims to mobilise support, 
the framing perspective categorises mobilisation into three categories: con-
sensus mobilisation, mobilisation potential and action mobilisation (Snow & 
Benford 1986; Klandermans 2012; Van Stekelenburg et al. 2009). Consensus 
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mobilisation is when an actor within a movement actively reaches out to the 
public to mobilise support and supporters. Snow and colleagues (1986) see 
that consensus mobilisation happens when a movement ‘drum[s] up support 
for its views and aims’ (p. 466). According to Klandermans (2013), the pur-
pose of consensus mobilisation is to create mobilisation potential. Mobilisa-
tion potential directs attention to the supporters that could potentially become 
engaged within a group or movement. The potential is an unfixed entity of 
members, supporters and adherents that have started to develop sympathies 
for the advocated questions and issues. Mobilising supporters around spe-
cific questions is an ongoing process without a start or end. Rather than con-
vincing specific individuals, the focus is concentrated on creating collective 
action frames that create frameworks and structures for how individuals per-
ceive occurrences and events. Nevertheless, seeing that having a number of 
individuals who agree on an issue and agree with the strategies of a move-
ment is not enough to change the state of things, a movement must also con-
vince certain individuals to realise the actions of what the movement aims 
for. That last step in the mobilisation process is categorised as action mobi-
lisation within the framing perspective. The movement must create positive 
feelings around their strategies and goals so that individuals want to be a part 
of actualising them. There are similarities between all three types of mobili-
sations, since they all depart from creating and recreating collective action 
frames, thereby creating meaningful frames in succeeding to explain the 
structure of the social reality and defining problems and solutions. Klander-
mans (1988) discuss the continuity between the different forms of mobilisa-
tion and note how they have different purposes and target different groups. 
Consensus mobilisation is supposed to reach as many as possible in order to 
frame occurrences in a way that legitimatises the movement and its strate-
gies, whereas action mobilisation instead targets fewer more active partici-
pants or members in an attempt to persuade them to fulfil specific aims. How-
ever, action mobilisation is dependent on the successfulness of the consensus 
mobilisation, since if few agree with the moral nature of the problem descrip-
tion, it will be challenging to mobilise collective action.  

In terms of mobilising support within the context of party education, 
the party members have already taken the step to become members and at-
tend party schooling, whereas the parties have already achieved some form 
of consensus mobilisation insofar as the members agree with the parties’ pol-
itics. The educational situation offers a possibility for mobilisation potential 
and creates an opportunity for action mobilisation; engaging the members so 
that they will perform actions for the party. 

Differentiating between different types of mobilisations stresses the 
various ways in which a movement turns to its adherents. Previous research 
recognises that the prognostic framing should be precise in identifying who 
should work for realising the visions that are described in the diagnostic 
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framing. McCarthy and Zald (1977) distinguish between four groups that 
participate in movement work. The first group consists of adherents and con-
cerns individuals that support the ideas and visions. The second group con-
stitutes constituents, namely those that engage in the work and realise the 
strategies. The third group concerns potential beneficiaries and pinpoints 
those that gain from the realisation of the movement’s goals. Finally, the 
fourth group comprises conscience adherents, the individuals who support 
the cause even though they are not directly affected. McCarthy and Zald 
(1977) emphasise that movements include individuals with diverse motives 
for supporting or being active in the movement, which may lead to internal 
conflict when formulating the diagnostics and choosing how to implement 
the tactical design. Benford and Snow (2000) acclaim that choosing a strat-
egy and the prognostic dimension is ‘one of the primary ways in which 
movements differ from one another’ (p. 617), which stresses why selecting 
a strategy could lead to internal conflicts when having such different motives 
and approaches to supporting the cause. Accordingly, when accentuating 
how frames can instigate mobilisation, it is fundamental to distinguish how 
frames are communicated to potential supporters and adherents.  

 

Communicating frames 
For achieving collective action, it is insufficient to pack the diagnostic, prog-
nostic and motivational framing with content. What is needed is to actively 
transmit the frames to the targeted audience and link the messaging with the 
existing ideas that potential adherents have, thereby creating favourable con-
ditions for mobilisation. Within the framing perspective, this is referred to as 
frame alignment. Snow and colleagues (1986) identified four frame align-
ment processes or strategies for actors to use depending on their position and 
organisation, which are addressed below. 
 
Frame bridging is when two ideologically coherent ideas or structurally un-
connected frameworks are linked together. Connecting frames to each other 
is the most common form of frame alignment process (Benford & Snow 
2000). The aim is to achieve mobilisation potential and find potential adher-
ents. Snow and colleagues explain: ‘These sentiment pools refer to aggre-
gates of individuals who share common grievances and attributional orienta-
tions, but who lack the organizational base for expressing their discontent’ 
(1986: p. 467). However, there is considerable risk that the frame bridging 
will ‘overextend’ the frame and dilute the content when searching for new 
supporters, which could connote that already active members feel that the 
frame’s meaning is disintegrated.  
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Another frame alignment process, Frame amplification, describes when an 
existing frame becomes strengthened; this is done by developing central 
parts of the frame, clarifying the message or linking it to the potential audi-
ence. Frame amplification can create both mobilisation potential and action 
mobilisation. A notable example of creating mobilisation potential is the de-
velopment of concise slogans describing ‘who we are’ and what should be 
achieved, such as ‘we are the 99 %’, or ‘another world is possible’ (Snow et 
al. 1986; Jämte 2014). Creating slogans like these has been discussed in pre-
vious research as an effective way to create feelings of identification and we-
ness in a movement (Flesher Fominaya 2010; 2015). When creating action 
mobilisation, it is necessary to remind adherents of the problem and its ur-
gency, as well as link it to whoever is culpable and should fix it. When man-
ifesting this, it is attainable to use slogans, like: ‘if not we – who?’, ‘if not 
now – when?’ (Jämte 2014). Amplifying a frame, however, implies narrow-
ing down the frame into one story. The strategy of frame amplification could 
therefore involve risks if the story becomes outdated and loses support within 
the targeted audience.  
 
In comparison, Frame extension is when the frame is extended to include 
new problem descriptions with the object of addressing new supporters. Ex-
tending frames has the purpose of summoning mobilisation potential. As in 
frame bridging, there lies a challenge in appealing to both new supporters 
and already active members, insomuch as it can lead to instability and inse-
curity about the most crucial questions. Even though frame extension can 
lead to internal conflicts (Benford & Snow 2000), it is still a common form 
of frame alignment (Snow et al. 1986). 
 
Lastly, Frame transformation explains when existing frames are not con-
sistent with the targeted audience and have to be changed to mobilise support 
or activity. The transformation could target a specific question or be more 
fundamental in terms of changing perspective, ideology, beliefs or religion 
(Snow et al. 1986). Transforming a frame is therefore a long and demanding 
process to change people’s perspectives. If successful, frame transformations 
could result in consensus mobilisation and mobilisation potential. 
 
Altogether, the positive outcome of one of these four processes is what the 
theory calls frame alignment, which is a crucial part of how frames are suc-
cessfully communicated. To comprehend how political actors reach the right 
audience and invoke a message to supporters and adherents, the concept res-
onance explains how well frames resonate with the targeted audience. To 
explain this resonance, the theory uses the concepts of credibility and rele-
vance. A frame’s credibility is dependent on whether it is logically com-
posed, if there is empirical evidence that supports the credibility or if the 
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actor that communicates the frame is perceived as credible by the potential 
audience. A frame’s relevance is conditional if what is proclaimed is experi-
enced as a central issue for supporters and if it is linked to their lived expe-
riences and relevant to the society and culture within which the supporters 
exist. In other words, if frames are considered credible or relevant, they res-
onate with their audience. Snow and colleagues (1986) ask the following 
questions with the aim to explain frame resonance:  

Does the framing suggest answers and solutions to troublesome 
situations and dilemmas that resonate with the way in which 
they are experienced? Does the framing build on and elaborate 
existing dilemmas and grievances in ways that are believable 
and compelling? Or is the framing too abstract and even con-
tradictory? In short, is there some degree of what might be con-
ceptualized as frame resonance? (p. 477) 

Hence, even if frames are successful in their communication towards the 
right audience, the frames are bound to be challenged outside of the group 
by other groups with another perspective, such as those in power, the media, 
etc. Internal disputes can also emerge when individuals or fractions within a 
group have alternative views of defining a problem, fixing what is wrong or 
communicating the problems to potential supporters. More specifically, dis-
putes can be categorised into three different disputes (Benford 1993): diag-
nostic frame disputes (when there are competing views regarding the prob-
lem description and its solutions), prognostic frame disputes (when there are 
competing views on the strategies and tactics that should be put in place to 
fix the problem), and frame resonance disputes (when there are competing 
views concerning how to mobilise support and instigate action mobilisation). 
Consequently, there are different strategies that movements can use to trans-
mit their ideas. These strategies admit to particular possibilities and chal-
lenges that depend on intra-movement relations and circumstances outside 
the movement's reach. 

 

Making analytical use of frames, framing and collective identi-
ties  
The conceptual systems that have emerged within the framing perspective 
have contributed to the increased interest in the significant role that ideas 
play in collective action. By applying the framework to party education, the 
theoretical reasoning helps describe the content of these chains of meaning 
and analyse and discuss how this meaning-making motivates collective ac-
tion and influences parties’ practices. The dissertation maintains the assump-
tion that the educational situations that parties organise nurture, uphold and 
have the potential to change certain ideas held by those members 
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participating in these activities. In other words, how the parties frame content 
in their education has implications for how the members understand the party 
they join and take in the theoretical and practical knowledge given to them 
in the educational situation. Therefore, when reading and interpreting the 
empirical material, the analysis identifies salient frames and narratives about 
party education in the empirical material. In order to identify how these sali-
ent frames become integrated into the educational situation, I have searched 
for Snow and Benford’s core framing tasks (1988). Snow and Benford’s di-
agnostic, prognostic and motivational framing are adjusted to comply with 
the party’s educational situations, whereas the following questions serve to 
seize the construction of frames:  
 
Diagnostic framing: What is the problem with society today? Why do we 
need to educate about this? 
Prognostic framing: Who should learn, what and how? 
Motivational framing: Why do we need to educate about this, and how do 
we motivate participants to join?  
 
When searching for the answers to these questions in the gathered empirical 
material, the object is not to compare the parties but to begin to comprehend 
how parties formulate party education. Analysing how meaning is construed 
about party education recognises how the purpose of the educational activi-
ties is defined, what the parties provide for educational content and how they 
intend to structure the education to reach the defined purpose. Considering 
the focus on how the parties turn to their members, the four papers concen-
trate on the frames’ constitution rather than on the communication of the 
frames. Even though the communication of the frames does not have a prom-
inent role in the papers, the discussion in this dissertation deliberates on the 
analytical concepts of frame alignment, frame resonance and frame conflicts. 
When discussing these concepts, the following questions are asked of the 
empirical material: 
 
Frame alignment: How are the frames of party education aligned with active 
and new members? Is it possible to detect frame alignment processes (frame 
bridging, frame amplification, frame extension, frame transformation)?  
Frame resonance: Are the frames relevant and credible for active and new 
members? 
Frame disputes: Can any conflicts or disputes (diagnostic frame disputes, 
prognostic frame disputes and frame resonance disputes) in the framing of 
party education be detected?  
 
Asking these questions and building on the findings of previous studies con-
ceive a theoretical discussion about the communication of frames. Omitting 
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that the parties’ educational situations are understood as situations where the 
parties want to communicate their frames to the members, the frame com-
munication processes relate to the analysis of the logical composition of the 
frames. Reflecting on studies that have examined how frames are communi-
cated, and searching for patterns that indicate frame alignment, resonance 
and disputes, contrive to make assumptions and discuss the results with the 
analytical concepts mentioned above without claiming that this study follows 
all steps of the framing processes. To analyse the communication of frames 
and truly grasp how these framing processes transpire, this study would un-
doubtably have to draw on another type of empirical data that gives voice to 
the recipients of the communication.  

The educational practices are also understood as manifestations of 
what the parties want their members to know and an initial opportunity for 
the parties to create a shared sense of belonging. In creating meaning and 
relations between the members, Jansson (2012; 2013) and Larsson (2013) 
have shown that pedagogical choices, such as the form and content of the 
educational activities, can potentially impact the notion of a common iden-
tity. Collective identities are understood, analogous to collective action 
frames, as discursive, unfixed, constructed and reconstructed in relation to 
power structures and broader social contexts (Polletta and Jasper 2001). Pol-
letta and Jasper (2001), and Simon and Klandermans (2001) have concluded 
that collective identities are closely related to how an event or a problem is 
discursively framed. Snow and McAdam (2000) claim that framing is inher-
ent to constructing collective identities since it identifies problems, articu-
lates solutions and finds motivations for why it is necessary. In that process, 
actors also identify who ‘we’ and ‘they’ are. Jämte and colleagues (2020) 
moreover argue that the framing perspective ‘allows for an analysis of how 
the “we-ness” of a movement is continuously constructed and transformed’ 
(p. 5). When searching for diagnostic, prognostic and motivational relation-
ships, the idea of a common ‘we’ also discerns itself. Flesher Fominaya 
(2015) explains how the relationship between what ‘we are’ and what ‘we 
are not’ is defined as boundary work, which she explains as ‘creating a re-
ciprocal identification between group members that simultaneously express 
commonalities and difference with reference groups’ (p. 395). Boundary 
work therefore occurs between a challenger and dominant group, but it can 
also happen between a more radical or reformist group within a group. Hunt 
and colleagues (1994) discussed boundary work in terms of delineating ‘the 
boundaries between “good” and “evil” and construct[ing] movement protag-
onists and antagonists’, whereas Klandermans and colleagues (1999) found 
that if the boundaries are unclear, this can lead to the targets of mobilisation 
not knowing whom to hold responsible for what has been identified as a 
problem. Therefore, the analysis tries to fix how the analysed parties frame 
themes in order to align:  
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A shared sense of “one-ness” or “we-ness” anchored in real or im-
agined shared attributes and experiences among those who com-
prise the collectivity and in relation or contrast to one or more ac-
tual or imagined sets of “others”. Embedded within the shared 
sense of “we” is a corresponding sense of ‘collective agency. 
(Snow 2001, p. 2 (online document no page number).  

In transforming this understanding of ‘one-ness’ and ‘we-ness’ to parties’ 
educational situations, it follows that party members are encouraged to learn 
collectively and from each other to create a sense of belonging and solidarity. 
The party identities build on constructing a feeling of being part of something 
greater. In short, when members feel like part of the movement, and the 
movement shares an understanding of who they are, they can move the work 
forward and make strategic choices, create motives and achieve goals that 
lead to collective action.  

In conclusion, by making analytical use of the theoretical reasoning, 
the four papers stress different aspects of the framing perspective and there-
fore use the analytical tools dependent on what is in the foreground of each 
specific paper. Still, the concepts of frames, framing and collective identities 
are essential for the principal argumentation and the analysis of this disser-
tation. 

 

Possible contributions and limitations with applying the fram-
ing perspective  
Considering that this dissertation applies a framing perspective on the con-
text of party education within the field of adult education, the study contrib-
utes to accentuating the mobilising work that happens through education in 
parties. The theory emphasises the strategic messaging that is incorporated 
through educational activities and how the educational content pierces 
through parties’ ideological messages. This dissertation becomes an example 
of when the framing perspective is applied within a new academic field and 
to a new context, which prompts the significance of understanding how 
meaning is construed intrinsically in an organisation to mobilise already ac-
tive participants. On account of the framing perspective having become an 
analytical framework that is widely applied in a wide range of academic 
fields, scholars before me have already done the groundwork and discussed, 
and found, solutions to some of the limitations of the theory. Building on 
these previous studies, I strive to not fall into the same traps or trample on 
the same tracks.  

The most obvious challenge with the study design is that the framing 
perspective guides the analysis of the new context of party education. The 
perspective has evolved within social movement studies to understand how 
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movements spread their messages and mobilise adherents and sympathisers, 
whereas it is not uncomplicated to employ the theoretical reasoning to an-
other composition or group if presuming that the mechanisms should be the 
same. The reason for persisting with using the framing perspective is that the 
theory has been used in a wide range of social movements spread out all over 
the globe with different organisational structures, aims, strategies and tactics, 
which demonstrates the elasticity of the framework and the very different 
ways that studies are conducted. Since the perspective has previously in-
formed studies that examine how labour movements mobilise (Asara 2016; 
Chen 2021; Hurd et al. 2003), I argue that studying these movements is not 
that far from observing the relation between left-leaning parties and their 
members, which is what the analysis in the papers gravitate towards. Con-
cretely, the theory gives analytical tools to explain how mobilisation tran-
spires; fixating the focus on mobilisation and the construction of identities in 
party education poses convincing support for using a theory that stresses how 
the intersection between idea work and collective action comes to pass.  

Additionally, framing perspectives are often used in the context of me-
dia studies (e.g., Reese et al. 2001; Entman 2007; Matthes 2009) to under-
stand how messages are strategically constructed in media and digital outlets. 
Considering that the theory accomplishes describing and analysing how 
meaning is produced and presented in information intended for citizens is a 
substantial argument for why it can be applied to educational activities to 
analyse educational situations designed to teach knowledge and skills and 
build opinions. To surmount some of the issues that arise when extending the 
theory to a new context, the research design incorporates a case study design 
with multiple illustrative cases and a triangulation of different empirical ma-
terials. Snow and Trom (2002) claim that multiple cases amount to the pos-
sibility for theoretical generalisation, as the broad material indicates a de-
tailed and holistic analysis that can develop, extend or refine the theoretical 
perspective. By extending framing as an analytical tool to describe and inter-
pret the context of party education, the papers call attention to new ways of 
understanding how meaning-making processes in parties instigate collective 
action.  

Another challenge with using the theory is that it yields an exceedingly 
instrumental perspective and stresses the rational, strategic, intentional and 
informed decisions that actors make. Even though framing processes are 
complex and difficult to break through, there is a risk that these processes 
become accentuated and calculated rather than multifaceted, unconscious or 
unintentional, which they can simultaneously be for the individuals that take 
part in the framing. Accordingly, there is a risk of clouding over the com-
plexity of what it means to be a human being with contradictory emotions, 
feelings, dreams, and loyalties towards others and oneself and how this 
makes it difficult to understand how decisions occur. In order to not be overly 
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focused on the rationalities of decision-making, I have tried to underscore 
the emotional logic that runs through each step of framing processes and the 
construction of collective identities. The emphasis on feelings within the mo-
tivational framing is evident in all the papers and stands at the core of the 
analysis, which I hope, in extension, builds an argument for why understand-
ing the emotional logic of mobilisation should be studied to a greater extent. 

Overall, the framing perspective is well suited for this study because 
it emphasises how parties present themselves and choose to ‘package’ their 
politics for their members. Therefore, studying party education highlights 
pedagogical motives and intentions with providing education, which con-
trives getting a hold of party traits often overlooked in party research. Seeing 
that the framing perspective is fruitful for understanding party education, the 
next chapter will explain the dissertation’s methodological considerations. 
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Chapter 5 

Research methodology 
With the condition that the framing perspective informs this study, the re-
search design aspires to scrutinise how meaning is constructed in and about 
party education. Moving on from the theoretical considerations, this chapter 
aims to present the selected empirical material, data collection strategies and 
methods for how I have applied the theoretical framework to the data. In a 
text about quality in research, Larsson (2022) suggests that: 

On a more profound level one must scrutinize the fit among the 
research question, assumptions about the research and the na-
ture of the phenomenon to be studied, data collection, and 
methods of analysis. One might think of alignment here: When 
putting things in combination one should not create contradic-
tions. (p. 7).  

Therefore, when discussing and reflecting on the research methodology, this 
chapter’s focus is to declare how the different parts of this dissertation align 
and motivate the choices made. Concerning transparency about how the de-
sign functions, Larsson (2022) claims that ‘to declare one’s preunderstanding 
is not a simple task. The difficulty in the explicit description of all preunder-
standings is apparent in the fact that all previous thinking might, in principle, 
influence interpretation.’ (p. 6). Consequently, it is crucial to be unambigu-
ous that applying the framing perspective to party education places emphasis 
on understanding these educational situations as more than training and in-
terpreting them as practices where parties can form collective party identities 
that consolidate the movement around a party and mobilise party members. 
When setting out to understand how parties formulate their educational ac-
tivities, the research focus renders its analysis from the parties’ perspective. 
Since the research aim is to understand how the parties motivate the use of 
educational situations, I have collected data that focus on how the parties 
understand, and what intent they have with their education, namely text ma-
terials for and about party education and interviews with actors that have an 
overview of it. The text materials were collected to understand how political 
education is structured and map what, how and why something is taught. The 
interviews with the individuals responsible for party studies and study lead-
ers were collected to grasp the purpose of the studies and understand how the 
parties themselves formulate the need for education and what their motives 
are. The collected empirical data are used in different ways in the four papers, 
but all depart from a framing perspective to emphasise how meaning is 
framed with the object of mobilising party members. 
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Research design: A case study  
To analyse the motives behind party education, the study is designed as a 
case study consisting of five cases of how party education is formulated to 
instigate member engagement. Carrying out a case study with multiple cases 
requires meticulous reflection about how to comply with and integrate the 
data collection and data interpretation, all of which will be discussed in this 
chapter. Nevertheless, before proceeding to motivate the choices made, I will 
first explain why a case study has been chosen as the overall design for this 
study. 

Case studies are widely applied within most research fields when pur-
suing a holistic, in-depth understanding of what is being studied (Yin 2006). 
Social movement scholars in particular employ case studies because of how 
the method attains coming near a specific movement and studying it from 
different angles and methods (Snow & Trom 2002). Schramm (1971) claims 
that the essence of a case study is how it succeeds in emphasising and ex-
plaining a decision or a series of decisions, namely why they were taken, 
how they were implemented, and what the results were. Even if Schramm 
accentuates how the case study can explain decision-making, Yin (2006) em-
phasises that the case study can explain not only how decisions are made, but 
also what processes and developments are involved, and thereby come close 
to what happens within an organisation or institution. Yin (2006) defines a 
case study as an empirical investigation that: (1) studies a current phenome-
non in its real context, (2) especially when the boundaries between the phe-
nomenon and the context are unclear. In other words, the case study is fruitful 
when the contextual conditions are of great relevance to what is studied. In 
its simplest form, a case study is a detailed investigation of one or multiple 
cases where these cases constitute a possible research object in itself. Case 
studies are applied when the researcher seeks to answer descriptive or ex-
planatory questions and when the study object is not or should not be sepa-
rated from its context. Scrutinising several cases draws a multi-layered pic-
ture that captures the richness of details, nuances or the uniqueness of the 
study object. Snow and Trom (2002) argue that one of the strengths of case 
studies is the triangulation of multiple methods and materials that give multi-
layered and nuanced analyses. Having multiple sources of evidence gener-
ates a rich, thick and holistic understanding of the research object. Further-
more, carrying out a case study has the benefit of gathering data from several 
sources and incorporating them into a combined analysis. The case study 
methodology is beneficial in this study because of how the approach probes 
into and penetrates the context under study. Seeing that the organisation of 
party education is almost impossible to disengage from conditions dependent 
on various party-political contexts, the case study methodology succeeds in 
intersecting different cases of how parties formulate educational activities 
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and the decisions behind them, while at the same time taking the contextual 
conditions into account. 
 
Case and data selection  
Having the parties’ outlook on party education as a point of departure, the 
research focus prioritises parties that are interpreted as critical cases for un-
derstanding the role of education in member mobilisation. Identifying cases 
to study started with formulating the theoretical reasoning that informs the 
dissertation in order to establish which parties would be relevant to study, 
allowing me to fixate on the relevant empirical and theoretical issues (Snow 
and Trom 2002). Being informed by the framing perspective (Snow et al. 
1986; Benford & Snow 1988; Snow & McAdam 2000) and seeing that pre-
vious studies had accentuated the role of education in the labour movement 
(Ambjörnsson 1993; Arvidsson 2005; Jansson 2013; 2016; Nordvall & Pas-
tuhov 2020), I started searching for parties where the relationship between 
educational activities and mobilisation could be presumed. Since there is a 
narrative in Swedish political history that emphasises the labour movement 
providing workers with education to teach them useful knowledge in their 
workplace and as political subjects (Gougoulakis 2016; Jansson 2013; Lars-
son 2013), it was natural for me to first turn the spotlight on the Swedish 
context and scrutinise how left parties in Sweden organise member educa-
tion. Seeing that all eight parties in the Swedish national parliament provide 
educational activities for their members (Bladh 2022a), I could have de-
signed a study that included Swedish parties with other ideological strands. 
Nevertheless, I chose to build on previous studies that fixated on the labour 
movement and extend the scrutiny to left-leaning parties. Therefore, I started 
to delve into the two left-leaning parties in the Swedish parliament, the Swe-
dish Social Democratic Workers’ Party and the Swedish Left Party, and their 
member education. Having decided on the two Swedish left parties, I began 
the process of selecting the research design and continued with my search 
for corresponding parties to study. Taking into consideration that providing 
education has been an important feature in the labour movement’s political 
struggle (Gougoulakis 2016; Jansson 2013; Larsson 2013), I wanted to root 
the relationship between education and mobilisation by studying how it tran-
spires in several parties that work for a similar cause. Since I know Spanish 
and was familiar with Spanish political history, I started to examine how 
Spanish left parties organise party education. In the process of learning more 
about the phenomenon of party education in Spain, parallels between the 
Swedish and Spanish labour-oriented parties’ organisation started to surface. 
For example, The Spanish Social Democratic Workers’ Party was estab-
lished in 1879, around the same time as the Swedish Social Democratic 
Workers’ Party (in 1889). The Spanish left was organised into two parties 
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that in 1921 fought for either reformist or revolutionary strategies, and this 
corresponds to the Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party division into 
one social democratic party and a communist party in 1917. Considering that 
it was possible to draw parallels between these four parties, I started to delve 
into the two Spanish parties’ organisation of education. However, when start-
ing to orientate in the Spanish political context, the political discourse was 
heavily influenced by the formation of the new party Podemos. Seeing that 
the United Left built a joint election platform with Podemos, I started to map 
Podemos’ organisation of educational activities as well. Including Podemos 
as an additional case in the study was considered a strength, since the sam-
pling now also included the possibility to study a new party and their formu-
lation of educational activities. Thus, having parties with some similarities 
that exist in different national contexts and with different characteristics 
gives a nuanced picture that can contribute with knowledge of the motives 
behind party education.  

Employing multiple cases is fruitful when stressing illustrative or 
comparative dimensions and when desiring to extend and refine theoretical 
frameworks. Staggenbourg (1988) has, for example, studied leadership de-
velopment in social movements and argues that the sampling concerning 
which social movements to study implies seeing the cases as ideal types to 
which to apply the theoretical framework. In her study, interviews with lead-
ing figures were used to demonstrate changes within the movements. Stag-
genbourg (1988) highlights that there are challenges with having multiple 
cases; for example, when stressing elements that make the cases similar to 
each other, it also makes it challenging to identify what the essence of a spe-
cific case is. The case is seldom something static but a phenomenon in con-
stant processes of changing structures, which is difficult to capture when see-
ing a case as an ideal type. Regardless of the possible obstructions of the 
method, identifying and emphasising the five recognised cases gives a 
unique chance to identify patterns and extend the theoretical knowledge 
about how party education can be understood.  

The purpose of studying five parties in two countries is to establish 
empirical patterns and understand circumstances rather than exhaustively de-
scribe and explain all aspects of the parties’ organisation. That the cases 
come from two countries signifies that the comparison between these coun-
tries’ national contexts and how the contextual conditions influence parties' 
educational situations is always present in the study. However, the two na-
tional contexts from which the empirical material comes are understood as 
contexts that become part of the analysis, rather than levels of analysis on 
their own. Snow and Trom (2002) discuss the main contributions of using a 
case study and accentuate the usefulness of making theoretical generalisa-
tions, which they categorise into theoretical discovery, theoretical extension 
and theoretical refinement. By using a framing perspective throughout this 
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study, and applying it to a context where it is not usually applied, the study 
contributes to a theoretical extension and emphasises new aspects of how 
organisations frame meaning. There are also considerable prospects for the-
oretical refinement, since the study accentuates how the theoretical frame-
work understands educational activities as a context where meaning can be 
constructed with the aim of instigating collective. 

The sampling strategy could therefore be labelled as identifying criti-
cal cases for understanding how parties motivate using education to mobilise 
their members. Having identified the five analysed parties as relevant cases 
for understanding educational activities’ role in instigating collective action, 
it was possible to start the research process while still learning to orientate 
and define the boundaries of the project (Yin 2006). Although having deter-
mined specific parts of the study rationale, the case study design remains 
adjustable while collecting the empirical material since the data collection 
depends on conditions in the field and the availability of sources. Conducting 
a case study amounts to adjusting the research design and making compro-
mises depending on different circumstances when accessing information. For 
me, this resulted in my being able to begin studying the parties and gathering 
information, without having to make any final calls regarding the boundaries 
of the research design.  
 
Data collection 
The process of deciding which types of empirical material to analyse started 
on the opposite end, that is, by deciding which sources to exclude. In terms 
of understanding the structure of the parties’ educational activities, I weighed 
the possibility of developing a survey where the parties could answer ques-
tions about their organisation. After some consideration, I came to the con-
clusion that balancing the answers on a scale, or asking yes or no questions, 
would make it difficult to receive meaningful answers that elaborated on the 
parties’ motives and organisation of party education. To grasp what deter-
mines the structure of education, I instead collected text materials that guide 
how the parties organise their education and how the educational situations 
are intended to turn out. By collecting official documents that guide the or-
ganisation of studies, the analysis focuses on what type of objectives the par-
ties have with their education. Moreover, by also including study material, 
the analysis sharpens questions about what the members should learn, what 
the parties think is important, how the parties want to frame themselves, as 
well as arguments for why members should become engaged.  

When trying to comprehend why educational situations are organised 
in certain ways, I reflected on different ways of conducting interviews and 
observations. Including observations would offer a chance to come near to 
and acquire a multi-layered understanding of the educational situation. Ob-
servations as a data collection method would, however, not answer what kind 
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of motives the parties have, since observing study leaders and members mir-
rors what happens in the educational situation indifferent to what is consid-
ered the purpose. Interviewing the members could contribute with vast 
knowledge about how the education transpires and how members become 
engaged in parties’ work, but it cannot probe into why parties use the educa-
tional situation to socialise members. Therefore, interviewing the party rep-
resentatives with the most insight and influence over the organisation of 
party education, and those study leaders that are present in the educational 
situation, allowed me to explore the motives behind the organisation of party 
education. When having decided on this data collection strategy, I started 
gathering information about the parties and the context of party education. 
Since I had no interest in evaluating or assessing the educational activities, 
my research interest fixates on understanding the reasons behind the organi-
sation. The research design is of an exploratory and descriptive nature that 
aims to deepen the understanding of relationships, patterns and circum-
stances that can influence how parties intend to socialise their members 
through party education.  

Consequently, the study draws from two primary empirical sources: 
text material produced for and about party education and interviews with 
both the party officials in charge of party education and study leaders that 
have been present in different party educational situations. Analysing these 
two types of data material allows for an eclectic use of theoretical and meth-
odological concepts, which in disparate ways take differing vantage points 
and put different aspects of party education in the foreground in the four pa-
pers included in this compilation thesis. More precisely, I recognise the pa-
pers as complementing each other, where my strategy has been to draw on 
relevant theoretical concepts and empirical material based on the purpose of 
each respective paper.  

 
Text materials 
Having an initial plan for the research design of this study, I started to map 
how the parties organised party education. By reading course designs, course 
materials, and gathering statistics on the members’ journey through member 
education, I could outline what types of courses and other organised educa-
tional activities the parties provided. Collecting different types of text mate-
rials and creating an overview laid a foundation for a comprehensive under-
standing of the organised party education in each party, and this work served 
as the basis on which the background chapter of this dissertation was written. 
For example, I have reviewed general party documents, such as the different 
parties’ party statutes, activity reports and activity plans and searched these 
documents for formulations about party education. These documents often 
consider the parties’ organisational structure and strategies in general but 
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cover passages with statements about why party education should be pro-
vided to members and how it should be organised. Other information has 
been gathered from the websites linked to each party’s education and the 
responsible party functionary. Information on collaborations with, for exam-
ple, student unions, unions, youth organisations, educational associations 
and other organisations has been gathered from their corresponding websites, 
statutes, or activity reports. The study materials include course designs and 
course materials and have been gathered in communication with the parties, 
through their party websites or from other websites belonging to organisa-
tions that the party is a member of or works with.  

When producing this overview of the parties’ educational activities 
and gaining a multi-layered understanding of the organisation of party edu-
cation, I could discern which material was suitable to analyse, depending on 
what was prominent in a specific paper. Seeing that the articles emphasise 
different aspects of the motives with party education, they draw on different 
materials. The chosen text materials illustrate how the parties structure their 
education and with what content they fill the educational situations. Official 
texts such as party statutes and centrally planned study material are consid-
ered to have been developed with certain aims and intent in mind. By exten-
sion, analysing the study materials, such as course design and course mate-
rials, is interpreted as representing how the parties want to be perceived by 
their members and what they want the members to learn when participating 
in party education.  

If considering the text materials analysed in the papers, papers I and II 
explore the formulation of party education by scrutinising text documents.  

In the first paper about Swedish new-member education, the empirical 
material consists of study material that the Swedish Social Democratic 
Workers’ Party and the Swedish Left Party have developed for their new-
member education. The Swedish parties shared their study material, consist-
ing of study plans, PowerPoint presentations and instructions for study lead-
ers. The materials were attained by having e-mail contact with the parties in 
question; however, both parties have most of the study material available on 
their websites for party education. These study materials inform the parties’ 
new-member education and are the first educational situation in which the 
members participate.  

In the second paper that concerns Spanish weekend party schools, the 
empirical material composes both study material for the weekend schools 
and official party statutes. The study material used in the Spanish parties’ 
weekend schools resembles the study material from the Swedish parties in-
somuch that the material is distributed to the participants, who are expected 
to read it when attending the party schools. The Spanish parties do not de-
velop study material for specific educational occasions; instead, they distrib-
ute academic texts or texts developed for other situations; these texts were 
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also included in the material. These combined materials, consisting of invi-
tations, programmes, texts and videos give an idea of the formulation of the 
Spanish parties’ weekend schools and how they are organised. Furthermore, 
the official party statutes are included in the empirical material. The statutes 
are interpreted as a sort of curriculum, determining the structure of party ed-
ucation. All three parties’ statutes specifically mention and discuss party ed-
ucation and give guidelines for the organisation of training. Similar to the 
collection of the Swedish data, the material was gathered in dialogue with 
the Spanish parties, where I received study materials, programmes and invi-
tations to the party schools. The official party statues are available on the 
parties’ websites. 

 
Interviews 
In addition to the various text materials included in the sampling, interviews 
are the other source of empirical material that this study builds on. Interviews 
were conducted to gain a deeper understanding of the motives behind party 
education. Being inspired by Staggenbourg’s (1988) research design, which 
explored leadership development in social movements by interviewing 
leader figures in order to understand changes within social movements, the 
research design of this study aspires to interview individuals who can formu-
late the intention and organisation of the party’s education. Consequently, it 
has been a strategy to acquire perspectives from people with central vantage 
points within their respective parties based on their position, but the inter-
views also capture how these individuals experience and make meaning 
about education. The party officials in charge of party education are inter-
viewed in their capacity as spokespersons for the parties (Kvale 2008). The 
study leaders are interviewed in their role as educational leaders since they 
come close to what happens in the educational situation. The purpose of the 
interviews is thus to distinguish how the need for and organisation of party 
education is framed, and how the interviewees understand education in rela-
tion to construing a party identity. Given the importance of the interviews, it 
has been crucial to prepare these carefully theoretically, practically, and eth-
ically (Kvale 2008). 

Corresponding to the process of selecting text materials, planning for 
the interviews started with developing an idea of how the educational activ-
ities were carried out by observing party meetings and educational activities. 
By attending these meetings, it was possible to gain an initial and tentative 
understanding of the parties’ educational activities. Having this pre-under-
standing influenced and improved the opportunity to formulate the interview 
guides and prepare for asking relevant follow-up questions. Since I was in-
vited to take part in a research project about education in political parties, 
The Pedagogy of Education in Political Parties (Partiskolningens didaktik 
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in Swedish), led by Henrik Nordvall at the Department of Behavioural Sci-
ences and Learning at Linköping University and funded by the Swedish Re-
search Council, I could take part in discussions and documents that was for-
mulated within the project. The interview guides in the project were devel-
oped to stress the key themes of the purpose of party education, how party 
education is organised and what implications it has for its members. With 
these interview guides as a foundation, I was able to change, reform and add 
questions before conducting interviews in the field. I developed interview 
guides in Swedish and Spanish since I speak both languages and tried to for-
mulate them to be relevant to the different political contexts. The interviews 
are semi-structured, which means that interview guides were prepared prior 
to the interviews but still flexible in terms of asking follow-up questions and 
adapting the interview to what happens in the interview situation. The semi-
structured form allows the interviewees to elaborate their answers and makes 
room for following them where they want to go (Kvale 2008). However, 
since this study includes different parties, it has also been important that the 
themes in the interview guide have been followed to discover how the mo-
tives with party education are formulated.  

Before the interviews, the interviewees were contacted via e-mail and 
asked if they wanted to participate in the study. In relation to the interview, 
the interviewees received a letter of information, and after reading it, they 
signed a letter of consent. According to Crow with colleagues (2006), in-
formed consent ensures that participants understand what the research pro-
ject is about, what their participation means and that they voluntarily decide 
if they want to participate. The interviews were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. They were on average about 45 minutes long and carried 
out in Stockholm, Madrid or via Zoom between the years 2019-2021. In the 
Swedish context, the interviews with the party representatives from the Swe-
dish parties (SAP and V) were collected through the research project The 
Pedagogy of Education in Political Parties. The party officials in charge of 
party education were interviewed by colleagues2 in Stockholm at the local 
offices of the parties in question. I had the opportunity to discuss these inter-
views with my colleagues and read their notes. When including quotations 
from these interviews, I shared my manuscripts with my colleagues to ensure 
that they felt comfortable with my interpretations of the interview material. 
Regarding the Swedish study leaders, I received information about experi-
enced study leaders from the party in question or the educational association 
ABF, which both parties are members of. The study leaders were interviewed 
at a location of their choice. All interviews were in Swedish since it is the 
mother tongue of the interviewees. The interviews were recorded, and I took 
notes that stressed the main points and possible contradictions or 

 
2 The interviews were made by Louise Malmström and Daniel Bladh. 
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ambiguities. These notes were later summarised and used as guiding points 
when transcribing and analysing the interview material. 

Regarding the Spanish context, the interviews were realised in Madrid 
during the spring of 2019 when I visited la Universidad de la Complutense 
for a semester. The purpose of my stay was to learn more about party educa-
tion in the three scrutinised Spanish parties and establish contacts within the 
parties to conduct interviews. From colleagues at la Universidad de la Com-
plutense, I received the contact information of persons active in the parties, 
which helped me establish contact with those individuals that had leading 
positions in the organisation of party education. Since I was less familiar with 
the Spanish context of party organisation and its educational activities, I at-
tended several political meetings and seminars that the parties arranged in 
order to get a picture of the procedures relating to party education before 
conducting interviews. After securing an initial overview of the educational 
structure, derived both from observing party activities and studying educa-
tional programmes and content, I moved forward to conduct interviews with 
other potential interviewees that held crucial positions apart from being in 
charge of party education within the parties. For example, I interviewed in-
dividuals with positions in educational organisations connected to the parties 
or within the youth parties regarding their internal education. When I felt 
comfortable that I had an initial understanding of the Spanish context for 
party education, I conducted interviews with the responsible party officials 
and experienced study leaders. All interviews were conducted in Spanish 
since it is the mother tongue of the interviewees. The quotations that are used 
in the papers have been translated by me when transcribing the interviews. 
All interviews were recorded, and notes were taken during the interviews to 
emphasise the main points and any possible contradictions or ambiguities. 
Shortly after the interviews were conducted, the notes were rewritten and 
structured to gain an initial understanding and overview of the transcribed 
interviews.  

Taking into consideration that paper I and II scrutinise parties’ formu-
lations of party education by studying text materials for and about educa-
tional activities, paper III and IV turn the spotlight on how education is un-
derstood and framed within the parties by basing the analyses on interview 
data.  

In the third paper, which scrutinises how party officials responsible 
for party education understand the educational activities that the parties pro-
vide, the empirical material consists of interviews with party representatives 
from each of the five parties. In total, the paper analyses five interviews. As 
mentioned above, these party representatives were strategically chosen be-
cause of their insight and influence over the organised party’s educational 
activities, since they are in charge of organising and structuring party educa-
tion. The interviews concern how party education is organised, why they 
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organise it in certain ways and its implications for members and the party. 
The interviews with the party representatives were on average 42 minutes 
long, recorded and transcribed verbatim and I also took notes for later refer-
ence. 

In the fourth paper, which roots the relationship between framing party 
education and creating party identities, the analysis builds on interviews with 
the responsible party representatives and study leaders. One party representa-
tive and one study leader from each party sums up to ten interviews in total. 
The interviews concern the structure of party education, and the design and 
implications for the party and its members. However, since the focus is on 
collective identities, what is analysed in this paper are the parts that in dif-
ferent ways touch on identity building. Therefore, even though the party rep-
resentatives’ interviews also appear in paper III, this paper’s analysis builds 
on specific parts of the interviews and elaborates on the perceptions and for-
mulations of party identities. The interviews were on average 49 minutes 
long, recorded, and transcribed verbatim, and as before I took notes during 
the interviews. 

 
Ethical considerations 
In terms of ethical consideration and since this dissertation studies individu-
als who are active in political parties, the research project has undergone an 
ethical review. More specifically, the research project should be reviewed by 
the regional ethical board where the research is conducted to ensure that the 
rights of the individuals who participate are protected. Hence, the study, 
which is linked to a wider research project on education in political parties 
at Linköping University, has undergone ethical vetting by the Ethical Review 
Board (EPN) in Linköping and been approved (DNR 2018 /280-31). Having 
to reflect on ethical inquiries early in the research process and before gather-
ing the empirical material enforced a process of reflection that has been 
meaningful when formulating research questions and contemplating the re-
search design. In carrying out the research, I have abided by the Swedish 
Research Council’s guidelines on research ethics (2017). Besides ensuring 
that the interviewees are fully informed of the project, give informed consent 
and are guaranteed that the information they have provided is safely stored 
and only used in publications they have been informed about, there are other 
key ethical reflections that should be stressed. One ethical concern is the in-
terviewees’ anonymity as they can hold publicly known positions. Since the 
interviewees are considered representatives of their parties and not private 
individuals, the interview guides do not include questions that would in any 
way be sensitive to their private life. Still, to make it clear that the interview-
ees are not studied as individuals but recognised as voices of their parties, 
their names are never used in the papers, and they are anonymised by means 
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of describing them as ‘the party representative’ from party x. Another strat-
egy for not focusing on the interviewees as individuals is to not reveal any 
individual characteristics, such as gender, age, nationality, etc. Interviewing 
party officials can be considered a form of elite interviews. Elite interviews 
target people directly involved in the political process (Dexter 1970). Some 
of the challenges with these types of interviews concern access and sampling. 
When finding the right persons to interview, Beamer (2002) emphasises that 
interviewing a few persons can give a significant amount of information. Ac-
cordingly, one should not ask for objective information that is accessible an-
ywhere; instead, it is better to ask broad questions so that the interviewee can 
talk freely and give their interpretations of the process that is being studied. 
Since I succeeded in targeting leading party representatives with the respon-
sibility for organising education, the semi-structured interviews focused on 
understanding how party education was expressed and understood, rather 
than asking for information that I could gain elsewhere. In general, consid-
ering how to ethically conduct interviews and how to fulfil ethical require-
ments throughout the research project has helped me to reflect on how the 
different parts of the research design align and provide a holistic understand-
ing of the overall methodology. 
 
Data interpretation  
Following the data collection comes planning for how to interpret and ana-
lyse the data material. Snow and Trom (2002) assert that one of the main 
strengths of case studies is the triangulation of multiple sources that gives 
prospects for rich material for analysis. Considering that the different build-
ing blocks of this dissertation should align, applying the framing perspective 
is considered a strength since the methodology fits when analysing multiple 
methods and materials. Koenig (2006) argues that the framing perspective is 
convenient in studies that build on multiple sources since the method allows 
the same code scheme for different data types. In her argumentation for the 
methodology, Koenig (2006) states that the framing perspective is also well 
suited for cross-national studies, essentially because of how it is possible to 
compare the empirical material while also allowing the researcher to simul-
taneously consider differences due to national contexts. My choice of trian-
gulating multiple sources is motivated by how the research questions are 
posed, as well as how the purpose of this study is fixated; the various empir-
ical materials seize on different layers of the parties’ motives behind educa-
tion, such as how they frame the educational content. Consequently, altering 
dimensions of how meaning is construed and intentionally framed within 
party education emerges with the selected methods of data collection and by 
scrutinising several parties.  
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To outline the analytical work, my process of understanding the intention 
behind party education started with becoming acquainted with its context by 
reading texts and being present at different party educational activities. 
Thereafter, I decided on fruitful materials to collect for in-depth analysis. In 
relation to learning the contexts, I outlined the overviews of the parties’ ed-
ucation. After collecting the empirical material, I reviewed the overviews, 
read and reread the selected text materials, transcribed the interviews and 
then coded them. Being informed by the framing perspective, the theoretical 
framework has always been present in the analysis, functioning as a strainer 
through which the empirical material is filtered. The theoretical reasoning 
operates as a tool that deepens the understanding of party education and illu-
minates new ways of understanding the educational context. More specifi-
cally, applying the framing perspective to party education has emphasised 
what is implicit and embedded in the intention of providing member educa-
tion. However, even when making interpretations based on a theoretical 
framework, the interpretations still begin with the researcher’s perception 
and understanding of the world (Larsson 2022). To create structure in the 
analytical process for myself, I built on previous studies that conceive of ed-
ucation as a possible tool for mobilisation and my own perception of the 
contexts after extensive reading and being present in different educational 
settings. When applying the analytical tools from the framing perspective to 
the empirical material, the analytical framework categorises different ways 
that meaning is framed and how these chains of meaning are logically con-
structed.  

Having this theoretical understanding of party education, I could com-
bine the parties’ gathered material and interpret how meaning is constructed 
into frames and the core framing tasks (diagnostic, prognostic and motiva-
tional framing). In conjunction with categorising the data into a composition 
of the frames, the four papers adopt different analytical processes. For exam-
ple, in paper I, I search for the Swedish parties’ organisation, history, ideol-
ogy and identity as framed in new-member education; in paper II, the Span-
ish parties’ weekend schools are categorised into different frames concerning 
which type of politician the parties want the members to become; in paper 
III, I interpret how party representatives understand party education by dis-
tinguishing three frames of education; and in paper IV, I identify how the 
parties formulate identities in the education by framing collectiveness in the 
educational situation. The analytical process has therefore been guided by 
the framing perspective in all papers, but the papers fixate on different as-
pects of the parties’ motives in educating their members. When distinguish-
ing the papers and their analytical rationales, it is also important to note that 
a compilation thesis entails aspects of academic progression since the re-
searcher takes part in a learning process. In my case, this is visible mainly in 
the improvement of adopting the theoretical reasoning and implementing 
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useful analytical concepts into the data interpretation throughout the four pa-
pers. In the table below, the research design for each paper is illustrated; it 
shows the included cases, what type of data are analysed and the analytical 
tools that interpret the data. 
 
Table II: Overview of the research design for the papers 
 

Papers  Paper I Paper II Paper III Paper IV  
Number of 
cases 

2 3 5 5 

Cases The Swedish 
parties: SAP + 
V 

The Spanish 
parties: PSOE 
+ IU + P 

All parties 
from Sweden 
and Spain: 
SAP + V + 
PSOE + IU + 
P  

All parties 
from Sweden 
and Spain: 
SAP + V + 
PSOE + IU + 
P 

Type of  
material 

Text material Text material Interviews Interviews 

Materials used Study material, 
instructions for 
study leaders, 
PP-
presentations 
from the parties’ 
new-member 
education 

Official party 
statutes +  
Study material, 
study pro-
grammes, invi-
tations from 3 
of each party’s 
annual week-
end schools  

Interviews 
with the party 
official re-
sponsible for 
party educa-
tion in each 
party (in total 
five inter-
views)  

Interviews 
with the party 
official re-
sponsible for 
party educa-
tion in each 
party + study 
leaders that 
have held 
party courses 
(in total ten in-
terviews) 

Data  
interpretation  

Thematising 
how the parties’ 
organisation, 
history, ideol-
ogy and identi-
ties are framed 
in the educa-
tional material 

Identifying the 
core framing 
tasks to catego-
rise frames of 
which kind of 
politicians the 
members 
should become 

Identifying the 
core framing 
tasks to cate-
gorise frames 
of how party 
education is 
understood 
and linking it 
to how the 
members 
could be mo-
bilised 

Identifying 
collective 
identities in 
the educational 
situation and 
deconstructing 
the identities 
according to 
the core fram-
ing tasks  
  

 

Methodological considerations  
The research design is chosen to contribute with knowledge of how political 
parties motivate intra-party education and how educational activities are 
framed to mobilise party members. Originating from the parties’ perspective, 
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the papers in different ways, according to the framing perspective, analyse 
how these educational situations are formulated to politically socialise party 
members. Consequently, the study’s research design has been planned with 
the purpose of fulfilling general research criteria such as quality, validity and 
generalisability.  

Considering the quality criteria in qualitative research, Larsson (2005; 
2022) emphasises the difficulty of translating the concept of quality from 
quantitative to qualitative studies. In qualitative studies, the notion of quality 
concerns the use of a methodological perspective and applying theoretical 
assumptions to a study object while still remaining open-minded and flexible 
in seeing alternative interpretations (Larsson 2005). Since this study applies 
a framing perspective to a context where it has not been applied before, it 
becomes even more important to be cautious and meticulous in the theoreti-
cal interpretation and to open up space for detecting contradictions and the-
oretical fragilities. Seeing that the papers are all inspired by a framing per-
spective and apply analytical framing tools in the context of party education, 
the papers seldom succeed in discussing possible theoretical and methodo-
logical considerations that come with the framing perspective. Accordingly, 
the discussion chapter in this dissertation aspires to complement the papers 
by critically illuminating when the theory neglects to discuss all aspects of 
the motives behind party education. Another criterion for quality in qualita-
tive studies is internal logic, creating a sense of how the different parts of the 
study align. Since the same theoretical and methodological considerations 
travel throughout this dissertation, it has given me time to reflect on the co-
herency between the design, data collection and analysis. The research de-
sign has provided me with nuanced empirical material and has enhanced a 
holistic analysis, since including several parties has allowed for an interpre-
tation that identifies theoretical patterns and sees similarities and contrasts 
regarding how the parties organise and understand their educational activi-
ties. 

In terms of the validity criteria in qualitative studies, Larsson (2005) 
brings up how it is essential to present the results to the scientific community. 
Since all four papers have been assessed by scholars with profound 
knowledge of adult education and political research in a double-blind peer-
review process, this should mean that they succeed in arguing for their sci-
entific relevance in a substantial manner. Different manuscripts of the papers 
have also been presented at various academic conferences as well as research 
seminars at Linköping University, Stockholm University and the University 
of Complutense, where I have been soaked in knowledge, helpful sugges-
tions and critical questions. Being situated in a cross-disciplinary field and 
moving between different academic milieus has strengthened my argumen-
tation for the relevance of this study. In regard to the general strength of the 
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research, the main contribution is in painting the context in different colours, 
giving a new way to understand the context of party education.  

Taking the generalisability criteria into account, qualitative studies, 
and in particular case studies that focus on organisational and individual pro-
cesses and decision-making that undergo continuous change, are difficult to 
reproduce. Staggenbourg (1988) has discussed the issue of generalisability 
in case studies and stresses that when identifying and deciding on which 
cases to study, the cases become sealed not as representations of reality but 
as ideal types. These ideal types fail to consider changing structures and 
should therefore be understood as one interpretation of the case when the 
empirical material was gathered. One approach to assure that the research 
methodology deliberates on the criteria of generalisability is to include a tri-
angulation of methods and materials. I acknowledge the data collection as a 
complex process, where I include all materials collected, such as the ob-
served party meetings and educational situations, as well as interviews, as an 
infrastructure through which I have interpreted party education. Selecting 
material for each paper has been a strategic process, where I have chosen 
what I have considered the most fruitful data to answer the research questions 
after gaining an initiated understanding of the context of party education. For 
example, paper III scrutinises only five interviews; however, the interviews 
have been strategically sampled to target individuals with profound 
knowledge about the organisation of education that no one else has. There-
fore, learning about the context of party education before making a strategic 
sampling, and having a design that includes different parties in different 
countries, strengthens the generalisability and credibility of this study. 

In sum, my aspiration is that the research design is fruitful for exam-
ining parties in other parts of the world with different ideological strands to 
understand similar patterns and contribute to further knowledge about the 
role of education in political parties. Larsson (2022) claims that ‘qualitative 
methodology is about ways to characterize something, to give it a shape, a 
gestalt, or describe patterns’ (p. 3). Therefore, using already established the-
oretical assumptions and applying them to a new context brings out new per-
spectives for both the theory in question and the context being studied. Hav-
ing outlined the dissertation’s research design, the next chapter moves on to 
articulating the most central concepts and main arguments of the papers. 
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Chapter 6 

Summaries  

Paper I 
The first paper explores the study materials for new-member education in the 
two Swedish parties under scrutiny: the Social Democratic Workers’ Party 
(SAP) and the Left Party (V). The study material has the purpose to instruct 
and welcome new members to the parties and is designed to introduce new 
members to the parties’ organisation, history and ideology. Applying a fram-
ing perspective to the parties’ education contrives to distinguish how the con-
struction of party identities is integrated into the parties’ study material. Con-
trasting the parties’ study materials against each other makes it possible to 
detect differences in how the parties frame their party’s organisation, ideol-
ogy and history in relation to the construction of party identities. While the 
analysis reveals that both parties frame their organisations as popular move-
ments, they differ in their framing of history and ideology: the Social Dem-
ocrats articulate their position as a governing party, whereas the Left Party 
situates itself within a broader left-leaning movement and tends to discuss 
contemporary political issues. Even though the study materials reveal differ-
ences in how the parties frame themselves, both parties construct flexible 
identities without clear excluding mechanisms. In short, everyone is wel-
come. The texts are formulated so that nearly anyone could feel invited to 
join the parties. The sparse emphasis on persuading members of the parties’ 
policies suggests that the parties assume that new members already agree 
with the justification of their politics and want to make them active in the 
party movements. This leads to an educational situation that predominantly 
aims to create a feeling of belonging and make members feel engaged in ‘the 
movement’. In terms of identity construction, the identities are not con-
structed primarily in dichotomy to ‘the other’; instead, the identities that dis-
cern themselves are focused on the party collective and who ‘we’ are. Hence, 
the study material risks ‘overextending’ the party identities since the texts do 
not clearly identify boundaries vis-à-vis others. 
 

Paper II 
The second paper also studies text materials for party education but turns the 
spotlight on the three Spanish parties under examination: (i) the Spanish So-
cial Democratic Workers’ Party (PSOE), (ii) the United Left (IU), and (iii) 
Podemos (P). With frame analysis as a theoretical itinerary, the study begins 
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to outline what the parties’ schools are about, how they are organised, and 
why the parties provide education for their members by analysing study ma-
terials for the weekend schools and their party statutes. The analysis reveals 
that the weekend schools vary between ideological or policy-orientated con-
tent, where the United Left focuses on ideological schooling and the Social 
Democratic Party on policy-oriented themes, with Podemos situated some-
where in-between the other two parties. The party weekend schools have 
similarities in content and form but differ in terms of the student-teacher re-
lationships and whether they focus on theory or practice, implying different 
pedagogical methods and purposes within party education. The motivation 
for party education is framed as fulfilling participatory functions or provid-
ing members with the right to education. Therefore, the study uncovers dif-
ferent tendencies for how parties organise their party schools and categorises 
these tendencies into three frames that distinguish the parties’ differences: 
Schooling for Becoming a Politician (PSOE), Schooling for Becoming a 
Marxist (IU) and Schooling for Becoming a New Type of Politician (P). By 
identifying the three frames, it could be assumed that the parties have a pic-
ture of whom their members are and what they need to learn. The weekend 
schools are designed to prepare the members for the assumed tasks that they 
will pursue in their political lives. Considering the empirical material con-
sisting of text materials from the party schools, these frames abide on a de-
scriptive level, giving a broad and general picture of the content and organi-
sation of weekend schools and parties’ motivations for providing education. 
 

Paper III 
The third paper takes both national contexts into consideration and includes 
empirical material from all five parties studied in this dissertation: (i) the 
Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ Party (S), (ii) the Swedish Left Party 
(V), (iii) the Spanish Social Democratic Workers’ Party (PSOE), (iv) the 
Spanish United Left (IU), and (v) the Spanish Podemos (P). With the aim to 
scrutinise how the parties understand their party education, the paper applies 
a framing perspective on interviews with leading party representatives from 
the selected five left-leaning parties. Having interviewed those with the most 
insight into the organisation of education in each party, the analysis gives a 
theoretical interpretation that stresses how political parties intend to politi-
cally socialise their members through the use of educational activities. In the 
interview data, three salient frames about party education are identified: ed-
ucation as (i) movement building, (ii) training members and leaders, and (iii) 
deliberative reflection. The frame of movement building emphasises that 
party education has the function of creating a movement with engaged mem-
bers and sympathisers. The parties play on the emotional attachment that 



62 

members feel and that is a central part of mobilisation. The frame of training 
members and leaders stresses the need to teach certain individuals ideologi-
cal and practical knowledge and relates to arguments for making individuals 
engaged, giving them tools to be active in the party movement. The frame of 
deliberative reflection stresses how education creates space for reflecting to-
gether with others. The reflection process links the individual to the group, 
which invites the members to act collectively in the direction of an estab-
lished consensus and in solidarity with the group. While party representatives 
stress that educating their members has several functions for a party, identi-
fying and dismantling frames about party education shows how different po-
litical motives are integrated into party training. Seeing that education can be 
understood as something more than training, and as an arena for building a 
movement and providing deliberative reflection, this strengthens the under-
standing of how educational activities fill formative and mobilising functions 
within parties. Hence, the findings emphasise the intermediating role that ed-
ucation plays between a party organisation and its members in left-leaning 
parties. 
 

Paper IV 
The fourth paper also examines all five parties analysed in the dissertation 
through a framing perspective: (i) the Swedish Social Democratic Workers’ 
Party (S) and (ii) the Swedish Left Party (V), (iii) the Spanish Social Demo-
cratic Workers’ Party (PSOE), (iv) the Spanish United Left (IU), and (v) the 
Spanish Podemos (P). Similar to the third paper, this paper draws on inter-
view data to understand the motives behind party education. The analysis 
builds on 10 interviews with leading party representatives and experienced 
study leaders from each party. The paper sets out to uncover the role that 
educational activities for members play in the construction of identities in 
political parties. The analysis reveals that the educational activities provided 
by the parties are intended to create a sense of belonging and connect the 
members to the parties.  Three different tendencies for creating a sense of 
‘we-ness’ in the parties unfold – (i) Welcome!, (ii) Get in line! and (iii) 
Unite! – which mirrors how identities are constructed within education to 
reinforce the members’ relationships with their parties. The first party iden-
tity (Welcome!) puts emphasis on the individual members present in the 
room and their feeling of belonging. The focus is on inviting the members 
into the collective rather than on establishing who ‘the others’ are and what 
constitutes them. From a framing perspective, the interviewees concentrate 
on the motivational framing using the educational situation to frame emo-
tional and logical rationales to connect the members to the party. The second 
party identity (Get in line!) is focused on the well-being of the collective 
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rather than on the individual members. Analysing the indicated party identity 
from a framing perspective implies that party training becomes part of the 
prognostic framing – a strategy that is put in place to achieve political goals. 
In the third identified party identity (Unite!), the identity unfolds from the 
party and reaches out to an undefined mass without geographic or organisa-
tional boundaries. The educational situation creates feelings of being part of 
something bigger, which is construed in a structural understanding of society 
and by identifying diagnostic relationships of problems and solutions. Em-
phasising these three identities serves to distinguish how the parties motivate 
their members to become engaged in the party collectives. 
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Chapter 7 

Discussion 
Emphasising party education as a situation where political parties can create 
relations with their members and make them active in party work brings to 
light how educational narratives can guide political mobilisation. The analy-
sis of how the parties formulate and motivate educational situations pinpoints 
what Steinberg (1998) argues the framing perspective searches for: ‘the pro-
cess of deliberate and focused persuasive communication essential for the 
mobilization of consensus prior to collective action’ (p. 845-6). The papers 
highlight different aspects of how meaning is constructed in and about party 
education and indicate that the parties perceive education as part of their mo-
bilising work. In this final chapter, I will reflect and deliberate on the context 
of party education by focusing on the correspondence between the theoretical 
reasoning and the papers with the ambition to extend the framing perspec-
tive. Then, I will discuss the articulation of collective identities when formu-
lating party education and the relationship between parties and movements, 
and finally consider the implications of the study. 
 

Extending the framing perspective  
In this dissertation, the framing perspective serves as a pair of glasses 
through which the empirical material is interpreted. When identifying col-
lective action frames in party education, the analysis searches for core fram-
ing tasks (diagnostic, prognostic, and motivational framing) (Snow & Ben-
ford 1988) to understand how meaning is constructed. In the papers, the ap-
proach of identifying the diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing in 
some ways resembles the procedure of finding themes in thematic analyses, 
since the analysis searches for what frames about party education are filled 
with. Seeing that there is little empirical research on party education demon-
strates that mapping out the structure of meaning has been a substantial first 
step when trying to understand the understudied context. However, the anal-
ysis in the papers has not deliberated much on how the frames are understood 
in relation to each other and communicated to participants (frame alignment) 
(Snow et al. 1986). Therefore, in this discussion about extending the framing 
perspective, the focus will be on discussing the communication of frames 
and the possibilities and challenges that subsist in the relationship between 
frames and the construction of mobilising identities.  

In general, when analysing the collected empirical material, education 
is, amongst other things, understood as part of the prognostic framing, some-
thing that can fix the identified problem. While education becomes discerned 
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as a solution, a strategy, a fix, the different sources of empirical material tend 
to stress different aspects within the framing process. For example, the inter-
viewees mainly focus on prognostic and motivational framing when describ-
ing and expressing their thoughts about party education. They are concerned 
with formulating educational activities so that the members know how and 
why they should act in certain ways. For example, the party representative 
from the United Left in paper III claims that their training should teach mem-
bers to become part of a ‘political culture’. The study materials that the par-
ties use are concrete in the diagnostic framing and point to the problems in 
society and their solutions. If continuing to use United Left as an example, 
the analysis of their weekend schools in paper II shows that they use text 
material with a heavy theoretical and Marxist focus that carefully explains 
themes such as ‘the Spanish working class’, ‘social concepts: social class, 
state theory and ecofeminism’. Reading theoretical texts clearly defines di-
agnostic relationships and describes the problems in society. Paper I shows 
that both the Swedish Social Democratic Party and the Left Party have de-
veloped study material specifically for their educational situations, where 
they can include arguments for motivational framing and why members 
should become engaged in the study material. The Social Democratic Party, 
for example, defines itself as a governing party that all citizens can count on 
in the study material Our History: ‘There are few democratic countries where 
one party has dominated the country's development to such an extent as so-
cial democracy has done during the 20th century [in Sweden]’ (p. 66). The 
educational narrative indeed shows a party that takes responsibility and in-
vites the members to become part of that political force.  

Seeing that the educational content does not always include all three 
core framing tasks (diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing) raises 
the question of whether the parties achieve frame resonance, which relies on 
whether the frames are considered credible and relevant (Snow et al. 1986; 
Benford 1993). In general, both the interviewees and the study material 
frame the diagnostic relationships in relation to a dichotomic left-right di-
mension. The Spanish party representative even mentions that right-wing 
people are hard to convince and are not targeted for party training (in paper 
IV). To state the left-right conflict explicitly could build on cultural reso-
nance, which explains how framing processes exist in the broader society 
and culture and must adapt to what is generally agreed upon within that cul-
ture (Benford & Snow 2000; Snow & Benford 1988). Considering that Agui-
lar & Humlebaek (2002) have noted that the civil war and the dictatorship 
have profoundly influenced the Spanish left, it is possible that the Spanish 
parties are more comfortable referring to conflict than the more consensus-
oriented Swedish parties, where the interviewees did not mention which 
groups not to target for member mobilisation. When not stating clear con-
flicts, it could result in that the diagnostic framing falls short in providing a 
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coherent narrative that explains the problems and solutions in society. The 
discussion about delivering a strategical political narration that succeeds in 
mobilising potential supporters could be related to how Mouffe (2005; 2013; 
2018) pointed to a political state where the left merely reacts to what the right 
does instead of strengthening their narrative and the discussion about parties 
losing connection with the social groups they represent (Katz and Mair 2009; 
2018).  

If the frames achieve frame resonance and align with their potential 
audience evokes the question of how to best communicate the frames to the 
targeted audience. There are signs of conflict areas between turning to active 
members and potential voters and creating mobilisation potential or action 
mobilisation. That the parties predominantly try to develop educational con-
tent that appeals to as many as possible suggests the processes of frame 
bridging, which explains when two or several frameworks are bridged to-
gether to adhere with more supporters, or frame extension, which is when the 
frame is extended to include new problem descriptions (Snow et al. 1986; 
Benford & Snow 2000). Whether bridging frames together or extending 
them, there is a risk that the frames become unclear and uncredible, espe-
cially for the already active members that see that their issues lose support 
(Benford & Snow 2000). Previous studies, therefore, emphasise that frame 
bridging and frame extension confront the risk of frame contests or frame 
disputes (Benford & Snow 2000). Notably, the empirical material shows al-
most no signs of contests or disputes, probably because in the collected data 
the parties’ perspectives prevail. One exception comes from paper IV where 
the study leader from the Swedish Social Democratic Party explains that the 
educational situation encourages conflict as one aspect that strengthens the 
party from the inside. Apart from this study leader’s perception of conflict as 
part of the intra-party discussion, the empirical material conveys a coherent 
picture of the parties as organisations with few conflicts in the past and pre-
sent. The study material aims to be pedagogical and explain party organisa-
tion and society in broad terms, but it does not go into detail about opposing 
views or conflicts. The interviewees are entangled in the parties’ internal po-
sitioning, which could make them hesitant to talk about possible disagree-
ments or conflicts.  

In terms of another frame alignment process, Podemos’ populist strat-
egy of packaging their political goals so that they are easily accessed can be 
discussed in terms of frame amplification and strengthening the political 
message. Their use of a discursive logic (Sola & Rendueles 2018; de Nadal 
2021a) relates to how the political right has mobilised in recent years, con-
structing a clear political narrative of ‘el pueblo’ (the people) against the es-
tablishment. In Spain after 2008, many citizens experienced harsher eco-
nomic conditions and felt forgotten by political reforms that favoured elites 
(Errejón et al. 2016). Framing the political message in relation to a reality 
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that many already understood as true created a massive mobilisation poten-
tial. In the quotations in paper IV, the study leader from Podemos even gives 
examples of how the education uses slogans that should make the partici-
pants feel motivated to act, such as ‘if not now, when?’ Jämte (2014) gave 
the same exact slogan to exemplify how movements could achieve action 
mobilisation. Therefore, Podemos’ success could be seen in light of frame 
amplification, i.e., clarifying the message and linking it successfully to the 
targeted audience, which creates both mobilisation potential and action mo-
bilisation (Snow et al. 1986). 

Thus, what is notable when building on previous studies and discuss-
ing the communication of frames is that the parties formulate party education 
as a space for constructing a broad political message. The formulation of 
party education can be discussed in terms of frame bridging and frame ex-
tension. Podemos, however, could also be considered as using frame ampli-
fication as a strategy. When leaving the political message undecided and 
open to reformulation, the content could resonate with a large number of ad-
herents but could also be perceived as inconsistent or vague in its frame 
alignment. Still, having this open-ended strategy gives the potential to struc-
ture and organise the educational activities in different ways and invites the 
members to renegotiate both the educational narrative and political message. 
without invoking apparent conflicts. 

 

Collective identities: Where are ‘the others’?  
Collective identities are formed in the tension between who is identified as 
‘the other’ and who is identified as ‘we’ (Snow 2001; Jämte et al. 2020; 
Flesher Fominaya 2010). Yet, there are few examples of when the boundary 
work between ‘we and them’ is made explicit in the four papers that consti-
tute this dissertation. There are, however, exceptions where specific study 
material or an interviewee point out whom they consider to be ‘the other’. 
For example, in the first paper, the study material the Swedish parties’ used 
for new-member education communicated ‘who the right’ are and ‘why they 
are wrong’. In paper IV, the Spanish Social Democratic Party representative 
defines right-wing persons as ‘the others’ and a sort of hopeless case, where 
there is no point in even trying to persuade or change them. Instead, it is 
perceived as more meaningful to try to reach the indecisive and centrist peo-
ple and change them through educational efforts, essentially by creating 
emotional ties that bind them to the party.  

Political enemies are not absent but nor are they given a high position 
in the political narrative. In Jansson’s dissertation (2012) on the labour or-
ganisation in the small Swedish municipality of Skutskär, the educational 
material designed for workers’ education sees enemies on all sides. Jansson 
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identifies the chain of arguments for how employers are constituted as ‘the 
other’ and the effort put into showing how syndicalists and more radical left 
groups are equally ‘bad’. In contrast, the five selected parties’ educational 
material seldom identify or describe members of other political groups as 
enemies; instead, everyone is invited to join the parties if they wish. A nota-
ble example comes from paper I, where the Swedish Left Party welcomes 
potential members and asserts that ‘you can believe that Victoria [the Swe-
dish Crown Princess] should save the monarchy or that companies profiting 
from welfare are not such a bad idea.’ (p. 245). The welcoming lines imply 
that potential members can disagree with the party’s most fundamental ide-
ological values, such as republicanism and socialism as an economic system. 
This raises questions about the differences outlined in Jansson’s (2012) re-
sults on a union organisation in the 1920-30s. Is the difference subject to the 
education having taken place in different organisational forms? Or does the 
absence of a political narrative that includes conflicts and enemies pertain to 
a party’s will to win elections and thus connect to the cartel party hypothesis, 
where parties are interpreted as having become institutionalised within the 
system they are supposed to act in? Or has the labour-oriented left’s political 
narrative changed over the course of time? Asking these questions demon-
strates the need to include the members and their perceptions in the analysis 
and gather empirical material that studies how educational activities transpire 
in parties, as this provides insight into what role collective identities can play 
in parties' mobilisation. 

Even if the parties do not dwell on identifying who the political enemy 
is, they do reside in their party identity and feel a part of the same political 
project. All party representatives assent that the parties have strong party 
identities. For example, in paper IV, the party representative from the United 
Left notes that the party adherents are already perceived as part of the col-
lective and feel that way when attending the party schools. Similarly, in pa-
per II, which analyses the Spanish party schools, all parties’ courses are open 
even for those who are not yet members. The educational situation is under-
stood as a meeting place where the adherents can create bonds and build net-
works with other individuals who already feel the same as they do.  

Consistent through all parties’ education is that their identities are 
broad and open-ended, almost without outer boundaries. Being open-ended 
and flexible, these identities invite everyone to join; it does not seem to mat-
ter what ‘you’ have done before, just ‘come as you are’, as one of the cate-
gories in paper IV is labelled. When becoming active in the party’s work, 
there is, however, an underlying assumption that the educational situation 
can consolidate the feeling of being part of the collective and change the 
outer boundaries of the identity. If there is a need for action mobilisation, it 
is no longer enough to be a bystander; it becomes necessary to work for the 
party’s best interest. That becoming active in the party can change the 
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boundaries of the identity relates to McCarthy and Zald’s (1977) distinction 
between four groups that support and participate in movement work, namely 
adherents, constituents, potential beneficiaries and conscience adherents. On 
that same note, Flesher Fominaya (2010) claims:  

Movement adversaries and audiences do not respond to the 
collective identity of a movement as it is experienced by mem-
bers—they respond to the visible expression and projection of 
political content (frame ⁄ issue ⁄ claim⁄ action), which only in 
some cases (notably identitarian movements) is defined in sim-
ilar terms to the collective identity of the movement. Put an-
other way, the process of collective identity is an intra-move-
ment phenomenon even though it is conditioned and con-
structed in interaction with the broader political field. (p. 379) 

Other scholars besides Flesher Fominaya (2010), for example della Porta 
(2005), Benford (2000). Klandermans and colleagues (1999) have asked if 
the split between different identities in the same movements creates the po-
tential for internal conflicts. The findings of this dissertation confirm what 
social movement scholars have stressed when analysing social movements 
and particularly autonomous groups that work extra-parliamentary. Since 
these divisions exist between different fractions, the collective identity relies 
on being diverse and flexible (Flesher Fominaya 2010; della Porta 2005). 
Rather than fighting internally, movements adapt to their diversity and accept 
and elevate heterogeneity as a factor for success. In relation to the framing 
perspective, the unclear boundary work and different groups within the par-
ties suggest the emergence of frame disputes and frame conflicts. However, 
the parties seem to build the frame conflicts into the party identity and frame 
it as a tool for success.  

Hence, accentuating the construction of collective identities in politi-
cal parties, and how these identities become implemented in political educa-
tion, shows that the parties rely on strong and solid party identities, albeit 
sometimes without transparent diagnostic relationships or ideological narra-
tives. Hunt and Benford (2004) argue, ‘In a sense, collective identity replaced 
class consciousness as the factor that accounts for mobilization and individ-
ual attachments to new social movements’ (p. 437). Considering that the five 
analysed left parties occasionally emphasise a we-ness that does not neces-
sarily build on class, citizens’ or workers’ economic vulnerability but instead 
creates identification through the feeling of being on the same team confirms 
Hunt and Benford’s (2004) argument. In providing the ability to form a col-
lective identity this prominent position as a political strategy, gives weight 
to this dissertation’s line of reasoning, where understanding how collective 
identities are implemented through educational activities is critical for figur-
ing out how parties aim to mobilise their members. 
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Party movements 
By applying the framing perspective to educational activities in parties, the 
papers stress how party education is portrayed as mobilising active members 
in the parties and achieving consensus mobilisation, mobilisation potential 
or action mobilisation (Snow & Benford 1986; Klandermans 2012). Educa-
tion is not only something that parties use to teach members theoretical and 
practical technical skills; it has more functions than that. Indeed, the educa-
tional activities play an intermediating role between the members and the 
party. It becomes a meeting place where members connect with the party, 
other members and the movement around the party. 

Scholars that seek to understand parties (de Nardis 2020; Katz & Mair 
1995; Margetts 2001; Gerbaudo 2019) stress a general development where 
parties have become institutionalised within the political system and preoc-
cupied with winning elections and governing. This political development 
stands in contrast to keeping an interchange with the movement that the par-
ties represent. Up to a certain point, some of the findings in the papers con-
firm this ‘cartel party’ or ‘election party’ tendency. Most notably, there are 
examples of when the parties’ study designs and study materials are inclined 
to have an instrumental understanding of what members need to learn to rep-
resent the parties. Similar to Lewis and Coghill's (2015) finding of profes-
sionalisation processes within political training, the analysed party education 
could be interpreted as having the purpose of teaching individuals’ useful 
skills to manoeuvre in a complex political reality. Designing a study plan in 
different steps for members to follow, as practised by the Swedish Social 
Democratic Party, indicates that members need to conform to what the party 
wants them to learn. However, when analysing how the party representatives 
and study leaders interpret party education, their answers correspond to 
Malmström's (2021) study, where party leaders ascribe value to other forms 
of knowledge, such as ideological, organisational and relational knowledge. 
For example, the Swedish Social Democratic Party representative highlights 
the use of popular educational methods as a way to include the member per-
spective. The interviewees thus frame party education as a learning situation 
that aims to listen to the members’ stories and understand their realities. 

Studying party education as a setting where parties can instigate mem-
ber engagement contrives to emphasise the complicated distinction between 
a party and a movement. Scholars that examine the interlace between unions 
organisations and union movements have scrutinised these complex relations 
more exhaustively than scholars of party research. For example, Sullivan 
(2010) has studied the relationship between the labour movement and union 
organisations and accentuates that studies fail to understand other movement 
power sources and how collective identity formation mechanisms are crucial 
in a union organisation. His analysis could easily be applied to political 
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parties as well; current formulations fail to see how a party operates as a 
movement and how the construction of identities plays a significant role in 
parties’ work. Study materials designed for the parties’ schools and the in-
terviewees’ answers confirm this picture; they see the party and the move-
ment as one and it is difficult to understand where the party starts and the 
movement ends. To even out the contrasts when dichotomising both party 
and movement, party education points to the spaciousness between a party 
and a movement, as the educational efforts turn to the members who identify 
as part of both. Therefore, party education targets a learning process that can 
be understood similarly to how Hall and Clover (2005) define social move-
ment learning as ‘a) learning by persons who are part of any social move-
ment; and b) learning by persons outside of a social movement as a result of 
the actions taken or simply by the existence of social movements’ (Hall & 
Clover 2005). Party education is thus a learning situation that reaches indi-
viduals who are already members of the parties as well as individuals outside 
the parties who learn about them from their activities.  

Nevertheless, applying the framing perspective to parties and their ed-
ucational activities identifies the tension between active members and a 
broader mass that could be potential voters, stressing the relationship be-
tween the party and the movement. When highlighting this neglected space 
between party and movement, one way to understand the non-partition be-
tween parties and their movements is by adopting the concept of ‘party 
movements’. By emphasising the parties’ ‘party movements’, this disserta-
tion illuminates how the parties always understand their party organisation 
in relation to a movement that surrounds the parties. When employing the 
concept of ‘party movements’, it should not be confused with how other 
scholars understand ‘movement parties’. For example, della Porta and col-
leagues (2017) have recognised parties as ‘movement parties’ and place em-
phasis on how a party develops from a social movement to a party, where 
large fractions within the party still identify as part of a social movement. 
‘Party movement’ should not, however, be confused with how Kitschelt 
(2006) considered it, namely as ‘coalitions of political activists who emanate 
from social movements and try to apply the organisation and strategic prac-
tice of social movements in the arena of party competition’ (Kitschelt 2006, 
p. 280). Seeing parties and movements from these perspectives differentiates 
between a party and a movement as two different entities, where a social 
movement develops into becoming a party. Although all five parties analysed 
here started off as social movements that developed into parties, it is still 
meaningful to avoid making a distinction between party and movement and 
try to understand their affinity. Thus, focusing on the parties’ ‘party move-
ments’ attends to this space in between, which is often invisible in party re-
search but that apparently plays an important role in how the parties consider 
their mobilisation potential. The relationship and identification with the 



72 

movement are consumed in the educational situation in order to create ties to 
the party. The movement thus becomes a concept that is filled with positive 
meaning. For example, in paper III, which builds on interviews with party 
representatives, one frame for understanding party education is that it is (and 
should be) movement-building. The party representative from Podemos ex-
plains: ‘Knowing whom you want to address and in what way, politically 
socialising people who, for example, have not yet had mobilisation. That is 
our school. (Podemos’ party representative, Interview, 2019). In the quota-
tion, taking part in an educational activity and becoming politically social-
ised are conjoined and indistinguishable from each other. Seeing that the 
party representative frames education as a tool to mobilise the people who 
agree with the parties’ politics underscores how education becomes an inter-
mediary between the parties and the members. 

 

Implications for future research  
The analysis of how these five parties formulate and motivate their education 
demonstrates the importance that parties place on organised educational ac-
tivities. Parties provide schools, design courses, train study leaders and create 
specific study material for the courses. The Swedish Social Democratic Party 
representative even claims, ‘I think it is a matter of survival for every decent 
movement to have education’ (Social democratic representative, Interview, 
2019). The quotation stresses that education is seen as crucial for how parties 
formulate their relationship with the movement they identify with. Studies 
on party education in the Swedish context confirm the picture that parties 
perceive their educational activities as an important part of parties’ inner 
lives (Bladh 2022a; 2022b; Malmström 2021). Having the parties’ outlook 
gives increased knowledge about how parties motivate and design internal 
educational activities and how norms and attitudes that form collective iden-
tities can be implemented through educational settings. Painting the context 
of party education in the colours of the framing and interpreting the motives 
behind party education mediates reflection on how educational structures 
such as national study plans, course selection and cooperation with other or-
ganisations influence members' educational journeys. The discussion has 
several times touched on the need to include empirical data that captures the 
members’ outlook. To truly understand the inner lives of parties and how 
members become active in party movements, future studies should attend to 
what and how members learn in party education and why they become en-
gaged in party movements. Studying the influence of educational structures 
or member perspectives suggests that it would be fruitful to conduct further 
comparative analyses that explore differences and similarities between the 
parties more profoundly than what has been done in this study.  
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Observing the parties in relation to each other also proclaims why it is nec-
essary to test how the research design translates into understanding other 
types of political parties. For example, scholars such as Ivarsflaten (2008), 
Immerzeel and Pickup (2015) and Abou-Chadi and Krause (2018) have in-
terpreted that right-wing parties in Europe and beyond are highly successful 
in mobilising their members. One aspect of their success is how they succeed 
in situating their nationalistic parties in close relation to a right-wing move-
ment with wind under their sails. What happens if we apply the research de-
sign to right-wing parties with strong movement identities? What can we 
learn from studying their understanding of educational activities? In finding 
answers to some of these questions, future research could give insight into 
themes that consider parties, education and the making of mobilisation, 
which are the three themes that this dissertation stands on.  

In all, studying how parties formulate and motivate party education 
from a framing perspective contributes to recognising party educational sit-
uations as contexts for instigating member engagement and creating collec-
tive identities. The dissertation, thus, presents support that corresponds with 
previous studies about the labour movement and its organisation (Ambjörns-
son 1993; Jansson 2013; 2016; Nordvall & Pastuhov 2020) and pinpoints 
that parties interpret educational activities as settings that create relationships 
between the party and its members. Movement-related left parties still em-
phasise the liaison between education and mobilisation through educational 
activities, just as the Social Democratic Youth Party organisation (SDUF) 
did in 1915 (p. 14-15): ‘remember that knowledge is power’. 
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construction of party identities in Swedish left parties’
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ABSTRACT
This article discusses how study material created for intra-party
education for the Swedish Social Democratic Party and the
Swedish Left Party constructs party identities, by analysing how
study material developed for instructing new party members
frames the party’s organisation, history, and ideology. While the
analysis reveals that both parties frame their organisations as
popular movements, they differ in their framing of history and
ideology: the Social Democrats articulate their position as a gov-
erning party, whereas the Left Party situates itself in relation to a
broader left-leaning movement and discusses contemporary polit-
ical issues. Regardless of these differences, both parties construct
flexible identities without clear excluding mechanisms. In short,
everyone is welcome. The sparse emphasis on persuading mem-
bers of the parties’ policies suggests that the parties assume that
new members already agree with the righteousness of their polit-
ics. This leads to an educational situation that predominantly
aims to create a feeling of belonging and to make members feel
engaged in ‘the movement’.
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adult education; collective
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mobilisation; movement;
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Introduction

This article aims to unveil how political parties construct a party identity by analysing
how parties frame their party’s organisation, history, and ideology in study material
developed for schooling new party members. Adult education scholars have highlighted
the formative role that educational activities play in the process of creating the kind of
collective identification that consolidates movements (e.g. Finger 1989, Foley 1999,
Holst 2010, Hall et al. 2013). Therefore, motivated by research in adult education and
social movement studies, this study analyses how two Swedish parties frame the themes
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in their study material for new-member education in order to create space for socialisa-
tion processes and feelings of identification.

The topic of this article also aligns itself with the works of several scholars (e.g.
Melucci 1995, Polletta & Jasper 2001, Flesher Fominaya 2010, Anson 2017, Glynn &
Innis 2019, SinghaRoy 2019), which all stress that the ability to create a unified collect-
ive identity is crucial in forming successful political movements. Most notably, Melucci
(1995) stresses that it is when individuals recognise that they share common problems
with others that they act on that basis and organise together. If we begin with the
assumption that educational activities are fundamental components of creating group
solidarity and common norms, it is critical to understand how these educational activ-
ities are used by political parties to promote these feelings. This is particularly true con-
sidering that, when parties and collective identities are being examined, research often
concentrates on how voters or elected representatives identify themselves (Greene
1999), or how the construction of a collective identity is used as a communicative strat-
egy to mobilise voters (e.g. Adi et al. 2014, Hatakka 2017). This emphasis on represen-
tatives and/or communicative aspects fails to illuminate how parties mobilise the
individuals who become members and are active in the party movements.

Moreover, in these times of authoritarian and right-wing mobilisation across
Europe, as well as other parts of the world, the discussion about politicised collective
identities begins with the political right and its success in forming strong movements
around the nation as the uniting entity (Mouffe 2005, Fligstein et al. 2012, Bos et al.
2020). Studies of far-right mobilisation have contributed to vast knowledge about how
political movements construct identities as a communicative strategy to mobilise vot-
ers. Less attention has been paid to leftist parties, which currently often play a second-
ary role, reacting to right-wing movements’ success. In some parts of Europe,
previously governing parties have been completely wiped out, leading social scientists
to use the notion of ‘PASOK-ification’. This word is based on the name of the Greek
Social Democratic Party, PASOK, which collapsed in the Greek election of 2015 (Bailey
2016), and has come to symbolise Social Democratic parties’ rapid decline in several
European countries (Birnbaum 2010, Schulze-Cleven 2018). However, this has not
been the case everywhere, nor is it necessarily representative of the left in general. A
new wave of left-leaning movements has broken out – or resurged – in several parts of
the world, challenging the status quo. A few of the most salient examples are the new
left in the USA that has been associated with senator Sanders’ electoral campaign and
more recently with social movements such as Black Lives Matter, Podemos in Spain,
Syriza in Greece, the France Insoumise in France and new green and feminist move-
ments in several other countries. Another notable exception is Sweden, often described
as a haven of left-wing welfare politics , where the Social Democratic Party has man-
aged to remain in government and still commands roughly 30% of the vote. While
bearing in mind that Sweden can be deemed an example where the left has simply
endured, and not an example of new, avant garde left-wing politics, this article aims to
scrutinise the Swedish case, going beyond the communicative focus on identity build-
ing and instead looking into how party identities have been internally constructed in
party education. This is achieved by analysing two Swedish left-leaning parties with
rigid structures for member education that have been successful in mobilising their
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members: (i) the Swedish Social Democratic Party and (ii) the Left Party. In this article,
study material from the parties’ new-member education, targeted at individuals who
have just become members, is analysed, through the methodological framework of
frame analysis, which is often used in social movement studies (Benford & Snow 2000).
The article aims to contribute to critical knowledge about how political parties make
use of party education to form party identities that can hopefully be applied more
broadly than just to left parties or the Swedish context. By analysing the two Swedish
parties’ new-member education, the article highlights different strategies for identity
formation that can generate new knowledge about how parties actively use educational
situations to mobilise party members.

Party education

There are not many studies examining the internal education provided by political par-
ties. The studies that do analyse party education have been inclined to study commun-
ist parties, and especially the Chinese Communist Party. Scholars have long
emphasised the impact of the Communist Party on adult education in China (Lin
1964, Lucas 1976). These authors draw attention to the massive educational reforms
implemented by the communists, especially during what Boshier and Huang (2010)
define as the ‘golden years’ of 1936–39. More recently, Shambaug and Brinley (2008)
has looked at the Chinese Communist Party’s school, which provides ideological and
practical training for party officials, but also for businesspersons and military person-
nel. Aside from researching the Chinese communists, there are studies that have looked
into how communist parties in other countries have influenced adult education in local
communities. Boughton (1997) has studied the structure of the educational work of the
Australian Communist Party and its influence on community education and other
movements, and Flowers (2005) has considered the influence and use of adult educa-
tion and community work of the People’s Action Party in Singapore.

There are also scholars who have scrutinised not only communist parties, but also
more generally how different parties make use of intra-party education. €Ozbudun
(2006), who has studied the Justice and Development Party in Turkey, argues that the
party’s internal education has resulted in strong member mobilisation, due to ‘the ideo-
logical and emotional attachment’ (p. 552) offered in these educational situations.
G€okçe et al. (2015) further discuss party education and conclude that, even though the
main purpose of the education provided by Turkish political parties is to educate future
leaders, this education is, in their view, remarkably inclusive and has a positive impact
on member participation. What all of these studies have in common is that they exam-
ine the impact that a party has on individuals and communities by providing some
type of educational activity.

Research on political parties and education in the Swedish political context often
consider the relationship the other way around and study how educational initiatives
have influenced parties by being an educational pathway to political power. Nordvall
and Fridolfsson (2019) assert that, historically, Swedish parliamentarians have partici-
pated in some kind of popular education, and still do so to a high degree. Folk high
schools and study circles have been central training grounds for the leaders of Swedish
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popular movements and such education is highlighted as an important experience for
gaining influence in political bodies (Larsson 2013). Thus, research on political parties
and education highlights different aspects of learning within parties; however, few dis-
cuss how educational practices can be used to form politicised identities, which draws
attention to the need for research that generates this type of knowledge.

Party education and the Swedish political left

Sweden is a parliamentary democracy with eight parties in the national parliament.
The country is often described as a social democratic welfare state, due to its universal
healthcare, free education system and other welfare services provided for its inhabitants
(Lundberg & Åmark 2001, Pedersen & Kuhnle 2017). Others, such as Childs (1936),
have described Sweden as ‘the middle way’ between capitalism and socialism, having
both a market economy and well-funded welfare. Yet, ever since the 1970s when neo-
liberalism began the rise towards its current global hegemonic position, different
Swedish governments have implemented reforms, such as the marketisation of welfare
services and tax breaks that Lindbom (2001) suggests points to an erosion of the wel-
fare state. Since the 1990s, Sweden has been the OECD country with the most rapidly
growing income inequality; however, due to the historically low inequality, it is still
among the most equal countries in the OECD (Cohen & Ladaique 2018).

The two Swedish left parties analysed in this article share a common history. At the
end of the 1800s, liberal and socialist workers’ organisations agitated for workers to
gain voting rights. The Swedish Social Democratic Party was founded in 1889. The Left
Party was founded in 1917 after the youth organisation and some intellectuals in the
workers’ movement broke away from the Social Democratic Party and founded a new
party. This was named the Swedish Social Democratic Left Party but renamed in 1921
as the Communist Party of Sweden and again in 1967 as the Left Party–the
Communists, and finally took its current name of the Left Party in 1991. The splitting
of one party into two was influenced by the conflict between agitators for reformist
versus revolutionary strategies, which shaped and divided most left-wing movements
during the 20th century (Linderborg 2001). In their current party manifestos, the social
democrats describe themselves as ‘democratic socialists’ (The Social Democratic Party’s
Manifesto 2013) while the Left Party describes its members as ‘socialists and feminists’
and both parties plead for reformist politics (The Left Party’s Manifesto 2016, The Left
Party 2019).

The Swedish Social Democratic Party has been a leading force in post-war Swedish
politics in a way that Pontusson (1988) characterises as dominant. Since 1932, the
Social Democratic Party has been almost constantly in power, apart from 17 years of
non-socialist governments (1976–1982, 1991–1994 and 2006–2014). However,
Pontusson (1988) also states that social democracy in Sweden has not been as domin-
ant as commonly supposed, but has been reliant upon compromising with other parties
to govern. Oscarsson and Holmberg (2016) argue that, since the 1880s, Swedish politics
have been influenced by a clear left–right conflict concentrated around the question of
economic policy. This historical division between left and right has influenced all the
parties and their members’ self-identification; the left parties identify themselves as
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socialists, whereas the right-leaning parties identify themselves as liberals or as conser-
vatives, sometimes even identifying themselves as the ‘bourgeoisie’. Oscarsson and
Holmberg (2016) thus conclude that Swedish voting behaviour historically has been
strongly ideologically connected to a traditional left–right dimension. However, new
studies analysing the most recent Swedish elections note a shift according to the GAL/
TAN scale, whereby voters are keener to value questions not included along a trad-
itional left–right dimension, but better fit a scale ranging between authoritarian and
libertarian values (Elgenius & Wennerhag 2018).

Although witnessing a significant decline in members and voters during the last few
decades, the Social Democrats are still the largest political party in Sweden, supported
by 27% of voters at the last election, in 2018 (SCB 2019). At the time of writing, the
Social Democratic Party is in government in a coalition with the Green Party, and has
budgetary agreements with the Liberals and the Centre Party. The Left Party has been
influential in Swedish politics, without ever being in a governing position. Blomb€ack
(2015) suggests that the Left Party or ‘the left, left of the Social Democrats’ has been
the driving force for many welfare reforms and workplace improvements for workers.
At the same time, Blomb€ack argues that the party’s position in the party system in
dependent on the attitude that the Social Democrats take towards it, thus accentuating
a miscellaneous relationship between the two parties. The Left Party received 8% of
voter support at the most recent election, in 2018 (SCB 2018).

In Sweden, all parties organise member education at a national level, so that individ-
uals who become party members can learn political skills and gain theoretical know-
ledge. This internal education is sometimes organised by the parties themselves, and
sometimes developed and realised together with study associations, which are part of
the Swedish publicly financed popular education. The state provides subsidies for folk
high schools and study associations to provide adult education (Nordvall & Fridolfsson
2019). The Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) is the biggest of ten national
study associations, with local organisations in all the municipalities in Sweden. The
WEA was founded in 1912 by the workers’ movement to oversee workers’ educational
needs (Gougoulakis 2016). Both the Social Democrats and the Left Party run internal
educational activities together with the WEA.

Without ignoring academic commentators who detect a shift in social democratic
policies, accusing the party of gearing towards the political right (e.g. Lindbom 2001,
Birnbaum 2010, Bailey 2016), it is true that both the Social Democrats and the Left
Party are closely connected to other workers’ movement organisations, unions, study
associations, and other organisations within civil society. These similarities make it
intriguing to analyse how the two parties construct their identities. How do they frame
their organisational structure, history, and ideology in their party education in order to
form a sense of ‘us’?

Constructing collective identities through education

Since the 1980s, social movement research has discussed the importance of identity
building in order to form movements. How this identification process takes place and
how best to understand and measure collective identities are, however, heavily debated
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depending on context and disciplinary background. When examining party identities
in this article, the analysis takes its point of departure from understanding a collective
identity as Polletta and Jasper (2001) suggest: ‘an individual’s cognitive, moral and
emotional connection with a broader community, category, practice, or institution’
(285). Polletta and Jasper (2001) stress that including collective identity construction as
an analytical tool to aid in understanding social movement mobilisation helps to make
sense of why individuals take the step to engage in a movement and to shed light on
how this process occurs. Regardless of the scholarly discord or the difficulty of under-
standing the complexity of identities, Laclau and Mouffe (1985) have argued for strat-
egies to actively intervene in a movement with the purpose of forming a politicised
collective identity. Similarly, Jansson (2016) has studied how the leadership in Swedish
trade unions actively used educational activities to intervene in the construction of a
collective identity centred around labour politics. It is therefore surprising to find that
there is limited literature about the construction of collective identities within political
parties. This article combines aspects of the knowledge constructed in social movement
and organisational research, but turns its gaze towards the educational situations pro-
vided by political parties.

Even though there is a lack of research that specifically examines learning within
parties, the adult education field has incorporated social movement learning (e.g.
Welton 1993, Holst 2001, 2010, Hall et al. 2013). Although both social movements and
learning can be defined in multiple ways depending on disciplinary background, con-
text or phenomenon, here social movement carries a narrower meaning: ‘social move-
ments can be thought of as collectivities acting with some degree of organization, and
continuity outside of institutional or organizational channels for the purpose of chal-
lenging or defending extant authority’ (Snow et al. 2004, 11). Social movement learning
is defined as: ‘(a) learning by persons who are part of any social movement; and (b)
learning by persons outside of a social movement as a result of the actions taken or
simply by the existence of social movements’ (Hall & Clover 2005). In a comparative
study between Canada and India, Clover et al. (2011) found that women in politics
emphasised the practical knowledge and skills they had learned in informal and non-
formal education as being most important for them in their political work. They also
found that educational situations where women were able to share their experience and
knowledge helped them to feel more secure in their political leadership, which again
pinpoints the formative role that education can have in movements. Holst (2009) has
formulated the concept of radical training in order to better education within social
movements. According to Holst (2009), radical training includes practical training and
political skills that are often emphasised by individuals in the movements themselves.
The concept of radical training is worth considering in the case of political parties as
well; for example, Shambaug and Brinley (2008) describes how the Chinese
Communist Party provides its members with practical training and not only ideological
education.

When becoming more specific about how a collective identity can be formed within
a movement through, for example, education, theorists such as Laclau and Mouffe
(1985) and Mouffe (2005, 2013) argue that the most important part of constructing a
feeling of community is to find a dividing line to separate this particular group from
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‘others’. Mouffe (2013) discusses the way in which right-wing movements in Europe
have been extremely successful in painting a picture of grievances caused by immigra-
tion or elitist regimes, and thereafter create an idea of themselves as the contrast, stem-
ming from the people. She continues by arguing that the left has failed to construct a
narrative around a collective identity that people believe in, and instead has ceded that
position to the right. When trying to understand how collective identities are formed,
Simon and Klandermans (2001) propose that identities are constructed when a group’s
grievances are formulated into a problem that is related to a cause and a solution. The
cause of the problem is related to the people who have caused it, whereas the solution
is related to the constructed collective identity that can fix it. The shared sense of griev-
ances and collective experiences create an incentive within the individual to act for her
collective, which explains why constructing a solid collective identity is seen as a suc-
cessful strategy for mobilising a movement.

Yet, assuming that the formation of a collective identity is crucial in building a
strong movement and mobilising members begs the question of whether collective
identities always do strengthen movements. Flesher Fominaya (2010) argues that it is
not assured that all individuals identify with a movement’s identity. In a heterogeneous
movement with several colliding identities, the formation of an identity that is sup-
posed to include everybody can instead create conflicts. Flesher Fominaya also uses
McDonald’s ideas (2002) to illuminate the concept of ‘collective action’, which is
defined as ‘the public expression of self’ that is supposed to better identify how individ-
uals engage with and act in movements that build upon multiple, flexible identities.
Regardless of the critique of blindly assuming that the construction of a collective iden-
tity helps to build a movement, Flesher Fominaya states that: ‘scholarship in this area
has not only served to illuminate key processes that sustain or debilitate movements
over time, but has also contributed to a growing body of literature that focuses on cul-
tural and emotional dynamics of mobilisation’ (2010, 401). Therefore, the discussion
about the capacity to construct collective identities in order to mobilise social move-
ments highlights the need to ask the same type of questions about political parties,
whereas this article aims to study how this is done in party education.

Frame analysis

The analysis of the study material pertaining to the two Swedish parties is influenced
by the methodological framework of frame analysis, which is often applied in social
movement studies to understand how they frame events, issues, or possible solutions in
order to mobilise. Snow et. al (1986) and Benford and Snow (2000), Snow and Benford
(2005), who have written several articles about framing processes and social move-
ments, have suggested how to detect frames in the narratives produced by social move-
ments. To exemplify this process, Benford (1993) shows how the nuclear disarmament
movement of the 1980s framed the nuclear question in relation to the severity of the
problem, to the sense of urgency, and to the efficiency and propriety of taking action.
This framing can be linked to how environmental movements today frame the issue of
climate change in order to encourage people to act. This example shows how a political
entity (movement, party, or any other organisation) makes use of framing to inspire
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collective action to combat what they believe to be the cause of a problem. This meth-
odological approach for understanding social movements’ framing can be applied to
understand similar framing processes produced by a political party in order to mobilise
party members. Benford and Snow (2000) argue that framing is one of the mechanisms
that align personal and collective identity, since the framing brings the individual’s
motives in line with the movement.

Both the Social Democrats and the Left Party have designed their new-member edu-
cation to give information about their organisation, history, and ideology/politics. The
analysis is guided by the question: How do the texts frame the parties’ organisation, his-
tory, and ideology in order to construct a party identity?

The analysis focuses on the meaning with which concepts are filled, rather than try-
ing to determine what the study material claims to be true or not, or whether the par-
ties’ politics are good or bad. It is not this article’s objective to analyse the educational
situation per se, but only the study material designed for the educational situations. In
the process of identifying how organisation, history, ideology, and party identity are
framed within the parties’ study material, the analysis shows how the parties want to
be perceived, what they want their members to know, and how they define an ‘us’ and
a ‘them’. The concept of party identity has been integrated within the frame analysis,
beginning with the assumption that collective identities are constructed during the pro-
cess of framing an ‘us’ and a ‘them’, which implicitly occurs when framing a historical
narrative, an ideological future, or an organisation with the ambition to recruit mem-
bers. In accordance with theoretical knowledge about the construction of identities, the
analysis of how the party identity is framed is structured to first distinguish how ‘the
other’ is framed, and thereafter how the collective party identity is framed. Thus, the
analysis tries to fix how the texts frame themes in order to align ‘an individual’s cogni-
tive, moral and emotional connection with a broader community, category, practice, or
institution’ (Polletta & Jasper 2001, 285).

Material

The empirical material in this study consists of study material designed for new-mem-
ber education produced by the two parties. Both new-member education packages are
developed at a national level by committees responsible for study activities. The Social
Democrats arrange their new-member education together with the WEA and the Left
Party arranges its new-member education itself.1 The Social Democratic Party’s new-
member education is divided into three sections, named ‘Our history’ (86 pages), ‘Our
ideology’ (52 pages) and ‘Our organisation’ (26 pages). The guide for the study leader
is 24 pages long and it is suggested that the education should be realised over a total of
12 meetings. The Left Party’s new-member education is named ‘New Left School’ and
is delivered over three meetings, named ‘Meeting 1 – Practical guidelines for district
meetings’ (45 PowerPoint slides), ‘Meeting 2 – Nachos for new ones’ (no PowerPoint
slides) and ‘Meeting 3 – Our politics in-depth: the election platform and future strat-
egy’ (44 PowerPoint slides). The Left Party provides guides for the study leader for
each occasion that are five pages long for meeting 1, four pages long for meeting 2, and
two pages long for meeting 3.
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The empirical material has been selected because it addresses new party members
and can be used to analyse the educational introduction to the two parties. The two
sets of study material are analysed in contrast to each other, in order to find similarities
and differences that can help to identify different strategies for framing themes in the
text material for intra-party education. The study materials differ in scope; where the
Social Democratic Party has designed rigidly structured text material, the Left Party
relies on PowerPoint presentations. Despite these differences, the education of new
members serves the same purpose and processes the same themes; therefore, the mater-
ial is well-suited to drawing inferences.

All citations from the parties’ study material are translated from Swedish to English
by the author.

Findings

The findings section is thematised as follows: organisation, history, ideology, and
party identity.

Organisation

In both parties’ study materials, the texts explain the party organisation and the
Swedish political system. The parties want their members to understand ‘the rules of
the game’, and to learn practical tools for how to run politics locally, regionally, and
nationally. The parties use the educational situation ‘to teach’ new members the know-
ledge they need in order to act on their political engagement and to do politics. This
practical knowledge is what Holst (2009) refers to as radical training when he discusses
learning in social movements. When describing the organisational structure, it gives
the impression of being rigidly ‘set’ and hard to work around or change. In the study
leader’s guide for the Left Party’s meeting 1, the following formulation is present:

Many new members have a very vague picture of how an association works and what
political work is. Take the most aberrant questions for what they are. Often things solve
themselves in time – those who participate in the activities will soon get a grip of how
things work. (Left Party, Meeting 1, 4).

This quote suggests that members are not encouraged to come with new ideas but
to follow the procedures and conform to the culture that already exists in the party.
There is an underlying assumption that new members already feel strongly about the
party. Therefore, there is no need to convince them about the party’s politics, they just
have to learn ‘how things work’.

Besides the emphasis on explaining the organisational structure and how the
Swedish parliamentary system works, what is most prominent in the study materials is
the framing of both parties as ‘popular movement parties’. The phrases ‘popular move-
ment’, ‘social movement’, ‘movement’, and ‘social change movement’ are used as posi-
tive connotations to which the parties are linked. These different concepts of
movement are used synonymously, although ‘popular movement’ is the most com-
monly used. When the parties describe their organisation, they want to be recognised
as a popular movement. ‘Movement’ functions as a floating signifier, described in
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Laclau and Mouffe (1985) work as something vague, variable, and unspecifiable that
means different things to different people, and is here filled with positive meaning.
Thus, the emphasis on being a movement, and the lack of clarity around what a move-
ment is, creates a framing within which the boundaries between a party and a move-
ment are dissolved. The Social Democratic Party asserts that it is a popular movement
that has close connections with other movements:

One of the foundations for the Social Democrats’ strength lies in the party’s close
connections with other social change movements. Many Social Democrats are active in
other popular movements besides the party. This is key to the success of our movement,
and an important explanation for the strong confidence our party enjoys among so
many people. (Social Democrats, Our organisation, 6)

What is particularly salient about this quote is how much value the Social
Democrats attribute to the concept of popular movement, when they give much of the
credit for the party’s success to its being a popular movement. Here, popular move-
ment is likely to be articulated with reference to the significance that popular move-
ments are ascribed in the democratisation process at the beginning of the 20th century
in Swedish political history (Gougoulakis 2016).

The Left Party proudly announces its increasing membership. Both meetings 1 and
3 begin with the slide: ‘The Left Party is growing’ (Left Party, Meeting 1, 4, Meeting 3,
4). The reason for stating the membership numbers are growing, is connected to the
fact that almost all political parties have been affected by a decline in membership.
This trend is visible in Sweden but also internationally (Van Biezen et al. 2012). The
parties are aware of this issue and ask their members to recruit more members. The
Left Party argues that more members mean more voters because the members can agi-
tate for the Left Party’s politics in their private lives and at their workplaces. On the
question: ‘Why do we want more members?’ the answer is:

In many ways, we are the party in Sweden that does things – that is part of movements
of all kinds, that also does political work far away from councils and public debate. The
Left Party needs more members to: be more visible in the public debate, gain broader
contacts in society, find good representatives for different assignments, develop politics
and strategy. (Left Party, Teacher’s guide to meeting 1, page 1)

This accentuates a collective identity with which members are presumed to already
feel solidarity, and can be related to what Benford and Snow (2000) describe as an
alignment between personal motives and collective identity.

Thus, both parties frame their party organisations as popular movements, which
highlights the collective before the individual. This framing of the organisation in the
study material can have implications for the construction of a party identity; it is
assumed that, since the members have decided to come to the new-member education
sessions, they identify with the party and are willing to work for the movement; there-
fore, there is no emphasis on members’ individual gains.

History

When the Social Democrats frame their history, it is evident that the party wants to be
perceived as the governing party and interconnected with the construction of the
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Swedish welfare system and its development. Differently put, Swedish history is the
history of the Social Democratic Party. In the material ‘Our history’, it is stated
that: ‘There are few democratic countries where a party has dominated a country’s
development to such a degree that social democracy did during the 20th century’ and
‘… a pragmatic and practical manner in the political agenda has resulted in that
Swedish Social Democrats easily getting along, knowing when it’s time to cooperate,
and having sought broad political solutions to important questions’ (Social Democrats,
Our history, 66). The study material here provides the same information as Pontusson
(1988) emphasises in his article, that the Social Democratic Party was dominant in
20th-century Swedish history, but has been so because of its willingness to cooperate
with other political parties.

Related to being a governing party is the framing of individuals who are suited to
governing the party. In the description of history, these pioneers are at the centre of
the story, together with quotations from their speeches, texts that they have written, or
pictures. For example, in ‘Our history’, when Per-Albin Hansson, the Social
Democratic Party leader 1925–46, who is recognised as the founder of Swedish welfare
society (often referred to as the People’s Home in Sweden) is mentioned:

Per-Albin Hansson struck a new tone for social democracy, where unity and
cooperation were highlighted as a better recipe for the future than conflict and
confrontation. In a parliamentary debate in 1928, Per-Albin Hansson gave his famous
speech about the People’s Home. A new emphasis on consensus. With Per-Albin’s
formulations of the People’s Home, the new social democracy was formulated. The
social democratic values were still there, but the tone was new, and he provided new
methods to solve the conflicts that existed. (Social Democrats, Our history, 33).

This example explicitly shows how one pioneer takes the story forward. Thus, a nar-
rative is created in which Per-Albin takes responsibility for Swedish society, and in
which the development of the Swedish welfare state can be connected directly to him.

Somewhat contradictory to the framing of pioneers is the emphasis on the move-
ment as the historic force of the party. The movement consists of ordinary people who
have done extraordinary things. On page 12 in ‘Our history’ we read:

To participate in actions for the union organisation, for example strikes, was therefore
risky. If the workers’ movement was going to grow, a lot of courage and sacrifice was
needed. This was true for those who were at the top of the movement, whose names we
know today as the movement’s pioneers. But to an even greater degree it was true for all
those who fought for their cause in their local jobs, who agitated and organised their
fellow workers, who made sure that the movement grew across the country and made it
possible to form a mass social movement. (Social Democrats, Our history, 12)

In her study of the historiography of the Social Democratic Party, Linderborg (2001)
argues that history is used as an ideological resource and that historical events are used
in different ways during different time periods, depending on what is currently import-
ant for the party. €Ozbudun (2006) sees party education as a tool to create an ideological
attachment among the members. One method to create this ideological conviction is
with the help of a historical narrative. Understanding a party’s historiography in this
way helps to explain the contradictory frames of the pioneers and the movement that
are visible in the Social Democrat’s study material; whether it is because competent
pioneers take responsibility or whether it is their close connection to the movement,

242 M. ARRIAZA HULT



both arguments create a narrative that €Ozbudun (2006) claims creates emotional and
ideological attachment.

If the Social Democrats use history as an ideological resource, it becomes clear that
the Left Party has a different relationship with its history in its new-member education.
In the PowerPoint presentation designed for meeting 1, the Left Party refers to the past
as: ‘A conflicting history we have learned a lot from’ (Left Party, meeting 1, 36). The
text continues:

Our party has had both good and bad sides. We have fought for democratic reforms,
social justice, women’s rights, better working conditions, and international solidarity. At
the same time, we were a party that for many years lacked independence from the
Soviet Union. For a long time, our party excused oppression and restrictions on
democracy when they were implemented by governments in countries we believed to be
progressive. But we have learned from our history and we are without doubt the most
self-reflective party: we take that piece of the party’s history seriously and make sure to
learn from it. (Left Party, Meeting 1, 36)

The above quotation is one of the few times that the party’s history is explicitly
mentioned. Instead, the new-member education emphasises the issues of today and
newly implemented welfare reforms that the party has negotiated in budget talks with
the government. While the Social Democrats present important individuals in the
party’s history, the Left Party does none of that. No names of party leaders or intellec-
tuals are even mentioned. The framing of the movement is visible in the description of
history as well: ‘During the ‘60s, the new women’s movement, the solidarity movement
with the third world, and the environment movement emerged. They [these move-
ments] were close to the left and the Left Party is the party that takes up their political
demands the quickest’ (Left Party, Meeting 1, 37) Here, the Left Party once again seeks
to state its close relationship with other movements and creates a framing that social
movements have influenced its agenda. Party history is not framed as important, but
rather the party situates itself in relation to a broader left-leaning movement. This dif-
fers from the framing of an individual pioneer influencing the party, and more expli-
citly positions the movement as the historical mechanism for change. These different
framings of the parties’ history in the study material could have implications for the
parties’ identities, because the Left Party, more than the Social Democrats, relates itself
to a broader left-leaning identity, rather than just the party identity.

Ideology

In their study material, the Social Democrats call their ideology social democratic and
highlight the values of freedom, equality, and solidarity. The study material thereafter
continues to discuss social democratic philosophical ideas and strategies. Their trad-
ition stems from popular-movement socialism, functionalist socialism, and commune
socialism, and their main strategy is reformism. In the section where reformism is
explained, the party takes a normative stance on reformism as democratic, in contrast
to revolutionary movements. The language is affirmative, framing the social democratic
strategy as the most reasonable, and as democratic and ‘good’ for people. As discussed
in the earlier section about history, the study material uses history rather than ideology
as its ideological resource. The study material about ideology discusses the ideas behind
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social democracy, to provide a broader understanding of where social democracy is
today, instead of painting a narrative with utopian ideas of how society could be, as
authors such as Laclau and Mouffe (1985) would argue for. Benford (1993) also shows
how the framing of urgency created successful initiatives for collective action in the
nuclear disarmament movement. Here, the Social Democrats’ framing of ideology sug-
gests an assumption that the members already share these ideological beliefs, whereas
the focus is to educate new members about the background of these beliefs, rather than
being a strategy for mobilising.

The Left Party does not discuss its ideological heritage in its new-member education.
In Meeting 1, there is one slide about Socialism, with the bullet-points: class, the work-
ers’ movement, and a socialist society (Left Party, Meeting 1, 39). The following slides
bring up feminism and sustainability, which get one slide each (Left Party, Meeting 1,
40–41). Thus, the Left Party sees socialism, feminism, and sustainability as keywords
for explaining its politics.

The Left Party’s Meeting 3 is named ‘Political orientation’. In this session, the circle
leader goes through the ‘election platform’ in several slides. Here, key statements and
reforms are raised, such as economic equality, six-hour workdays, safe jobs, and cli-
mate change reforms (Left Party, Meeting 3, slides 5–11). The party also positions its
politics in contrast to what it wants members to perceive that other parties want. For
example: ‘Peace instead of militarisation’, ‘Climate goals instead of profits’ (Left Party,
Meeting 3, slides 8, 10). This strategy was also used during the election of 2018, where
posters presented the same type of contrasts, showing in one sentence how the Left
Party’s politics differed from the arguments of ‘the others’. This communicative strat-
egy is an effective way to concisely depict the differences between ‘them’ and ‘us’, and
is therefore in line with what social movement researchers, such as Mouffe (2005,
2013) and Simon and Klandermans (2001), argue to be the first step in constructing a
collective identity.

One evident difference between the two new-member education systems is that the
Social Democrats focus their ideology sessions around the party’s history and have the
purpose of providing members with an ideological introduction, whereas The Left
Party’s education instead focuses on up-to-date issues.

Party identity

In the study material from the two Swedish parties, both identify the bourgeoisie as
‘them’. They use phrases such as: ‘the right’ or ‘the bourgeoisie’. These words are rather
neutral in the Swedish context, as mentioned before by Oscarsson and Holmberg
(2016), Swedish politics have been, and still are, mostly affected by a left–right conflict.
Therefore, used in the study material, the word bourgeoisie is less of an invective than
it would be in most other countries and functions more as an epithet. There are also
examples when the parties position themselves against each other. The Left Party some-
times uses the phrase ‘the government’ to describe right-leaning politics, thus position-
ing itself to the left of the Social Democratic Party. The Social Democrats, on the other
hand, position the Left Party on the extreme left wing and are eager to remind their
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new members about what is in their view the Left Party’s problematic proximity to the
ideology of the Soviet Union.

Both parties have sections in which they relate their arguments to ‘what the others
think’, very much in line with theoretical knowledge about the construction of collect-
ive identities. The Left Party in Meeting 3 has several slides discussing ‘How are we dif-
ferent from ‘the others’?’ (Left Party, Meeting 3, 24–29), and which summarise ‘the
others’ arguments’ (Left Party, Meeting 3, 17–23). The Social Democrats use the same
strategy when discussing bourgeois interpretations of social norms: ‘There are several
conservatives within the political right who would love to decide what social norms
individuals should live by’ (Social Democrats, Our ideology, 12). This illuminates how
the Social Democrats frame their politics, by making it look good in contrast to some-
thing else that is perceived as evidently wrong.

When the parties have formulated who ‘the others’ are and what they think, the
next step in order to construct an identity is to distinguish who ‘we’ are. Both parties
use ‘we’ to refer to everyone who shares the party identity. At the first meeting with
the Left Party under the headline ‘Everyone is welcome’, it says:

You can be 16 or 85 years old, like American cars, tweed costumes or the Backstreet
Boys’ reunion tour. You can believe that Victoria should save the monarchy or that
companies profiting from welfare are not such a bad idea. As long as you essentially
think that the Left Party is on the right track and share its overall values, you are
welcome to the Left Party. (Left Party, Teacher’s guide for Meeting 1, 1)

The Left Party does not exclude anyone who may be interested in its politics,
whereas even values that have previously been related to what ‘the others think’ can
now be included in the party’s identity. This creates an inclusive identity without any
explicit boundaries, because anyone who wants to can join. The Social Democrats have
a similar strategy in the study guide for the circle leader, which gives instructions on
how to make people feel welcome, and even gives suggestions to ask questions of all
participants and how to place the chairs in the study room etc. It also states: ‘Carefully
look after [the people] who participate in the education. Make them feel at home.
People who do not feel at home will not come back’ (Social Democrats, Study guide,
5). The focus is on the feeling of belonging, on highlighting the feeling of being part of
a collective. Neither party takes any risk of excluding people, they want their members
to feel invited and to come back to the party’s activities. Accordingly, the critical pos-
ition of Flesher Fominaya (2010) can be brought up here and discussed in relation to
the obstacles that arise when having such flexible collective identities. To eagerly try to
include heterogeneous identities into one collective identity can have the opposite
effect and create room for conflicts and, in the end, can reduce the possibility for col-
lective identification.

Concluding discussion

The educational situations that the Social Democratic Party and the Left Party provide
for their new members have the purpose of giving members an introduction to the par-
ties’ organisation, history, and ideology and what it means to be a member. The educa-
tional situations thus provide an opportunity to give the new members useful
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knowledge and to create a community that leads them to become engaged and to con-
tinue with their political interest. In accordance with previous research about political
parties and social movement learning, the members learn both practical skills and ideo-
logical knowledge. Similar to what the scholars €Ozbudun (2006) and G€okçe et al.
(2015) find in their research, the Swedish parties make use of the educational situation
to create emotional ties to the party movement. Both the actual purpose of new-mem-
ber education and any possible ‘side-effects’ can be discussed, as in G€okçe et al. (2015),
in relation to their impact on democracy, because irrespective of the parties’ purpose
with member education, the members learn skills that are useful for participating in
democratic institutions.

The findings of this article suggest that the Social Democratic Party and the Left
Party frame their organisations as popular movement parties, but that the two parties
frame their history and ideology differently. The Social Democratic Party uses the his-
torical narrative to connect the development of the Swedish welfare state to the party’s
position as a governing party. The Left Party has an ambivalent relationship with its
history, and barely mentions the history of the workers’ movement. Instead, it situates
itself in relation to a broad left-leaning movement and focuses on its contemporary
political agenda and current debates. The question, however, is how the parties make
use of these different framings and whether this has implications for the construction
of party identities. The findings imply that both parties see it as a winning strategy to
make everyone participating in their education feel welcome. It is already presumed
that new members feel solidarity with the party collective when they attend their first
meeting. The framing of the organisation as a movement highlights a party identity,
and helps, as Benford and Snow (2000) put it, to align the individual’s identity with the
collective identity.

This article demonstrates the benefits of using theoretical and methodological tools
that are often used in social movement studies, such as frame analysis and the con-
struction of collective identities, and their usefulness for analysing educational activities
in political parties as well. The many similarities between the two parties’ approaches
to new-member education highlight the need to study how other parties structure their
internal education. Is there something cultural about how Swedish political parties
structure their internal education, or do the similarities depend on the ideological
background and history that the parties share? Furthermore, to ask these questions is
not specific to the national context but should be extended to international compari-
sons. How do other left parties use their educational situations, and how is educational
content framed in order to create party identities?

Note

1. It should be stated that the author is not member of either the Swedish Social Democratic
Party or the Left Party.
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Schooling party life – A frame analysis of Spanish left parties’ 
intra-party education
Maria Arriaza Hult

Department for Behavioural Studies and Learning, Linköping University, Linköping, 581 83, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article explores how the three Spanish parties that formed a coalition 
government at the beginning of 2020 – (i) the Spanish Social Democratic 
Party, (ii) the United Left and (iii) Podemos – organise education for their 
members. With frame analysis as a theoretical itinerary, the study begins 
to outline what the parties’ schools are about, how they are organised, 
and why parties provide education for their members. The analysis reveals 
that the weekend schools vary between ideological and policy-orientated 
content. These schools are similar in form, but differ in terms of the 
student-teacher relationships and whether they focus on theory or prac-
tice, implying different pedagogical methods. The motivation for party 
education is framed as fulfiling participatory functions or providing mem-
bers with the right to education. Thereby, by identifying frames and 
uncovering different tendencies for how parties organise their party 
schools, the descriptive framing perspective allows for a broader discus-
sion of how members are socialised into their parties.

KEYWORDS 
Adult education; frame 
analysis; left parties; party 
education; Spain

Introduction

How parties organise internal educational activities has received sparse attention in the adult 
educational field (Nordvall & Pastuhov, 2020). Closely interrelated to party education is the 
theme of adult education and learning within social movements; a research field with extensive 
literature (Finger, 1989; Hall et al., 2013; Holst, 2001, 2009, 2010; Welton, 1993) that studies how 
educational activities may influence individuals in their political engagement and/or give them 
ideological and practical training. Bearing in mind that education has been recognised as 
a compelling study object in the context of social movements, this article turns its gaze to the 
role of education within parties. As an analytical method, a frame analysis is applied to the official 
party statutes and weekend school materials of three Spanish left-leaning parties – (i) the Spanish 
Social Democratic Party (PSOE), (ii) the United Left (IU) and (iii) Podemos (P) – to shed light on 
how intra-party education is organised. The aim of this article is to begin to outline what parties’ 
schools are about, how they are organised and why parties provide education for their members. 
The descriptive framing perspective illuminates fundamental pedagogical motivations for how 
parties reason when planning and designing education, and these motivations must be empirically 
unfolded before we can dig deeper into a conceptual understanding of parties’ schooling.

The scrutinised parties formed a coalition government on 7 January 2020, with assigned 
ministers from each party. Considering that The Financial Times ran the headline ‘Spain’s 
Socialists strike coalition deal with far-left Podemos’ (Financial Times 2020), it is clear that the 
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Spanish government is considered an outlier on the European electoral map in terms of having 
a left-leaning government. Social scientists such as Birnbaum (2010) and Bailey (2016) have pointed 
out that left-leaning parties – and perhaps especially social democratic parties – have experienced 
dramatic declines in several other countries in Europe. Moreover, the relatively new party Podemos 
has been scrutinised in news media and academia since its formation in 2014 in Spain and elsewhere 
(e.g. Errejón et al., 2016; Sola & Rendueles, 2018; Kioupkiolis & Pérez, 2019; Flesher Fominaya, 
2020). In the most recent national election in 2019, Podemos went to the polls together with the left 
alliance United Left. Spain is, therefore, an interesting case to study due to the recent success of both 
its ‘old’ left parties (PSOE and IU), with connections to the workers’ movement, and its ‘new’ left 
party (P) that has mobilised in relation to popular discontent since the Spanish 2009 financial crisis 
(Castells, 2012; Sola & Rendueles, 2018). By examining these three identified parties which 
represent different sections of the organised left and by highlighting their party schools, we can 
gain knowledge about how members are socialised into their parties’ organisations.

The next section will zoom in on the Spanish context, and will then summarise previous research 
on intra-party education and account for the use of frame analysis and the method and material. 
The findings section is divided into three parts that describe (1) what party schools are about, (2) 
how they are organised and (3) why parties provide education.

Understanding the Spanish political context

According to academic commentators, the Spanish political landscape was redrawn in 2009 as the 
domestic economy crashed in a housing bubble (Hughes, 2011; Martí & Pérez, 2015). Most notably, 
Podemos lists the financial crisis as fundamental reason for its existence (Iglesias 2014). The 
economic crisis of 2009 culminated in rigid austerity measures for all public funding, which resulted 
in unemployment rising to historically high levels (Gentier, 2012; Royo, 2009). The economic 
situation created discontent with the political leadership and the existing political parties standing 
accused of being culpable for the crisis. Since becoming a democracy in 1982, Spanish politics has 
been dominated by the country’s two largest parties: the People’s Party (PP – a social conservative 
party) and the Social Democratic Party (PSOE). Both PP and PSOE lost popular support during the 
economic crisis (Casero-Ripollés & Feenstra, 2012; Romanos, 2016). In 2011, massive protests took 
place all over the country and several social movements mobilised to engage people in political 
discontent (Castells, 2012; Romanos, 2016). In relation to these protests, some social movements 
started to organise themselves politically to instigate systemic change (Kioupkiolis & Pérez, 2019).

Spanish politics is still strongly affected by the country’s civil war of 1936–39 and the dictator-
ship that followed until the death of General Francisco Franco in 1975. The transition to 
democracy between 1975 and 1982 has been highlighted as a successful political process by 
liberal commentators (Bonime-Blanc, 2019; Colomer, 1995). However, in recent years the con-
stitution that was negotiated and adopted in 1978 has been subject to political debate and critique, 
mainly due to the precepts about territory that impede regional independence. Regardless of the 
constitutional obstacles, Catalonia has pursued independence since the economic crisis of 2009. 
The issue of Catalonia and regional independence has heavily affected Spanish politics in recent 
years (Colomer, 2017; Serrano 2013). Apart from being influenced by war, dictatorship and 
conflicts, Spanish voting behaviour is – just as before the civil war – clearly divided into left- 
right ideology. Fraile and Lewis-Beck (2012) even suggest that Spanish voters are less influenced 
by their economic situation than voters in other western countries, and are more inclined to vote 
for a party for ideological reasons. In the most recent election in 2019, PSOE received 28% voter 
support while IU and P, which formed a united election platform, received 12.9% of the votes. 
Corresponding to international trends of falling membership figures (Biezen et al., 2012), 
membership of political parties is tending to decline in Spain (Baras et al., 2015), even though 
the country long constituted an exception with rising party and union membership from the 
transition to democracy until the 2010s (Biezen & Poguntke, 2014). How many members the 
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parties have is difficult to estimate since the parties have different organisational structures 
determining whether members should pay an annual fee or register, or can simply attend party 
events as sympathisers. PSOE states that it has 161,706 affiliates (PSOE website 2022) and IU has 
indicated that it has 22,000 affiliates and 60,000 sympathisers (Llamazares, 2020). Baras and 
colleagues in a study from 2014 found that both PSOE and IU in general have more men that 
become active as members, and that PSOE’s member mean age is 46.2 and IU’s 43.7. Moreover, 
PSOE has the highest levels of members with higher education of all Spanish parties. Podemos, 
which was established in 2014 was not included in the data set that Baras and colleagues analysed 
and has an entirely different membership system where they do not take membership fees but let 
members register online. This has resulted in that they count 455,932 affiliates, which makes them 
the second largest Spanish party in number of members after the conservative Popular Party 
(Gomez & Ramiro, 2019). In a study that examine the difference between the old and new left in 
Spain, Ramiro and Gomez (2017) however suggest that Podemos members in general are younger 
and inclined to care for feminism, environmentalism and pacifism.

As a result of the Spanish political map being redrawn in recent years, a difficult electoral 
situation has arisen. Between 2015 and 2020, no party managed to form a government with 
a majority in the national parliament. This led to Spain holding four elections in four years. At 
the beginning of 2020, the Social Democratic Party (PSOE) managed to build an alliance, 
including the Left Alliance (IU), Podemos and several regional parties, after almost half a year 
of negotiations – not only with this left-leaning alliance, but also with centre and right parties. 
The parties analysed in this article (PSOE, IU and P) have formed a government that deviates 
from most European countries in terms of being left-leaning. Chantal Mouffe (2005) has 
described the European left as being merely in a position to react to the recent success of 
movements on the political right, but the Spanish situation offers an opportunity to study the 
opposite: left-leaning parties that have succeeded in mobilising voters and that are in a governing 
position. Therefore, this article aims to construct new knowledge about the contemporary 
European left, while also contributing to the adult educational field by analysing the organisation 
of education within parties.

Intra-party education

Political parties play an important role in the way we govern in most parts of the world, so it is 
natural that there will be an extensive research body on parties and different aspects of their 
organisation (e.g. Diamond & Gunther, 2001; Scarrow et al., 2017; Ware, 1996). Nevertheless, 
inconsiderable scholarly thought has intersected political parties and education. Few have studied 
intra-party education in the Spanish context. A notable exception is Andrade Blanco (2012), in 
a study of the Spanish left’s ideological development during the transition to democracy. When 
analysing the Social Democratic Party (PSOE) and the Communist Party (PCE) (which are part of 
IU), he pays attention to how education is implemented within the party structure to ‘teach’ 
members useful practical and theoretical knowledge. He also discusses the influence of leading 
intellectuals and the formative role that intra-party education has played within the parties. Closely 
related to the theme of providing education to members for teaching useful skills and creating 
a collective identity is trade union education; the training provided by unions resembles party 
education, since trade unions are also organisations that pursue political interests and are based on 
membership. In a case study by Roca (2016) on union recruitment in the Spanish radical union 
CNT, he claims that part of the union’s renewal process was intense union training, but never 
explains how the training is organised. Similar to research about party education, how and why 
trade union education is organised in certain ways is also scarcely researched. However, when 
looking at European countries other than Spain, Jansson (2016) has compared Swedish and British 
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union education historically and notes differences in terms of ideological schooling and how 
centrally organised the education was, which she argues played an important role in the formation 
of the labour movements in these two countries.

Considering research on countries other than Spain, there are various studies on parties and 
their member education. Most of these studies have focused on communist parties and their 
educational practices; these studies include conflicting perspectives where education is considered 
an instrument for steering, or more favourable perspectives that credit party education as being 
emancipatory (e.g. Boughton, 1997; Flowers, 2005; Holford, 1994; Shambaugh, 2008). Boughton 
(1997) adheres to the more favourable perspectives in his study of how the communist party in 
Australia has implemented educational activities in what he labels vulnerable Australian commu-
nities. Shambaugh (2008) has studied the Communist Party in China and its rigid party schools that 
target not only party members but also businessmen and military personnel. It is, however, difficult 
to compare the Chinese Communist Party school with other countries or parties due to its sheer 
scope, but also because the formal character of its education makes it difficult to distinguish it from 
formal education.

Other studies address the purpose of intra-party education. Sirivunnabood (2016) has compared 
two parties in Thailand with different ideological beliefs, and observes that party education has 
many functions, such as socialising members into democratic practices, fostering future leaders and 
mobilising members. She concludes that parties’ member education methods differ, partly due to 
the object of their education. Gökçe et al. (2015) have analysed the implications of party education, 
and note that even if the purpose of education is to foster future leaders and socialise members, it 
also has other positive effects on member participation since the inclusive methods ‘trickle down’ to 
members who do not become leaders or party officials. Özbudun (2006) has studied the Justice 
Party in Turkey, and concludes that party education reinforces a member collective and creates 
emotional ties to a party. Similarly, in the Swedish political context, studies on left-leaning parties 
show disparate functions of party education. For example, party education can introduce members 
to a party collective and help them align their individual identity with a party identity (Arriaza Hult, 
2020). Nordvall and Pastuhov (2020) also find that intra-party education within Swedish parties has 
both knowledge-oriented and relationship-oriented roles, while members acquire practical and 
ideological knowledge and create social networks that are important for political work.

Thus, previous literature has focused on what the purpose of party education is, and has asked 
whether educational activities can create emotional ties to a party. This article will touch upon these 
themes while analysing party statutes and material used by the three Spanish parties PSOE, IU and P.

Frame analysis

This study is guided by frame analysis as a theoretical approach, and analyses three parties’ party 
statutes and study materials for their party schools with the aim of interpreting what the party 
schools are about, how they are organised and why parties provide member education. Since frame 
analysis is often applied in social movement studies in order to understand how a group assigns 
meaning to events and occurrences in order to mobilise support and initiate collective action, the 
theoretical approach is considered fruitful in this study for understanding how the three parties 
make use of their member education and why they organise their education in certain ways. When 
using the theoretical apparatus of the framing perspective, there is an underlying assumption – that 
depending on how the parties frame content in and for their member education – the different 
framings will discern something about the parties’ perceptions of their members. According to the 
frame theorists Snow et al. (1986), a frame is defined as ‘“a schemata of interpretation” that enables 
individuals to “locate, perceive, identify, and label” occurrences within their life space and the world 
at large’ (1986: 464). Snow and Benford (1988) explain that groups ‘frame, or assign meaning to and 
interpret relevant events and conditions in ways that are intended to mobilise potential adherents 
and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize antagonists’ (p. 198). For example, 
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in interviews with aid workers from 25 civil organisations that helped to rebuild communities in 
New Orleans post-Katrina, Pyles and Harding (2012) found that the interviewees presented their 
issues and organisation in relation to three frames: Restoration (restore communities to pre-Katrina 
status), Reform (make communities better) and Radical Social Change (radical systemic change in 
communities and the country). Thus, categorising the civil organisations’ work in different frames 
reveals how meaning is constructed differently within organisations or movements, and helps to 
identify different tendencies in the restoration work. Benford and Snow (2000) even argue that 
framing is one of the mechanisms that align personal and collective identities, since framing can 
help to align the individual’s motivations with those of the collective, which further shows how 
influential the understanding of framing can be, if it manages to create relevant and successful 
frames that garner support and feelings of identification.

When applying the frame analysis to empirical data, it is possible to study how movements (in this 
study: parties) i) identify problems, solutions and relevant actors (diagnostic framing); ii) find strategies 
and goals (prognostic framing); and iii) formulate emotional and logical motives that make adherents act 
collectively (motivational framing). Therefore, a framing perspective is applied in this study in order to 
identify how political problems are framed within the content of the party schools, and to understand 
how and why these schools are organised in certain ways. In order to be transparent about how the 
framing perspective has been applied to the empirical data, the three different levels of framing 
(diagnostic, prognostic and motivational) have been shaped into three contiguous research questions: 
(1) What are the party schools about? (2) How are the party schools organised? (3) Why do parties 
provide education for their members? Being guided by these questions when reading the empirical 
material acknowledges the usefulness of the theorical approach, but at the same time allows for a freer 
analysis adapted to the phenomenon of party education. Accordingly, how frame analysis is used in this 
study contrives to distinguish between different pedagogical tendencies and shows descriptively how and 
why parties organise educational activities for their members, which could stimulate a broader discus-
sion about the opportunities for mobilisation offered within party education.

Method and material

The analysis draws on PSOE’s, IU’s and P’s official party statutes, as well as materials developed for three 
of the parties’ summer or autumn schools between 2017 and 2020 (see, Table 1). Given the existing 
research gap on party education, this study intends to provide an introduction to the analysed parties’ 
education for their members. To begin this mapping process, the materials used in the study have been 
chosen after gaining a sense of the organisation of education within the parties by interviewing party 
officials in Madrid, observing educational activities (for example, seminars with invited speakers, talks 
and circles organised by Podemos’ members) and reading study materials. Engaging in the parties’ 
training schools in this way has facilitated the process of choosing materials that descriptively illustrate 
what the education is about, how it is organised and why parties provide education.

All parties in Spain organise intra-party education for members or individuals with positions of trust 
within the party. All three of the analysed parties provide national courses at least once a year. These 
party schools often take the form of weekend courses or summer schools, and members from local 
chapters all over the country can apply to participate. These schools have different organisers. PSOE’s 
summer school is arranged in partnership with Complutense University (the largest public university in 
Spain, located in Madrid) and the Pablo Iglesias Foundation (an organisation that arranges courses, 
seminars and different cultural events, and maintains an archive of PSOE’s history). IU’s summer school 
is arranged together with the Federation for European Citizens (FEC, an organisation for IU members 
that arranges political education, seminars, talks and cultural events). Podemos’ autumn school is 
arranged in collaboration with 25 M (an organisation and think tank that provides political education 
and cultural spaces in Madrid and Bilbao, and publishes journals). Thus, all parties cooperate with 
organisations that arranges political education and cultural events in different forms. The schools give 

298 M. ARRIAZA HULT



the parties’ members opportunities for political training. The text material for the parties’ summer or 
autumn schools differs in terms of form and content. Academics, politicians and experts are invited to 
discuss different themes connected to the overall theme of the weekend school.

While answering the first and second research questions, the parties’ weekend schools are analysed. 
The parties’ three most recent schools have been chosen: PSOE’s weekend schools of 2018, 2019 and 
2020, IU’s weekend schools of 2017, 2018 and 2019, and Podemos’ weekend schools of 2017, 2018 and 
2019. Several of IU’s and Podemos’ educational sessions are available on the websites of the organisa-
tions they cooperate with (https://lafec.org/, https://instituto25m.info/ and their YouTube channels).

While answering the third and last research question, the parties’ official statutes are analysed. 
I have read the statutes and identified where the texts deal with questions and activities concerning 
party education. Considering that curriculums are studied within educational sciences when trying to 
understand why and how education is structured in a specific way (Griffin, 2018), party statutes are 
interpreted in a similar manner here and are used to understand how education is motivated.

The analysis consists of quotations from the parties’ official statutes and the study material. All 
the translations from Spanish into English were produced by the author unless otherwise stated.

The content of the party schools

Since there are few studies that have emphasised Spanish parties’ education, it is difficult to grasp how 
the parties have used educational efforts historically. Nevertheless, Andrade Blanco (2012), who has 
studied the inner workings of PSOE and PCE (part of IU) during the democratic transition process, 
notes a shift during the transition period where both parties’ schools progressed from having over-
whelmingly theoretical content to include more practical training. He suggests that this shift occurred 
when the parties were forced to reformulate according to a new political reality at the end of the 
dictatorship, first of all as legal political parties in a parliamentary democracy, and in PSOE’s case as 
a likely governing party. This argument of different roles within the democratic system is useful to apply 
in order to understand the different tendencies that can be seen when analysing the parties’ most recent 
party schools. All schools but one have an overall theme for the weekend (Table 1). The only exception is 
IU’s summer school for 2017, which instead listed some of the main sessions (IU invitation 2017). 
However, just by looking at the names of IU’s sessions in 2017, one can detect a rather ideological focus 
with titles that emphasise theoretical concepts.

Table 1. The parties’ weekend schools.

Theme for weekend school

PSOE IU Podemos

2017 No overall theme. 
Instead, the following sessions are listed: 
To debate and understand a country’s 
project // Why Marx was right* // The lies of 
Spanish capitalism // Feminism with class // 
Europe from the south* // Creating alliances // 
Radical democracy* // Lessons  
from Latin America (15–17 September) 
*Book titles

Communication, power and 
democracy 
(6–9 July)

2018 Youth: challenges and opportunities 
(9–13 July)

The new working class in Spain (and Europe): 
configuration, conflicts and political behaviour 
(21–22 April)

We’re doing the change 
(12–14 October)

2019 Philosophy, technology and media: 
political information in the age  
of global communication 
(8–12 July)

Three social concepts: social class, state theory 
and ecofeminism (13–15 September)

Permanent school for public 
work (online course)

2020 Women and leadership in times of 
crisis: the impact of gender, 
leadership and management 
before, during and after Covid 
(27–29 July)
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When considering the themes for the rest of the weekend schools, some differences are 
detected. PSOE has concrete subjects that could be understood almost as policy themes: ‘Youth: 
challenges and opportunities’, ‘Political information in the age of global communication’ and 
‘Women and leadership’. Compared with IU’s schools, its themes are considerably more 
theoretical, discussing analytical notions such as ‘The new working class’ and ‘Three social 
concepts: social class, state theory and ecofeminism’. Podemos has overlying themes with 
a theoretical character – ‘Communication, power and democracy’ and ‘We are doing the 
change’ – but also includes practical elements, especially in its school for 2019: ‘Permanent 
school for public work’. Thereby, when framing what the schools are about, there are already 
tendencies that could be used to analyse how the parties see their members and what they think 
their members need to know. The fact that the content of the party schools differs in terms of 
what the members are expected to learn could be seen in relation to Sirivunnabood’s (2016) 
study of party education in Thailand; depending on the parties’ political interests, the education 
and its content will be adapted to reach the parties’ goals.

PSOE’s school for 2020 emphasises women’s issues and leadership. At that school, all 
invited speakers were female politicians, academics or journalists. IU emphasises ecofeminism 
as one of the social concepts that the 2019 school focused on, alongside class and state theory. 
Podemos does not have a theme that explicitly highlights women, gender or feminism. 
However, all its schools had several sessions about feminism, and if they held parallel sessions 
one of them touched in some way upon feminist politics. At its permanent school for those in 
political office, the first session is called ‘How to do feminist politics’ (https://escuelaperma 
nente.instituto25m.info/). In fact, Podemos is the only party to have stated in its statutes that 
all its representatives should undergo gender training (Podemos, statutes: 18). Podemos could 
therefore be interpreted as having another strategy with its feminist approach and integrates 
feminist politics into all its education, which could be seen as analogous to its member and 
voter base which has a large share of young, academic and female voters.

From the perspective of framing theory, what is learnt at party schools influences how members 
understand political occurrences and identify causal relationships. Since this study scrutinises 
political parties that are founded on political ideologies with inherent diagnostic relationships, 
the focus is on how these diagnostics are articulated in the parties’ education. Andrade Blanco 
(2012) stresses that the party schools ‘were a fundamental socialisation space in the life of a party, 
one of the places where its collective identity could most intensely be forged’ (p. 247). Similarly, 
Arriaza Hult (2020) notes that party education can help to consolidate the members’ individual 
identities with the party’s collective identity. In order for parties to create a collective identity 
through education, the diagnostic relationships have to be clear and framed in such a way that they 
initiate feelings of belonging and a will to work for the party. Simply by analysing the content of the 
parties’ schools, it is impossible to say anything about how the members actually learn or if the 
framing of the content is successful in connecting them to the parties in question. Nevertheless, on 
comparing the content of the education, it is implied that members should gain strategies or 
knowledge that are useful when working for the parties, rather than being useful to them as 
individuals. Most notably, the schools’ content ranges from ideological to policy-oriented training, 
where IU focuses on ideology, PSOE focuses on policy and Podemos is somewhere between the two. 
The reason for having these different educational aims could probably be read in relation to 
Andrade Blanco’s (2012) claim about their different roles in the democratic system and the assumed 
tasks of their members.

The form of the party schools

When it comes to how the parties structure their member education, all parties’ weekend 
schools have a similar design consisting of two to five days of lectures, round table discussions 
and workshops, ending with social and cultural elements. Even if the weekend school design is 
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fairly similar, Podemos’ schools differ by having several sessions at the same time, allowing 
members to choose what they want to learn. IU has the same structure on the last day, 
providing several sessions and often in freer learning forms, such as workshops or ‘talks’. 
PSOE does not structure its schools in different blocks but offers one session at a time, in the 
form of a lecture or a panel discussion.

One clear difference between the parties is how much emphasis they place on who is 
teaching whom. When studying the total of nine weekend schools, the invited speakers are 
almost exclusively politicians, academics or professionals. PSOE, for example, invited repre-
sentatives from student and youth organisations when talking about Spanish youth, journalists 
when talking about the media, and female politicians when talking about gender and leader-
ship. In its 2020 school on women and leadership, all the invited speakers were women. In the 
programme for its 2019 school, PSOE writes: ‘These and other questions will be answered by 
academics, journalists and policymakers.’ (PSOE programme for summer school 2019: 1.) The 
invited ‘experts’ who run the sessions can either use literature or talk freely about their 
knowledge or expertise, and it is up to them to invite the participants to a mutual learning 
process. The framing that these ‘experts’ will provide the members with answers tends to 
emphasise a hierarchical educational situation, where the members should simply listen and 
learn, rather than bringing their experiences and knowledge to the educational situation. IU – 
similar to PSOE – mostly has politicians and academics as invited speakers. Podemos has 
speakers from civil society, protest movements and foreign organisations to a greater extent. 
Furthermore, all parties have one or more sessions with the party leader, which illustrates the 
value and priority invested in these schools. In relation to the rest of the speakers, it should be 
observed that the leaders of all three parties have PhDs. The party leaders’ educational 
backgrounds and the question of who is teaching whom could be seen in relation to 
a wider discussion about political representation in Spanish parties and Spanish society 
more generally. Political representation became a core issue in Spanish politics after the 
economic crisis and the protests that followed (Feenstra et al. 2017), whereas the difference 
between how, for example, PSOE and Podemos frame who they are inviting to lead the 
learning sessions could be explained to some extent by Podemos basing its identity on being 
different to the old established parties. Still, this has not changed the educational background 
of those who pursue top political positions.

Similar to the topic of ‘the teacher’ who is sharing their knowledge, there is the question 
of whom the education targets. The weekend schools are open to anyone, and participants 
do not even have to be party members. However, as Andrade Blanco (2012) has emphasised, 
the ones who participate are often very active in the party movements. He writes: ‘It should 
be noted that not all, not even the majority of party members, passed through training 
schools, and that those who did were generally those who had a closer commitment to the 
organization.’ (p. 248.) Podemos’ 2019 school is a notable example. This is a permanent 
school for public officers, and is available online (https://escuelapermanente.instituto25m. 
info/). Podemos calls this its ‘school of government’, offering technical-political training 
‘which includes topics such as political communication and public speaking, municipalism, 
multi-nationality, programmatic development, feminisms, the rural world, policies against 
corruption and so on’ (Podemos, invitation, 2019). One explanation for this school for 
public officers is the party’s rapid success, having entered the national parliament, the 
European parliament and municipal authorities across the country in a matter of just 
a few years. This has probably created an urgency to train public officers in crucial technical- 
political knowledge in a short space of time.

When it comes to the actual learning sessions and how they are organised, the Spanish 
parties tend not to have developed study material for the party schools, as seen in the Swedish 
context (Arriaza Hult, 2020), for example, where parties develop study material centrally for 
different educational situations. In terms of study material, IU stands out with its 
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theoretically-driven schools that have rather advanced ideological texts, and assumes that 
members are familiar with academic literature and Marxist theory. IU frames the model for 
its weekend school as follows:

In this school we propose a change to the UI training model. Along with activities with a more traditional character, 
three plenaries will be implemented around three central concepts: social class, theory of the state and ecofeminism. 
Participants will be sent a compilation of classic texts on the three concepts, with the aim that they will arrive at the 
plenaries having read the texts. An exhibition summary of the texts will be held, and the debate will revolve around 
the different theoretical models that are presented to the attendees. (IU programme for summer school 2019: 1)

IU thus concentrated its 2019 summer school on theoretical concepts, and assumed that 
participants had read a ‘compilation of classic texts’ and were familiar with the three concepts – 
social class, theory of the state and ecofeminism – before attending the seminars. Even though 
the schools are open to all, it is implied that the ones that actually attend are well educated 
ideologically, whereas the educational situation is focused on developing members’ theoretical 
knowledge.

To a greater extent than the other two parties, Podemos emphasises another form of pedagogical 
strategy that highlights participation in what the party calls ‘circles’ – local or digital groups that 
discuss political questions. In its statutes, these are described as follows: ‘The circle, the EMU and 
the aforementioned coordinators are the tools with which Podemos promotes participation, debate 
and an active relationship with society.’ (Podemos’ statutes: 7.) Members are invited to take part in 
and decide on the content of these circles. Framing the relationship between the party and the 
members as a collective learning process emphasises a vertical learning situation, where members 
are included in forming the party.

When studying how education is organised in the text materials, it becomes apparent that 
the parties highlight different values that are important to them. Moreover, the form of 
education, the teacher-student relationships and what the members learn imply underlying 
assumptions about different pedagogical methods, but neither the party statutes nor the 
materials for the party’s schools explicitly discuss pedagogical standpoints in terms of how 
participants should learn.

Motivating party education

Studies on party education from countries other than Spain suggest that political education in 
parties has several purposes that are difficult to consolidate into one single motive. Nordvall 
and Pastuhov (2020) have deemed the party education in Swedish left parties to fulfil knowl-
edge-oriented purposes and/or relationship-oriented purposes. Similarly, Shambaugh (2008) 
has implied that the education provided by the Chinese communist party is designed to give 
theoretical (and ideological) as well as practical knowledge. When the three scrutinised 
Spanish parties describe why they are obliged to provide their members with political educa-
tion in the party statutes, they tend to emphasise something particular and stick with that 
motivation throughout the text. Why the parties frame one motivation behind party education 
can be merely communicative, for example, in order to make the statutes coherent and easy to 
use as policy documents. PSOE and IU have similar motivational framings in their statutes, 
stressing that education should be offered to their members simply because education should 
be considered a political right. Framing education as a political right and a means for change 
can be related to popular education, emancipatory education or learning within social move-
ments. From this perspective, oppressed groups educate themselves and take power into their 
own hands (Holst, 2001, 2009). For example, PSOE refers to: ‘The right to receive the political 
or technical training from the organisation that best allows its members to collaborate in the 
struggle for socialism and to ensure success in the tasks entrusted to the organisation.’ (PSOE, 
statutes, 9.) IU includes the following in its statutes: ‘To receive training on a regular basis so 
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that militants – regardless of their experience or studies – have the ability to analyse reality 
and participate in collective development, one of the guiding principles of this organisation.’ 
(IU, statutes, 23.) Both these framings of an emancipatory task that the parties should provide 
to their members could be linked to the parties’ socialist project of reducing social inequality 
and to their historical memory of resistance during the Spanish Civil War and dictatorship. 
Gongaware (2003) argues that a collective memory is created in conjunction with the process 
of constructing a collective identity, and helps to create unity for a movement. Historians such 
as Andrade Blanco (2005) and Pérez Serrano (2013) have pointed out that PSOE’s and PCE’s 
identities have been shaped by the experience of resistance during the civil war, which has 
formed a solid collective identity centred around the socialist project.

Furthermore, IU – more specifically than PSOE – frames the need for education for those 
with little formal education in particular: ‘To receive duly explained and easy-to-read training 
on a regular basis so that, regardless of their experience or studies, they have the ability to 
analyse reality and participate in collective elaboration and articulation of conflicts.’ (IU, 
statutes, 32.) This framing could be interpreted either as highlighting an emancipatory ideal, 
similar to the ideal behind emancipatory education, or in line with the critique directed by 
Rancière (2012), for example. Rancière discusses whether ‘educating the people’ entails an 
elitist perception of those being educated, where the intellectual or the one providing the 
education (in this case, the party) takes upon itself to decide what and how someone else 
should learn. This framing reveals the need for parties to have consistency between content 
and form, and to actively contemplate pedagogical questions such as what, how and why. If 
they are not ‘educating the people’ but want to offer an alternative for those who have not 
received formal education, asking these pedagogical questions and adapting the educational 
situation to the learners would be in alignment with the ideals of emancipatory and popular 
education.

In contrast to PSOE and IU, Podemos does not describe party education as a right for its 
members. In its statutes, Podemos frames practical and theoretical training as being important 
for elected individuals. It also explains that it uses political circles that allow members to 
discuss political questions, and that the participants themselves decide on the content and can 
influence how the circle is organised. These circles can be understood as a sort of learning 
platform, where members learn but also have the opportunity to influence the party. Being 
flexible in terms of their form and organisation, Podemos highlights that ‘the main function of 
the circle is to serve as the connection between society and the party, acting as a gateway for 
social concerns towards the organs of Podemos and their institutional representatives’. 
(Podemos, statutes, 44.) If the other two parties could be interpreted as having explicit policies 
to ensure that they provide members with education, Podemos frames a more flexible 
approach where its members can influence the party organisation. Still, in this framing, 
educational activities and the circles are implied to be used as tools for change and are 
offered to the members so that they can do the party’s work, which is similar to how PSOE 
and IU frame education as a political right.

Thus, the framing of why party education is needed has implications for how the parties 
structure their education in terms of content and form. All three parties use normative 
arguments that can be interpreted in line with ideals for emancipatory education to frame 
how they should provide education and/or platforms for their members to be socialised within 
the party structure. PSOE’s and IU’s statutes are argumentative and concrete in terms of what 
this education should consist of: parties should provide equal education that is accessible to all 
members, regardless of their educational background. Podemos instead highlights the partici-
pation of members and a more open dialogue about how party education can be structured, 
which creates a framing within which members are invited to participate actively.
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Summary

Concluding remarks

This article aims to contribute knowledge about how three Spanish parties organise intra-party educa-
tion for their members and adherents. The applied framing perspective uncovers different tendencies for 
the parties’ schools, whereas the findings of this study provide new insights into how parties could 
mobilise members through education and embed the field of adult education with new questions that 
need to be answered to achieve a conceptual understanding of parties’ education. Hence, after examining 
how parties structure their party schools, this concluding discussion will address three topics.

First, the framing perspective allows for different pedagogical tendencies to be unfolded, which are 
summarised in Table 2 and categorised into the frames of schooling for becoming a politician (PSOE), 
schooling for becoming a Marxist (IU) and schooling for becoming a new type of politician (P). 
Categorising the parties’ education into different frames contrives to identify and label how the parties 
structure their schools differently and their different motives for having member education, similar to 
how Pyles and Harding (2012) identified tendencies in civil organisations’ restoration work post- 
Katerina. Here, the frames accentuate the focus of the weekend schools. By emphasising these different 
tendencies, it could be assumed that the parties have a picture of who their members are and what they 
need to learn. The weekend schools are designed with this in mind, as a way to prepare members for the 
assumed tasks that they will pursue. Considering the empirical material, consisting of texts materials, 
these frames exist on a descriptive level; they give a broad and general picture of the content and 
organisation of weekend schools and why parties provide education, whereas they cannot scrutinise how 
the design of the schools is decided on or what role education plays in a party. Yet, this study has started 
to ask these important questions, which points to the need for further research that goes deeper into 
these educational situations and study the education from the members’ points of view.

Table 2. The organisation of the party schools.

PSOE IU Podemos

(1) What are the schools 
about?

Policy issues 
(youth, new 
technology, women 
and leadership)

Theory/ideology Marxism 
(the new working class, 
concepts  
such as the social class, 
state theory and 
ecofeminism)

Theory/ideology and practice 
(communication, power and 
democracy,  
we are doing the change, 
permanent school for public 
officers)

(2) How are the schools 
organised?

Form  

Teacher/student relation-
ship   

Theory/practice

Round-table discussions, 
seminars  

‘Experts’ = politicians 
and academics -> 
members  

Policy-oriented 
Practical/technical

Round-table discussions,  
seminars, workshops, 
talks 

Politicians and academics 
-> members  

Ideological focus 
Practical elements

Round-table discussions, seminars,  
workshops, talks, circles 
(parallel sessions) 

Politicians, academics and 
representatives  
from civil society -> members and 
public officers 

Ideological content 
Practical/technical focus

(3) Why do parties provide  
education for their 
members?

To provide members 
with their educational 
right

To provide members with 
their  
educational right, 
especially those with 
little education

Education as a platform for 
influencing the  
party + education for public 
officers

Frame Schooling for becoming 
a politician

Schooling for becoming 
a Marxist

Schooling for becoming a new type 
of politician
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Second, in the analysis of why and how the parties organise their education, a dividing line 
runs between the two older parties (PSOE and IU) and the newer party (Podemos). This dividing 
line validates the streamlined understanding of old and new movements, where old movements 
are more hierarchically organised and new movements are more vertically organised (e.g. Finger, 
1989; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985; Welton, 1993). How the parties frame the need for and structure of 
party education suggests that the older parties frame a more hierarchical educational situation, 
whereas Podemos frames values related to a more vertical educational situation. This may show 
that party education is strongly connected to party culture (Sirivunnabood, 2016) and relates to 
the discussion about party types that characterises our understanding of parties (see, Duverger, 
1954; Katz & Mair, 1995; Kirchheimer, 1966; Panebianco, 1988). The parties’ organisations are 
shaped by their history, their members, their leaders and the societal context, demonstrating the 
difficulty in freeing oneself from continual structures. The differences between the parties’ intra- 
party education are probably dependent on other aspects of their party organisation, for example, 
which party type the party could be defined as, which explains why Podemos structures its 
education differently to PSOE and IU.

Third and lastly, when analysing the parties’ education, a dissonance appears between the 
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, which – within the frame perspective – could be understood as 
a frame dispute. Similar to Sirivunnabood’s (2016) findings in her study of party education in 
Thailand, the differences are conditional on how the purpose of the education has been 
defined. The text materials demonstrate underlying assumptions about what and how the 
members should be taught. What is peculiar here is that the parties are not consistent in how 
they frame the need for education and how they then structure their education. For example, 
when IU frames the motivations for its party education, it highlights that members have 
a right to receive accessible education ‘regardless of their experiences or studies’ (IU, statutes, 
23). However, when organising weekend schools, the party relies on theoretical concepts and 
advanced Marxist literature. The conflict between motivation and implementation that can be 
assumed when reading the text materials raises questions about how intra-party education is 
designed and prepared for, and highlights the need for further research that digs deeper into 
how members become socialised in party movements. For example, qualitative studies that 
observe educational situations and interview party officials who design education, as well as 
members, would help to answer a few of the most crucial questions. This study has begun to 
put the first pieces of the puzzle in place; it is important that this work continues, in order to 
gain knowledge about this previously unobserved educational situation that has such signifi-
cance for democratic participation.
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Abstract
This article interprets how five left-leaning parties in Sweden and Spain intend to po-
litically socialise their members through the use of educational activities. By applying a
framing perspective on interviews with leading party representatives from the five parties,
the analysis theoretically illuminates how educational activities can be a tool for mo-
bilisation. While the interviewed party representatives stress that educating their
members has several functions for a party, three salient frames about party education are
identified in the interview data as follows: education as (i) movement building, (ii) training
members and leaders and (iii) deliberative reflection. Categorising the different ways that
in which education is understood shows how different political motives are integrated
into parties’ education. Hence, the findings emphasise the intermediating role that ed-
ucation plays between a party organisation and its members in left parties.
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Introduction

When asked about the organisation of political education in his party, the Swedish Social
Democratic representative in charge of those educational activities declared: ‘I think it is a
matter of survival for every decent movement to have education’ (Interview, Swedish
social democrats). Taking the party representative’s strong statement into consideration, it
is rather surprising that the role of education in parties has received sparse scholarly

Corresponding author:
Maria Arriaza Hult, Pedagogy and Adult education, Department for Behavioural Studies and Learning,
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attention (Nordvall & Pastuhov, 2020). Seeing that the party representative did not
actually voice the word party but instead emphasised his party’s connection with a broader
political movement, it is not unforeseen that the adjacent topic of the role of education in
movements has been studied to a far greater extent (Ambjörnsson, 1993; Finger, 1989;
Jansson, 2013; Hall, Clover, Crowther & Scandrett 2013). Notably, Ambjörnsson (1993)
and Jansson (2013) have showed how the Swedish labour movement in the beginning of
the 20th century established a new workers’ mentality by implementing norms and
attitudes in labour organisations’ education.

Having the intersection between a political movement and its educational efforts as a
rallying point, this article aspires to shift focus from the role that education has played in
the wider labour movement between a movement and its organisations, to how this
intermediating role comes about within left-leaning parties. To investigate how parties
intend to socialise members through education, this study will examine education within
parties with roots in the labour movement in Sweden and Spain. Both of these countries
have had rather successful left parties, even at times of general setback for the left in
Europe (Birnbaum, 2010; Bailey, 2016). At the same time, Sweden has been characterised
as a consensus-oriented society with social democratic dominance in workers’ organi-
sations (Jämte et al. 2020). Spain on the other hand has been portrayed as a conflict-
oriented society marked by civil war and dictatorship, where the left has been more
diverse and fragmented (Otero-Urtaza 2011). As the countries have five left parties in their
national parliaments: the Swedish Social Democratic Party (SAP), the Swedish Left Party
(V), the Spanish Social Democratic Party (PSOE), the Spanish United Left (IU) and
Spanish Podemos (P), while also having rather different conditions for party organisation,
studying narratives about education offers a unique opportunity to analyse how different
parties with roots in the labour movement work with education. These five chosen parties
organise educational activities that target sympathisers, newmembers, practiced members
and public officials and provide courses with contents ranging from theory and mu-
nicipality knowledge to public speaking and communication skills (Arriaza Hult, 2020,
2022; Bladh, 2022; Nordvall & Pastuhov, 2020). Seeing that the topic of party education
has passed by surprisingly unexplored, an initial step in mapping the organisation of
internal educational structures is to interview individuals that hold responsibility for
education in the parties. Having interviewed the ones with most insight of the educational
structures in each party, these party representatives’ answers are analysed according to a
framing perspective, which is a theoretical framework that analyses how meaning is
logically constructed and delivered to a specific audience with the aim to mobilise
support. By applying a framing perspective on education in political parties, the aim of
this study is to provide a theoretical interpretation that emphasises how parties intend to
politically socialise their members through the use of educational activities. Hopefully,
this will contribute to uncovering the inner workings of a party and provide valuable
insights into other discussions that are important for European left-leaning parties with
roots in the labour movement.
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Background of the political context and the parties’ education

As most studies on political party education tend to investigate one party or one national
context, this article with its cross-country sampling offers far reaching insight into how
political party education is understood in different party contexts. By doing so, the study’s
comparative element helps to interpret the processes involved in framing education and to
find patterns in the gathered empirical material. Therefore, this background aims to
present a broad picture of the political context for the five parties in Sweden and Spain and
their organisation of education.

The Swedish parties

The Swedish government is, at the time of writing, governed by the Social Democratic
Party. The Left Party is in opposition and held 8% of votes in the national election of 2018.
In the same election the Social Democrats were supported by 27% voters, and is still the
largest political party in Sweden, although they have witnessed a steep decline in
members and voters since the 1990s (Persson, 2014). It is noteworthy that since 1932 the
Social Democratic Party has been in government, except for 17 years of non-socialist
governments (1976–1982, 1991–1994 and 2006–2014).

To understand both the Swedish Social Democratic Party and the Left Party,-
Linderborg (2001) argues that it is important to return to the conflict between the left’s
reformist and revolutionary branches in Swedish political history. The Social Democratic
Party was founded in 1889. The Left Party was founded in 1917 after a youth organisation
and some leading intellectuals in the workers’ movement broke out of the social
democratic party organisation. Several authors (Linderborg, 2001; Blombäck, 2015;
Östberg, 2008) emphasise how the Left Party has been influential in Swedish politics
without ever being in a governing position. Linderborg (2001), who argues that social
democracy has used historiography as one of their most important ideological resources,
stresses that the social democratic party could build the story about themselves as
reasonable reformists in contrast to the revolutionaries. These are akin to findings from
Linderborg and Blombäck (2001) who have argued that the Left Party and other left-wing
movements in Sweden have been forced to acknowledge and adapt to the attitude the
Social Democratic Party take towards them.

Even though Sweden is often characterised as a Nordic welfare society with universal
healthcare, education and other welfare services for its citizens (Kioupkiolis, 2016),
several authors (Lindbom, 2001; Belfrage, 2017; Belfrage & Kallifatides, 2018) have
remarked that ever since the 1980s, different Swedish governments have wandered to the
right. Since the 1990s, Sweden is among the OECD countries with the most rapidly
growing income inequality; however, the country is still among the most equal countries
in the OECD due to historically low levels of income inequality (Cohen & Ladaique,
2018). Regardless of the discussions about the erosion of the welfare state, Oscarsson and
Holmberg (2016) claim that since the 1880s, Swedish politics have been influenced by a
clear left–right conflict concentrated around the question of economic policy. Oscarsson
and Holmberg (2016) in an analysis observed that Swedish voting behaviour historically
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has been strongly ideologically connected to a traditional left–right dimension. Inter-
estingly, new studies analysing the most recent Swedish elections note a shift according to
the GAL/TAN scale, whereby voters emphasise questions that better fit the authoritarian
and libertarian dimension than what is included along a traditional left–right dimension
(Elgenius & Wennerhag, 2018).

The Spanish parties

The Spanish government is, at the time of writing, governed by the Social Democratic
Party, the United Left and Podemos. Podemos and the United Left have even put together
their election platforms and have gone to the election with the same alternative ‘Unidas
Podemos’ since the national election of 2016. To understand how this has come about and
to understand the new Spanish political landscape, it is important to return to the financial
crisis 2007/2008. The financial crisis that erupted in a housing bubble in Spain created
discontent with the political situation and with the existing political parties that were seen
as responsible for the crisis. Some of the now biggest parties in Spain are parties that were
founded after the economic crisis by protest movements. This has led to difficulties in
forming political alliances and for any party to form a government. The fact that Spain has
held four elections in 5 years between 2015 and 2019 is evidence of this (Rodon, 2020).
For example, Podemos was founded in 2014 in the wake of the protest movement.
Podemos has been identified as a left-wing populist party (Zarzalejos, 2016; de Nadal
2021; Sola & Rendueles, 2018). Gidron and Bonikowski (2013) in a conceptual un-
derstanding of populism identifies it as an ideology, a discursive logic or a strategy to gain
political power that clearly articulates a political enemy. Podemos has been interpreted as
using populism as a populist strategy and discursive logic to clearly point out a political
narrative where ‘the elite’ is identified as an antagonist (de Nadal 2021; Sola &Rendueles,
2018). Podemos cooperate with the labour parties PSOE and IU and have clearly left-
leaning politics, whereby scrutinising the party together with other labour-oriented parties
offers a unique opportunity to understand party education in different types of parties.

To understand Spain’s established parties that lost support during the economic crisis,
it is crucial to trace them back to the country’s civil war between 1936 and 1939. The
amassed left fought on the same side during the civil war, and scholars such as Aguilar and
Humlebaek (2002) stress that both the reformist and revolutionary movements have
formulated their identity in relation to the civil war. The Spanish left has been char-
acterised as united and fragmented at the same time (Otero-Urtaza 2011). However,
studies on Spanish voter behaviour suggest that voters to a higher degree than in other
western European countries vote based on their ideological identity rather than their
economic situation (Fraile & Lewis-Beck, 2012), which also highlights the importance of
political identity in Spain. In 1978, three years after Franco’s death, Spain held its first
national election in 1982. The political coalition UCD (including the Social Democratic
Party (PSOE)), standing for ‘Democratic Centre Union’, won the election and governed
the transition period. Since the Social democratic Party joined the centre coalition under
the transition period, the gap between them and the Communist Party increased, which
instead formed alliances with other left parties and formed the United Left in 1986.
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Just like the Swedish social democratic party, PSOE has been accused of wandering to
the right on the political scale by academic commentators (McNeill, 2005; Kennedy,
2014; Manwaring & Kennedy, 2018). However, according to Hutter et al. (2018), the left-
leaning parties in Spain and other southern European countries did not politicise in a
cultural-identarian manner in relation to the GAL/TAN scale but acted in opposition to
austerity and undemocratic processes by using the traditional left–right dimension.

Overview of the organisation of education in the five selected parties

Proceeding from the general political context and fixating the spotlight on the parties’
education, all five parties under scrutiny organise educational activities for members and
adherents. In this study, party education is used equivalently to intra-party education, and
is defined as all organised educational activities that parties provide for their members.
Bladh (2022) claims that party education fills different party functions within the political
system and gives participants a political toolbox for different situations in political work.
The five analysed parties provide courses, lectures, seminars or more specialised training
for individuals with responsibilities within the parties (Arriaza Hult, 2020, 2022). How
the parties structure their education depends on several factors, such as their size, their
position in the democratic system, the party culture and the influence of individual
members or fractions within the party. The table below illustrates the different cir-
cumstances for the parties and their educational activities Table 1.

The parties organise similar types of educational activities and provide several types of
different courses. The two Swedish parties under scrutiny have national study committees
and study plans, whereas the three Spanish parties in general have a more flexible
structure of party education compared to the Swedish parties, where national secretariat or
local assemblies or partner organisations can take responsibility for educating members or
adherents. Seeing that the parties have internal structures for providing educational
activities for their members, engages an inquiry of how these educational activities can be
understood.

Previous research on party education

In general, parties’ internal education has received sparse attention within the fields of
education and political science (Nordvall & Pastuhov, 2020). However, there are studies
that have specifically scrutinised party education in Swedish and Spanish parties. In the
Swedish context, Nordvall and Pastuhov (2020) have studied training activities in the
Social Democratic Party and the Left Party; and their thematic analysis identifies four
categories for party education: ideological training, training skilled members and leaders,
training for a social infrastructure, and training for internal positioning and distinction. By
highlighting these different knowledge-oriented roles and relationship-oriented roles,
they conclude that self-organised studies play a significant role in representative de-
mocracy in Sweden today. In the Spanish context, Andrade Blanco (2005; 2012) has
contributed to the understanding of parties’ education by emphasising intra-party
structures during the transition to democracy in the Spanish social democratic party
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and the Spanish Communist Party. He notes that educational activities have played a role
in forming the members’ views along party lines when adapting to the new political reality
of democracy. Therefore, the research body on party education in Sweden and Spain
implies that party educational activities are meaningful for the parties’ organisation, and
have significance for democratic participation.

When taking an extended view beyond the Swedish and Spanish contexts and situating
party education in the field of adult education, there are research topics that intersect with
parties’ education. Closely interrelated to party education is the topic of social movement
learning (SML) (e.g., Finger, 1989; Hall, Clover, Crowther & Scandrett 2013) which
examines informal settings for educational initiatives that in different ways have political
implications. Similar to Nordvall and Pastuhov’s findings about the Swedish parties
(2020), Holst’s study (Holst, 2009) for example, shows that learning in social movements
fulfils different purposes and could be divided into different types of training. He makes a
distinction between theoretical and practical training to emphasise the variety of learning
that exists in movements. Boughton (1997) has studied the Communist Party in Australia
in terms of seeing their history as an educational body and by scrutinising their edu-
cational work between 1920 and 1991. He argues that the party’s training has been the
single source of education for many working-class people. By seeing party training as
adult education, he stresses the educational value that the party schools have had for
certain individuals and communities.

Within political science there are several studies that examine the purpose of parties’
education. Sirivunnabood (2016) has compared intra-party education in two Thai parties.
Her findings suggest that educational activities have several purposes, such as socialising
members, fostering future leaders and mobilising members. But she also emphasises the
relationship between the purpose and the organisation of studies; leading party figures
decide the purpose of education, which determines how members become socialised into
the parties. Gökçe et al. (2015) have studied Turkish parties and discuss the outcomes of
parties’ education. They see that even when the main purpose is to educate leaders, the
effects of education filter down to other members and involve them in the parties’ work,
which they claim can have positive effects for the parties in general, in terms of par-
ticipation and creating strong bonds between the members and the party.

Thus, by analysing the purpose and organisation of parties’ training, the mentioned
studies have contributed to understanding how and why parties structure their education
in certain ways. The present study builds on this knowledge but digs deeper into how
party representatives formulate the use of party education by searching for frames in the
interview data.

Framing perspective

The analytical objective of this study is to provide a theoretical interpretation that
illuminates how parties intend to socialise members into the party collectives through
party education by applying a framing perspective on interview data with party rep-
resentatives. The framing perspective is a theoretical perspective that aims to distin-
guish how meaning is logically constructed and transferred to a specific audience to
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mobilise support (Snow et al. 1986, 2018; Snow & Benford, 1988). Snow and Benford
(1988), Benford and Snow (2000) argue that by framing the social reality in certain
narratives, movements create frames ‘to mobilize potential adherents and constituents,
to garner bystander support, and to demobilize antagonists’. (pp. 198). Political actors
engage in framing (a process) to construct certain narratives that are identified as frames
(the product). For example, Benford (1993) in a study about the nuclear disarmament
movement in the 1980s shows that the framing of the nuclear question was categorised
into the three frames as follows: (1) the severity of the problem, (2) the sense of urgency
and (3) the efficiency and propriety of taking action. Benford’s (1997) study illustrates
how the framing perspective identifies and differentiates the underlying mental con-
structs that permeates a specific question. Accordingly, using a framing perspective to
understand party education contrives to identify howmeaning is constructed about party
education and identify if there are conflicting views within these mental constructs. To
identify how frames are composed, Snow and Benford (1988), Benford and Snow
(2000) have developed three core framing tasks that analyses the content within a frame:
diagnostic framing (the problem identification and identifying causal relationships
(what is the problem and the solution)), prognostic framing (identification of strategies,
tactics and goals) and motivational framing (motivations and reasons why something is
needed, a mix of logical and emotional arguments with the objective to make a
convincing case for why a collective is needed to fix a problem). Since the intention with
framing content in certain ways is to mobilise support, the framing perspective dis-
tinguishes between different sorts of mobilisation: consensus mobilisation (to make
people agree with opinions and support a cause), mobilisation potential (to create the
potential of mobilising a large number of people that support a cause) and action
mobilisation (to mobilise those who are active and performs the political work).

When applying the framing perspective on the context of party education, the analysis
explores the motivations behind education by identifying the problems and solutions that
the education is supposed to fix (diagnostic framing), how the education should be
organised (prognostic framing), the logical or emotional motivations that are nurtured in
the educational situations (motivational framing) and what kind of mobilisation that is
supposed to be achieved (mobilisation). By identifying and deconstructing how party
representatives responsible for organising the educational activities deliberate on member
education, the analysis studies the interview data to find frames and interpret the con-
gruous construction of frames (the core framing tasks and aim with mobilisation). Thus,
the framing perspective contrives to theoretically discuss how parties can mobilise their
members by framing what education is.

Method and material

Since the study aims to theoretically discuss party education through a framing per-
spective, the analysis scrutinises interviews with the party representatives in charge of
party education. These representatives are interviewed in their capacities as spokes-
persons for the five sampled parties and in their role of having insight and influence over
how the parties structure education. Considering that the purpose with the interviews is to

8 Journal of Adult and Continuing Education 0(0)



distinguish how the need for and organisation of party education is framed in the party
organisations, the party representatives that hold responsibility for the organisation of
education are considered being able to answer these questions more thoroughly than for
example a member or a study leader, even though members and study leaders may have
profound knowledge about the outcomes of the educational activities. Planning for the
interviews started with developing an outline regarding how party education was or-
ganised by collecting course material and study plans, analysing how content was framed
in study material and by making observations at both party meetings and planned party
educational activities. When identifying the individuals that held key positions in the
organisation of party education, these were contacted via email and asked to participate in
the research project. The interviews were carried out in Stockholm, Madrid and through
Zoom between the years 2019 and 2021. The interviews draw from a semi-structured
qualitative form (Kvale, 2008) to give space for the interviewees to express how meaning
is framed in shifting and varied forms. The interview guides were similar in both national
contexts and were generated in Swedish and Spanish as those are the first languages of the
interviewees. All interviews were between 20 and 60 minutes with an average around 40–
50 minutes, depending on howmuch they elaborated their answers on their understanding
of party education. The quotations used in the study have been translated to English by the
author after the interviews were transcribed verbatim. In relation to this particular study,
one ethical concern is the interviewees’ anonymity as they hold positions that are publicly
known. The study, which is linked to a wider research project on education in political
parties, has undergone ethical vetting by the Ethical Review Board (EPN) and been
approved, whereby to be respectful of the interviewees’ anonymity, I have chosen to not
give information about their age, gender or other characteristics. As the interviewees are
interviewed in the role of representatives for their parties and not as private individuals,
they are not asked questions that should in any way be sensitive for them as individuals.

The analysis of the data started with identifying salient frames about how the in-
terviewees expressed their understanding of party education. As the object is to theo-
retically illuminate how party education is framed, the empirical material was combined
in order to identify frames that were visible in all five parties. Three salient frames were
identified in the interview data: education as (i) movement building, (ii) training members
and leaders and (iii) deliberative reflection. To reveal the mental infrastructure behind,
between and within the frames, they are deconstructed into Benford and Snow’s (2000)
core framings tasks: diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing, and aim with
mobilisation, which are shown in the tables that are visible under each category.

Frames of party education

The following findings’ section is categorised into three sub-sections which correspond
with the frames that were identified when coding the interview data: education as (i)
movement building, (ii) training members and leaders and (iii) deliberative reflection.

Arriaza Hult 9



Education as movement building

The party representatives in all five parties emphasised, in different ways and with
different words, that party education has the function of creating a movement with
engaged members and sympathisers. As an illustration, the Swedish Social Democratic
Party representative alleges:

But my ambition and my idea has been that we should be a popular movement that is in some
way in people’s hearts or people’s vicinity and then we need members who are educated, who
can contribute with ideas to the organisation (Interview, Swedish Social Democratic Party).

Benford and Snow (2000) has argued that movement actors employ strategic framing
work because ‘meaning is prefatory to action’ (pp. 410). The framing perspective thus
assumes that the reason for framing the social reality in certain ways is to engage in-
dividuals and make them act for some cause. When breaking down the first identified
frame into the framing components – diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing –

there is an underlying assumption that the parties must have a strong political movement
to rely on in order to carry out their politics. Framing education as movement building
implies the diagnostic framing that the parties in question need to connect to an undefined
broader left movement and politically socialise the members. The prognostic framing that
carries the meaning of how something should be fixed tends to highlight the educational
situation and that the party should educate, convince and mobilise the members through it.
The motivational framing that carries the rationale behind the argumentation is connected
to the idea of reinforcing the movement by cultivating strong emotions of belonging to the
collective and feeling part of the party’s identity. The frame’s aim is to create mobilisation
potential – the possibility of a broad member base and action mobilisation – engaging the
active members so that they can execute whatever operations the parties see as necessary
Table 2.

As the analysed parties stress that educational activities function as movement
building, there is a vagueness regarding what is educational activities and what are other
types of political meetings. For example, the party representative from Podemos ex-
plained the strategy with providing party weekend schools as, ‘Knowing whom you want
to address and in what way, politically socialising people who, for example, have not yet
had mobilisation. That is our school.’ (Interview, Podemos). Another notable example is
that the Spanish social democratic party representative proclaimed, ‘If you open education
up to society, you transmit your ideas and you get a better society’ (Interview, Spanish
social democrats). Thus, it is implied that the parties see the purpose of education as
politically socialising members, rather than focusing on educational aspects of what and
why members have the need or right to learn specific knowledges. Seeing that the party
representatives have an understanding of education as a strategy to reach a broader
movement could be read as being analogous to what has been found when studying the
use of education in the labour movement previously (Ambjörnsson, 1993; Jansson, 2013).
Initiating a feeling of belonging and collectiveness in education intends to create more
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engagement. The feeling of belonging creates a party identity that contributes to both
reinforcing a movement and to attracting the individuals that will become future leaders.

Another aspect that fits within the boundaries of this frame is the emphasis on net-
working and forming relationships have been highlighted by Nordvall and Pastuhov
(2020) in their study of the Social Democratic Party and the Left party in Sweden.
Attending party education becomes a way for members to build relationships and get to
know other politically interested people. As an example, the party representative from the
United Left also highlights that education forms a political movement and creates spaces
for meetings between members: ‘From my point of view, it is being part of a political
movement. It is not only ideology, but it is also a political culture that has to do with
learning democratic methods, with respecting decisions, learning feminism’ (Interview,
United Left). Something additional to the actual knowledge that is transferred in the party
schools is stressed. It is the community that is a practical experience, a feeling of being
part of the collective and learning how things are done. Vaguely it is implied that ed-
ucation helps the party to create a community with the same references and frameworks;
however, there is also an underlying assumption that the feeling of engagement creates
more engagement. Social movement researchers (Yang, 2007; Flam, 2007, 2015;
Goodwin et al., 2000) have studied the important role of emotional attachment in mo-
bilisation. (Denzin, 1984), who was early to adopt the notion of emotions in social
movement mobilisation, wrote in 1984 that emotion is an experience that ‘is felt in and
runs through a body, and, in the process of being lived, plunges the person and his
associates into a wholly new and transformed reality – the reality of a world that is being
constituted by the emotional experience’ (p.66). Denzin thus identifies what happens
when an individual feels strongly and shows how this can even reshape their under-
standing of reality and make them act for a political cause.

Thus, in the first identified frame, party education is supposed to give the members
social knowledge and socialise them into the parties. The commitment and community
that can be created in the educational situation links the members to the parties and
contribute to activating them. Within this frame, party education is seen as a tool to teach

Table 2. The frame of education as movement building.

Frame: Education as movement building

Diagnostic framing Problem: Lack of political socialisation, community and commitment among
members and adherents

Solution: Create spaces for political socialisation where members can become
politically engaged

Prognostic framing The parties should convince and mobilise members through the educational
situation, the focus is not on what or how members learn but that they
attend these situations and become engaged in the parties’ work

Motivational
framing

Feelings of belonging and being part of a movement: The movement will be
reinforced if cultivating strong emotions of belonging to the collective and
socialising the members into a party community

Mobilisation Mobilisation potential, action mobilisation
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members to manoeuvre within the political culture that exists in the party while also
initiating feelings of belonging to the collective.

Education as training members and leaders

Similar to the frame of cultivating the idea of a movement around the party, is the frame of
teaching members and future leaders ideological and practical knowledge. This frame also
relates to arguments for making individuals engaged and giving them tools to mobilise
and be active in the party movement. The reason for separating this frame from the former
is the difference that is veiled behind the motivation for why the members need training. In
the former frame, the relation to a broad political movement is crucial for the parties to
mobilise their members. In the present frame the interviewees do not stress the feelings of
being part of something but instead highlight the usefulness of instrumental practical
knowledges. What should be learned is already decided on beforehand. For example, the
party representative from the Left Party says: ‘It is difficult to summarise exactly one
purpose [with education], but the purpose is to give members tools and knowledge to be
active and to contribute’ (Interview, the Left Party). Party education is described as giving
tools to members so they can participate in party work, but the members should not only
participate, they should also contribute to their party.

When breaking down the frame of education as training correspondingly to the frame
of education as movement building, the present frame emphasises other diagnostic re-
lationships. Framing the need to teach the members and future leaders useful competences
suggests that, due to how society is organised, the members and leaders are not educated
to make necessary change. The solution is to provide them with practical knowledges that
make it easier to create change. The underlying prognostic framing is therefore to educate
members in ideological and practical knowledge so that they can change the state of how
society is organised. However, the parties tend to stress that there is a difference in
educating members to make change and to educate leaders so that they can act within a
political context. The motivational framing behind this reasoning puts the responsibility
on the individual: they must gain a wide range of knowledge and learn how to act in a
political world. Correspondingly to the first frame, this frame’s intention strike as being to
create mobilisation potential for when it is needed, as well as singling out the individuals
that can perform the actions necessary Table 3.

The party representatives imply that they have a way of doings things that has resulted
in a design for educating members and future leaders. Gökçe et al. (2015) found in their
study on party education in Turkish parties that even if intra-party education has the
purpose of educating future leaders, the organisation of educational activities can have
positive effects on general member participation. When educational activities are open for
anyone’s participation, the knowledge is passed to the member base and not just the
individuals who become leaders. Similar to what Gökçe et al. (2015) claims about the
Turkish parties’ education, the Swedish and Spanish party representatives make a dif-
ference between education for leaders and for members. Podemos, which is a new party
that has caught the eye of news media and academia (Sola & Rendueles 201; Kioupkiolis
& Pérez, 2019) has done a number of being something different from the old established
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parties. The party’s rapid journey from the streets to national, regional and local gov-
ernments also entailed the challenge of finding people to represent the party and to train
them in certain skills. To confront some of these problems and to set common norms and
frameworks, they offer a digital course for public officers on their website to make the
courses easy to access (Arriaza Hult, 2022). The United Left which goes to election
together with Podemos could perhaps be assumed to have similar courses for public
officers; their party representative, however, expresses self-criticism about the party’s
political education. The party representative emphasises that there are no structures for
technical training, and even though IU’s members are theoretically skilled, it becomes
difficult for them to enter the political world. The difference in how the parties structure
their education and how they target members and future leaders could be explained by
Andrade Blanco’s (2012) study of the intra-party movement of PSOE and PCE (the
Spanish communist party that is now part of IU) during the transition to democracy in
Spain. He suggests that because the two parties took different roles in the democratic
system, they adopted different approaches to the socialisation of members into the parties.
The differences between how PSOE and PCE (IU) frame the training of members and
leaders presumably relates to their experience in government: the Spanish social dem-
ocrats are and have been in a governing position for long periods of time, which make
them perceive the need to educate people to fill important leading positions, more
crucially than what the other parties in opposition have needed to do.

Hence, in the second frame, party education is understood as an instrument for giving
the members the competences that are considered useful for performing political work.
Making a distinction between training for ordinary members and individuals with po-
tential to take on leading roles, puts the focus on the individual member and her training,
and therefore, in some ways clashes with the emphasis on collectiveness that was deeply
rooted in the logic of the first frame.

Education as deliberative reflection

Another frame that the party representatives highlighted in the interviews is that of
education as a space for deliberative reflection. Deliberative reflection is a reflective

Table 3. The frame of education as training members and leaders.

Frame: Education as training members and leaders

Diagnostic framing Problem: Lack of political knowledge among members and future leaders
Solution: Members and future leaders should learn ‘the rules of the political
game’ to be able to change society to the better

Prognostic framing Educate members in ideological and practical knowledge so that they learn how
to enact change

Motivational
framing

Feelings of responsibility: The members should (must?) learn and maintain
necessary political knowledge and take upon themselves to indulge in the
well-being of the collective

Mobilisation Mobilisation potential, action mobilisation
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process where participants use previous knowledge to address a situation, and are able to
shift between various perspectives and theories depending on the context (Nelson &
Sadler, 2013). (Della Porta, 2005) has discussed the notion of deliberative democracy in
Italian social movements and saw that activists stressed values as inclusiveness, sub-
jectivity and diversity to open up for the multiple identities that already exist in a
movement and open up for plurality in democratic decisions. Therefore, in the context of
party education, using this frame stresses how education creates space for reflecting
together with and learning from other individuals. For example, the party representative
from the Left Party declares:

Education is not just about daily politics or debates on TV, but it is the exchange between
members and the intellectual work around politics and around system criticism, there ed-
ucation has a very great significance, I think, for many (Interview, the Left Party).

This frame has similarities with the first frame of movement and the feeling of belonging,
because reflecting with others also reveals participants’ feelings and helps members to
attend to small shifts in the individuals and the group. But when framing the reflection
process as one of the purposes of education, the relationship between the individual and
her collective becomes the focal point.

The frame of education as deliberative reflection thus articulates values connected to a
free exchange between members in the educational situation. By framing education in this
way, the diagnostic framing tends to see a need to create spaces for political socialisation
and reflection. The solution is an educational method that gives the members tools to
change the world. The prognostic framing therefore gives members space to develop
themselves and to learn together with others because it is in the collective learning process
that they can find the answers that make change possible. The motivational framing makes
a link between the individual and the group; to see yourself in others, creates feelings of
solidarity. In contrast to the two previous frames, this frame tends to emphasise another
form of mobilisation – consensus mobilisation, where the educational situation invites the
members to finding sameness in their opinions and structural understandings of society,
while at the same time creating mobilisation potential Table 4.

Within this understanding of education, the educational methods are emphasised; they
are strategically chosen for ideological purposes and for being mindful of what is
happening in the moment. The representatives see the need to be present in the moment
and ask questions and formulate what has been done, in order to understand truly what is
happening in the collective situation. For example, the party representative from Podemos
explains: ‘There is also a very introspective, excessively introspective part of the or-
ganisation of thinking to yourself: What are we? What are we doing? What can we
expect?’ (Interview, Podemos). The party representatives attribute meaning to the meeting
between people and the exchange that happened there and then. Even if the social di-
mension and the meeting between people can be linked to the frame of education as
movement building, here, education is understood as giving meaning to the individuals
that are present in the educational situation. The political education and the meeting place
that it offers gives a chance for those attending to discuss political questions in a way that
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is difficult for them to do elsewhere in their lives. This relates to Boughton’s (1997) study
about the Australian Communist Party’s educational body, where he found that the party’s
training had a profound impact on many working people since it was the only place where
they could deliberate and exchange ideas with others with similar conditions. Thus, when
highlighting the need for discussion and reflection similar to how Boughton emphasises
that education has a value in itself, all interviewees make the assumption that education
has great significance for the members, and that it gives them something other than just
practical political knowledge.

The third frame stresses a somewhat free and undecided exchange between members
that is difficult to control and that happens in the educational situation. There is a link
between political and popular education methods that allow the members to share their
experiences and create collective learning processes (Wiggins, 2011). The exchange and
the space for reflection thus have an intrinsic value, and are not only used to give the
members specific knowledge; the educational situation can develop in many different
ways, but its purpose is also to politically socialise the members.

Concluding discussion

This study identifies and dismantles frames about party education in five left-leaning
parties. The research design, which combined empirical data to identify frames that were
present in all five parties’ sense-making about their education, contributes to a theoretical
discussion about how educational activities can be used to socialise members into parties.
By using a framing perspective and taking inspiration from analytical tools from social
movement theory and applying it to parties, the findings open up new questions and
dimensions regarding the intersection between parties’ mobilising work and their edu-
cation. When studying the educational situation apart from the circumstances that divide
the parties, the study demonstrates that parties see their training as essential for their party
organisation and for keeping a close connection to their members.

If relating the interviewee’s answers to previous research about party education, parts of
the findings reassert what others have found when studying parties’ training efforts. For
example, the three identified frames have similarities with Nordvall and Pastuhov’s (2020)

Table 4. The frame of education as deliberative reflection.

Frame: Education as deliberative reflection

Diagnostic framing Problem: Lack of political (class?) consciousness and political socialisation
Solution: Creating spaces for political socialisation where political

consciousness can be strengthened or transformed
Prognostic framing To give members space for a more open-ended learning process, where they

learn and develop collectively. How the education is organised is what
matters

Motivational
framing

Feelings of belonging and togetherness: If succeeding in creating a collective
reflection process, the members start to feel as and nurture their collective

Mobilisation Consensus mobilisation, mobilisation potential
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knowledge or relationship-oriented roles, Bladh’s (2022) party functions and Sirvinabood’s
(2016) purposes with party education. However, applying the framing perspective on party
education gives tools to analyse the intentions behind the categorisations. The reason for
highlighting the three frames in the first place was the sense that the interviewees themselves
distinguished between the frames as if they fulfilled different purposes for the parties. The
party representatives even explicitly said that their training had several objectives at the
same time. When then dismantling the frames into the core framing tasks and stating the
underlying diagnostics, prognostics, motivations, and mobilisation efforts, the frames could
be interpreted as holding opposing views of how and why a party should make use of party
education. For example, the frames both suggest that party education has the objective of
socialising members and leaders from the top-down and of letting the movement unfold
from the bottom-up. In both cases, educating party members becomes part of prognostics, a
tool, a strategy to put the identified solution in order, but that can be used in different ways
depending on what has been identified as a problem and as a solution in the diagnostic
framing. Differentiating between the frames shows the ways in which parties can mobilise
their members, if the aim is to mobilise support (consensus mobilisation), if it is to create the
potential for mobilisation (mobilisation potential) or to make members active in the party’s
work (action mobilisation). Nevertheless, the three frames indicate different political
motives that are important for left parties, such as creating a strong movement, workers
taking action and responsibility for social change, as well as education as a tool to reach
equality.

In conclusion, the findings suggest that intra-party education is framed as having the
potential to play a crucial role in parties’ mobilising work, as education provides cir-
cumstances and conditions that fixate meaning so that it leads to action. Focusing on the
educational situation can thus not only help us understand parties’ education but can
further extend our knowledge about parties’ inner lives more generally. As political
parties are crucial entities in understanding the new political realities that transpire, future
research should continue to study the use of party education. Some of the questions that
have been raised by this study are: How can a feeling of belonging be created through
parties’ educational activities? How is a party’s collective identity implemented through
party education? How do members understand their participation in party education?
Those and several other research questions could construct new important knowledge that
would help us to understand better how parties mobilise their members through education.
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parties’ intra-party education
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ABSTRACT
This article sets out to uncover the role that educational activities for 
members play in the construction of identities in political parties. 
Guided by a framing perspective, the study focuses on five left-leaning 
parties in Sweden and Spain and their intra-party education, and inter-
views have been conducted with party representatives and study leaders. 
The analysis reveals that the educational activities provided by the parties 
for their members are intended to create a sense of belonging and 
connect the members to the parties. Three different tendencies for creat-
ing a sense of ‘we-ness’ in the parties unfold – (i) Welcome!, (ii) Get in line! 
And (iii) Unite! – which mirrors how identities are constructed within the 
education to reinforce the members’ relationships with their parties. 
Emphasising these three identities serves to distinguish how frames are 
integrated into educational settings and how the parties motivate their 
members to become engaged in the party collectives.

KEYWORDS 
Party education; collective 
identities; framing 
perspective; Sweden; Spain

Introduction

In a 2015 essay for New Left Review, the now former party leader and professor of political science 
Pablo Iglesias discussed the success story of his newly founded party Podemos (in English: ‘We can’). 
In less than one year, Podemos had entered the European parliament and the Spanish political 
system, and Iglesias explained how Podemos had managed to take the leftist project into the 2010s. 
‘The key to its [Podemos’] success was its ability to focus on the central issues of social dissatisfac-
tion,’ Iglesias writes (2015: p. 18), ‘creating – whether consciously or not – a new discourse that 
crossed political boundaries’. According to Iglesias, Podemos built a new discourse centred around 
a collective identity stemming from ‘the people’ – a concept that conveyed the social dissatisfaction 
and could be contrasted with those in power (Errejón and Mouffe 2016). Although the success of 
a political project relies on multiple factors, Podemos’ main achievement was to formulate political 
slogans that people could identify with, which collective identity scholars stress as being crucial for 
understanding the success of political movements (e.g. Snow and McAdam 2000; Melucci 1995; 
Flesher Fominaya 2010).

In another corner of Europe, 3138 km north of Madrid, the Swedish Social Democratic Prime 
Minister, Stefan Löfven, formed a government in 2015 after winning the 2014 election, succeeding 
eight years of right-leaning governments in a country that is often characterised as a Nordic welfare 
state (Kautto 2010). In his government declaration, Löfven – a former union leader for industry 
workers – told the Swedish nation: ‘I believe in a Sweden that we create together, which is something 
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bigger than just an association of people on a geographical surface, which is a community where we 
feel responsible for each other’. He stresses the feeling of being part of a community that is not 
defined by geographical or material boundaries, and where there are no lines of conflict. Instead, 
Löfven implies that a sense of community already exists, which he as head of government will 
continue to nurture. The Social Democratic Party’s long history of governance in Sweden has 
previously been studied in relation to its ability to construct a solid identity built on its experience 
as a governing party and taking responsibility for the country (Linderborg 2001; Arriaza Hult 2020).

In both these examples, the party leaders suggest that they represent the people, which indicates 
how political parties construct a sense of ‘us’ in their political narrative. When considering how 
parties form collective identities and how these party identities are disseminated in their political 
messages, it is a surprising discovery that the subject of how political parties construct identities 
remains passably unexplored. The focus on collective identity formation to strengthen movements 
often stems from the contexts of social movements or extra-parliamentary opposition (Van 
Stekelenburg 2013), which is an argument for giving prominence to how the process of identity 
construction transpires in political parties. de Nardis (2020) has tried to understand parties in general 
and claims that ‘through the production of collective identities, they [parties] are able to reaffirm 
their raison d’être, elaborating ideologies and preparing programmes that they hope gain them the 
citizens’ support.’ (p. 315). Taking parties’ perspectives as the focal point shifts the emphasis from 
how movements reach participants to how parties tie their members to the party collectives. By 
turning the spotlight on the role of education within party membership, parties influence what and 
how their members learn, and how their members are socialised into the party. Party education has 
received sparse attention in academia (Nordvall and Pastuhov 2020), even though it is a context 
where parties organise various educational activities for their representatives, members or potential 
voters that have shown to have vast implications on democratic participation and governance in 
multi-party political systems (Bladh 2021).

In taking party education as a point of entry, this study demarcates itself to study left-leaning 
parties in Sweden and Spain. Seeing that previous studies emphasise that educational activities have 
historically been implemented within labour-oriented organisations and the labour movement to 
form a shared sense of belonging that creates movement unity (Ambjörnsson 1993; Jansson 2013; 
Andrade Blanco 2012), it is relevant to examine if education can play a similar role with the organised 
left today. To scrutinise how parties socialise their members into the parties using educational 
activities, five parties will be analysed: (i) the Swedish Social Democratic Party (SAP), (ii) the 
Swedish Left Party (V), (iii) the Spanish Social Democratic Party (PSOE), (iv) the Spanish United Left 
(IU) and (v) the Spanish Podemos (P). Without ignoring academic commentators who have argued 
that voter support for left parties in Sweden and Spain is declining and that the countries’ social 
democratic parties are turning to the right (e.g. Bailey 2016; Birnbaum 2010; Belfrage and Kallifatides 
2018), these two countries, amidst a few others, distinguish themselves on the European electoral 
map as having several left-leaning parties in their national parliaments. Studying parties from these 
countries in the outer parts of Europe and emphasising the role that education plays in identity 
construction provides an insight into how meaning-making processes come about in parties’ 
education, highlighting traits of political parties that are often neglected in party research. Thus, 
this article sets out to uncover how party education yields a party identity within these parties, by 
taking a framing perspective on interviews with party representatives and study leaders.

The labour movement and party education in Sweden and Spain

With its cross-country sampling, this study aspires to scrutinise the intersection of education and the 
construction of party identities in five left-leaning parties. The aim is to accentuate the ideational 
relationships between party education and party identities. Using empirical material from five parties 
in two national contexts helps to highlight patterns in how the parties frame identities within their 
education, offering valuable insights for understanding the organisation of education in parties more 
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generally. Considering the flexible research design, which considers five cases of empirical data 
comprising views expressed by party spokespersons with profound knowledge about the purpose 
and implementation of party education, the study rationale can be reproduced to study parties 
outside of the scope of this article.

The reason for scrutinising five left-leaning parties in Sweden and Spain is because is both 
Sweden and Spain have several such parties in their national parliaments, even though the organised 
left has suffered a general set-back in Europe during the 2010s (Bailey 2016; Birnbaum 2010). In 
contrast to, for example, Portugal, which is often emphasised as a country with a strong left, Sweden 
and Spain also share the experience of rather dramatic changes to their party systems in recent years 
(Möller 2020; Feenstra et al. 2017). Sweden has long had one of the most stable party systems in the 
world, with the same five parties in the party system for almost half a century (Möller 2020). However, 
since the 2010 election, there are now eight parties in the national parliament, resulting in a new 
landscape where parties from across the political spectrum tend to have difficulties forming govern-
ments. Notably, studies on electoral behaviour show that Swedish voters have historically voted 
according to a traditional left–right scale, but that in the latest elections voters were more likely to 
vote in relation to cultural and identarian values (Oscarsson and Holmberg 2016; Elgenius and 
Wennerhag 2018). Since the transition to democracy in 1978, Spanish politics has been dominated 
by two parties. However, the financial crisis of 2008 had a significant influence on Spanish politics; 
the popular discontent with the political situation and austerity measures resulted in social move-
ments taking power and forming new political parties (Feenstra et al. 2017; Ordóñez, Feenstra, and 
Franks 2018). Corresponding to the trend of augmented party systems, having several new parties 
within the party system has resulted in difficulties forming governments and Spain holding four 
elections in as many years between 2016 and 2019 (Rodon 2020). Studies on the most recent 
elections in Spain also show a shift whereby voters are keen to vote in relation to cultural and 
identarian values, even though they have historically voted according to a left–right dimension 
based on economic policy (Fraile and Lewis-Beck 2012). Knowing about the current political situation 
in the two countries is crucial when scrutinising the parties and their education, since studies show 
that national politics affects how members become socialised into the parties and how political 
narratives are implemented into an educational situation (Bladh 2021; Arriaza Hult 2022). One 
purpose of education within parties is to prepare members for the assumed tasks that they will 
pursue within the political system.

All parties in Sweden organise member education. Bladh (2021) has interviewed representatives 
from all eight parties represented in the Swedish parliament, and has analysed the educational 
situations that parties provide as communities of practices. Educational situations are referred to as 
conditions and environments that promote the process of learning, acquiring skills, values, morals, 
beliefs or personal development. Bladh (2021) claims that ‘[p]arty education may also constitute 
a context where participants are integrated into the party community while ensuring the commit-
ment of members to work for the party competently’ (p. 2), which shows how education can be 
understood as creating an attachment between the party and its members. In another study 
scrutinising the Social Democratic Party and the Left Party and their education for new members, 
the analysis reveals that the parties use the educational situation to tie their members to the party 
and make them feel engaged (Arriaza Hult 2020). Furthermore, Nordvall and Pastuhov (2020) have 
also studied party education within the Social Democratic Party and the Left Party, and categorised 
the training as fulfilling knowledge-oriented or relationship-oriented roles. They also stress the 
influence of popular education in the Swedish parties’ organisation of education; this can be 
contrasted with the Spanish parties, which do not have the same ability to cooperate with state- 
funded popular education associations. In the Swedish context, studies on education within the 
labour movement tend to emphasise the rich history of popular education in the country (Nordvall 
and Fridolfsson 2019; Gougoulakis 2016). The labour movement – together with the temperance 
movement and the free-church movement – is regarded as a leading force for the development of 
state-funded popular education (Gougoulakis 2016). Both the Social Democratic Party and the Left 
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Party are members of the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), the largest of ten national 
educational associations that make up Sweden’s publicly funded popular education system. 
Taking labour education into account, Jansson (2013) has studied how labour organisations imple-
mented a collective identity through educational efforts in the Swedish labour movement in the 
1920s. Jansson stresses that labour education was a direct information channel in the 1920s, where 
the education that these labour organisations provided was sometimes the only education that 
workers received and thus represents a process of steering from the top-down. The circumstances 
for party education in this study are different in that members have more or less free access to 
information channels for searching beyond the educational situation, but Jansson’s study still 
supports the argument that education can play a crucial role in forming individuals. For example, 
Jansson claims that the form of education plays an important role in identity building, where 
seminars, talks and circle pedagogy have a more profound impact on identity formation than 
lectures.

In the Spanish context, Andrade Blanco (2005, 2012) has studied the Social Democratic Party 
(PSOE) and the Communist Party (PCE) (the biggest party in United Left, which is an amalgam of left- 
wing parties) and the inner lives of the parties during the transition to democracy. He notes that 
training was used to implement norms, attitudes and values – similar to how Jansson (2013) argues 
that the Swedish national labour organisations aimed to construct a collective identity. Andrade 
Blanco also shows how organisational structures, such as the way in which members receive training, 
have major effects on how the parties adapt to changes in the political landscape. He notes that 
educational activities have the capacity to form and socialise members into the party culture. In 
another study, the Social Democratic Party, the United Left and Podemos, together with their 
weekend schools, are analysed in order to understand how education is structured within the parties 
(Arriaza Hult 2022). The parties run national courses for their members where different pedagogical 
tendencies can be detected, ranging from a heavy theoretical focus to a more practical, technical, 
policy-oriented focus. When widening the scope to analyse educational activities within the labour 
movement or other social movements in Spain, the research tends to take a historical perspective 
and study popular educational initiatives or workers’ education from the 1930s (Otero-Urtaza 2011; 
Ferrer 1996). Like the case of Swedish popular education, the education that workers received at that 
time influences how the workers’ movement evolved in the country, since this was often the only 
education that working people received. A more recent study on popular education in Spain shows 
that popular educational projects have historically been oriented towards teaching participants 
a vocational occupation. There are, however, several examples of bottom-up initiatives inspired by 
a Freirean method of learning dialogically from learners’ experiences (Guimaraes, Lucio-Villegas, and 
Mayo 2018). Since these previous studies tend to have a historical perspective, this study contributes 
knowledge about the role of education in left-leaning parties at the present time.

In sum, research from Sweden and Spain shows that educational activities can play a crucial role 
in creating attachment to a party or an organisation. Building on this existing knowledge, this study 
will go deeper into how educational activities intersect with the construction of a party identity in 
the five scrutinised parties.

Party identities and framing

When studying how movements mobilise members and participants, social movement scholars 
often depart from an understanding of collective identities as an element to consider in order to 
explain why individuals suddenly become engaged in a movement (Melucci 1995; Snow and 
McAdam 2000; Flesher Fominaya 2010; Jämte, Lundstedt, and Wennerhag 2020). For example, 
Jämte, Lundstedt, and Wennerhag (2020) argue that ‘a collective identity is central for all types of 
social movements – providing them with a common conception of the past, the present, and the 
future, as well as a sense of we-ness – while simultaneously acknowledging that a movement’s 
identity is constantly renegotiated and thus evolves over time’ (p. 1). It is when a movement’s 
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members have a shared understanding of who they are that they can decide on strategic choices, 
their motives and goals that lead to collective action. In this article, I argue that the creation of 
collective identities should be equally important in political parties, as it urges a party to articulate 
a sense of ‘we’ and engage members to participate in the party’s work. Consequently, the concept of 
party identity refers to the collective identities articulated by the interviewees. In the process of 
understanding the construction of identities, one fundamental step is to figure out how the outer 
boundaries of the identity are formulated. In other words, it is central to grasp how a collective 
identity is formed in relation to how ‘others’ are defined, and how boundaries are drawn vis-à-vis 
those who have been identified as others. Identities are understood as dynamic and constantly 
reforming, whereas these outer boundaries are fluid and based on constant negations and refusals of 
what the collective identity consists of (Flesher Fominaya 2010, 2015b; Jämte, Lundstedt, and 
Wennerhag 2020).

In order to understand how the construction of collective identities in parties transpires through 
education, the analysis is inspired by a framing perspective (Snow et al. 1986; Snow and Benford 
1988; Benford and Snow 2000; Snow and McAdam 2000). The framing perspective emphasises how 
meaning is construed when movements mobilise participants and members, and how they i) identify 
problems, solutions and relevant actors (diagnostic framing); ii) find strategies, goals and alternative 
visions (prognostic framing); and iii) formulate emotional and logical motives that can spread to 
adherents to make them act collectively (motivational framing). For example, Benford (1993) 
demonstrates how the nuclear disarmament movement of the 1980s framed the nuclear question 
in relation to the severity of the problem, the sense of urgency, and the efficiency and propriety of 
taking action. Hence, political entities (parties, movements and organisations) use framing mechan-
isms to inspire people to take collective action. Snow and McAdam (2000) claim that framing is 
inherent to constructing collective identities, since it identifies problems, articulates solutions and 
finds motivations for why this is necessary. As part of the process, actors also identify who ‘we’ are 
and who ‘they’ are. Jämte, Lundstedt, and Wennerhag (2020) argue that the framing perspective 
‘allows for an analysis of how the “we-ness” of a movement is continuously constructed and 
transformed’ (p. 5). By applying a framing perspective, the analysis acknowledges a more inductive 
approach, where identities are understood not only in contrast to how boundaries have been drawn 
vis-à-vis ‘others’, but also in terms of identifying how different constructions of ‘we-nesses’ are 
discursively framed. Accordingly, a framing perspective becomes a fine-tuned instrument for cate-
gorising tendencies within the construction of collective identities. In this study, the analysis is 
guided by the assumption that educational activities are situations where parties or movements can 
implement, strengthen and reform collective identities (Jansson 2013). Therefore, a framing per-
spective is applied to interviews with party representatives and study leaders in order to compre-
hend how these actors understand party education and how party identities are constructed and 
integrated into these educational situations.

Method and material: Interviews

The analytical objective of this article is to contribute to the understanding of how important voices 
within the five analysed parties intend to socialise their members through the use of educational 
activities. Since previous studies on labour movement organisations have established that education 
can be used to create a movement identity (Ambjörnsson 1993; Jansson 2013), this study aims to 
explore if education has a similar role in left parties. The study’s analysis is built on interviews with 
party representatives and study leaders from the five analysed parties. Interviewing one party 
representative and one study leader from each party thus gives ten interviews in total. The party 
representatives were asked to participate in the interviews in relation to their responsibility for party 
educational activities, but in most cases they also held other important roles within their parties. The 
party representatives have the overall responsibility of providing member education in the parties and 
therefore have knowledge about why education is structured in certain ways. The study leaders were 
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identified after receiving their contact details from the interviewed party representatives, or by 
contacting educational organisations that cooperate with the parties and asking for experienced 
study leaders. The study leaders come closer to the education and can contribute with their perspec-
tives about what happens in the educational situation.Since the interviewees were interviewed as 
spokespersons for their parties with the aim of understanding the relationship between party educa-
tion and party identities, the interviews were semi-structured to allow for additional questions and to 
follow up on what the interviewees expressed in the moment (Brinkmann & Kvale 2008). The inter-
views concern the organisation, structure and purpose of party education in general, but in this 
specific article the answers that involve themes relating to the construction of party identities have 
been separated from the rest of the interviews and analysed according to the framing perspective. The 
interviews were carried out in Stockholm or Madrid, or via Zoom, between 2019 and 2021. Since the 
interviewees were interviewed as representatives of their parties and not as private individuals, they 
are recognised as voices of their parties.The study, which is linked to a wider research project on 
education in political parties, has undergone ethical vetting. The interview guides were similar 
for both national contexts but were translated into Swedish and Spanish so that the intervie-
wees could express themselves in their mother tongue. The interviews lasted for 20–109 minutes 
and were transcribed verbatim. All quotations used in the findings section have been translated 
from either Swedish or Spanish into English by the author.

In terms of analysing the data, the interview material was first categorised according to the 
themes that the interviews concerned, such as, organisation, structure, purpose, identity, etc. 
When separating the answers that concerned identity, the analysis was guided by determining 
differences in how the interviewees expressed the community that exists in their parties’ 
education. The search for differences in the boundaries of the identities shaped the categorisa-
tion of the three identities – (i) Welcome!, (ii) Get in line! And (iii) Unite!. The reason for drawing 
lines between these three tendencies was the objective to understand how different construc-
tions of ‘we-nesses’ are discursively framed and how these differences imply variation in how the 
members comply with a party culture. To ensure that that the three identities had bearing on 
how the interviewees understood that the education constructed a sense of community, the 
identified tendencies were tested according to the framing perspectives by identifying the 
underlying diagnostic, prognostic and motivational framing that guided these categorisations. 
The empirical material has been combined in order to see patterns in how party identities 
become integrated into parties’ educational activities. Therefore, the analysis does not demon-
strate the parties’ differences but sets out to make sense of the relationship between educational 
activities and the construction of identities in these five parties. The study’s focus is directed 
towards identifying how these identities are expressed rather than finding answers to how 
identity constructions transpire in left parties in general. By emphasising different tendencies 
in the party identities, the study shows how parties accentuate different motives for becoming 
engaged in a party collective. Even though the categorisation uncovers these different tenden-
cies, I want to elucidate that the study departs from an understanding of identities as fluid and 
difficult to draw clear boundaries between. Having several interviewees from different parties 
gives several answers that demonstrate how identities can be shifting, complex and even 
contradictory, yet still create a sense of ‘we-ness’ that forms ties between the members and 
the parties. Accordingly, the identified tendencies are understood not as different identities that 
the members have or do not have, but as different communities that exist parallelly, to which 
members can adhere to simultaneously.
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Findings

Welcome! (Come as you are)

Collectively, the parties provide a picture of where an identity is constructed instantly when the 
members come to the educational situation. The interviewees stress that arranging circumstances 
where members connect with other members and the party is a significant reason why parties 
provide educational activities. For example, the party representative from the Swedish Left Party 
says:

Above all, the big courses, the election schools, this party organisation school that we had a few years ago and 
the ideology courses are identity-bearing in different ways, but most of the time they create opportunities where 
you get together and discuss politics or the organisation of the party. (Left Party representative, interview)

The party representative explicitly states that they understand the party’s courses as ‘identity- 
bearing’; the courses carry the party identity and create a sense of ‘we-ness’. The parties’ educational 
situations have the potential to bring people together; they meet and discuss politics, and realise 
that they share the same values and ideas. In this quotation, the educational situation plays the part 
of a meeting place between equal peers where they share their thoughts and learn together. When 
the study leader from the Spanish Social Democratic Party is asked how education can create 
a collective identity, they said:

I think it is essential that members feel, feel that they are part of something. (The Spanish Social Democratic Party 
study leader, interview)

The emphasis on the word ‘feel’ relates to literature on mobilisation that stresses the role of feelings 
in developing collective action (Denzin 1984; Flam 2007, 2015). It is when a person feels strong 
emotions that they engage and take the step to become caught up in a movement. Within the 
parties’ education, members are assumed to already agree with the party’s politics; what remains is 
to persuade them to feel a certain way that engages them to take collective action. The educational 
situation could therefore be understood as a situation where the party creates emotional ties to the 
other members and persuades them to act collectively, which – according to the framing perspec-
tive – could be read as a part of the motivational framing: formulating emotional or logical motives 
that create the motivation to do something. The study leader from the Swedish Social Democratic 
Party also draws on the topic of feeling like part of something, but sees this from another perspec-
tive. They argue that if they succeed in creating this sense of belonging, the educational situation 
could develop into something else, a situation where members engage in political discussions free 
from pointing sticks. If the members feel that they can rely on a strong collective party identity, they 
also feel safe to be different:

Community is important for one to dare to think differently. To really dare to say that you might not agree . . . 
While having this community, feeling that we are the same team, we have the same history. Then you do not 
have to be so afraid to think differently. (The Swedish Social Democratic Party study leader, interview)

Here, the study leader argues that there is something positive in the educational situation allowing 
for differences and having different opinions. Flesher Fominaya (2015a) has suggested that identities 
are constructed in continuous negations and refusals of the outer boundaries of the identity. Seeing 
this from the framing perspective implies that allowing for discussions in the educational situation 
acknowledges the members’ ability to define the diagnostic framing – what the main problems and 
solutions are and how ‘we’ should fix the problems. Thinking differently is then accepted, because 
‘we’ have already established that ‘we’ are the same. The study leader thus stresses that discussion is 
important for establishing and cultivating the feeling of same-ness. The study leader also pinpoints 
that one way to create a feeling of belonging is by using history:
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There will really be a community in the room, because people are so different. It is very important. And to not 
only create a community with each other in the present, but also a community through history. That we are the 
same party that has done and achieved so much. You get this pride, what we as a movement have achieved in 
the world and in Sweden. (The Swedish Social Democratic Party study leader, interview)

This quotation pertains to Jämte, Lundstedt, and Wennerhag (2020) definition of collective identity: 
‘providing them with a common conception of the past, the present, and the future, as well as a sense 
of we-ness – while simultaneously acknowledging that a movement’s identity is constantly renego-
tiated and thus evolves over time’. (p. 1.) The collective identity that is created in the educational 
situation is situated on a historic timeline that creates feelings of pride, gratitude and longing for 
being part of that community. This can be seen as analogous to Linderborg’s (2001) of the Swedish 
Social Democratic Party’s historiography, in which she demonstrates that the party writes and re- 
writes its history to create an image of the party as synonymous with the Swedish state. The members 
are therefore invited to this historical narrative, and are given educational content that frames 
diagnostic relationships of who ‘we’ are and what ‘we’ have achieved, motivating collective action.

Thus, when members attend party training, one of the main purposes is to create a sense of ‘we- 
ness’ that binds the collective together. In order to do so, the education puts the emphasis on the 
individual members present in the room and their feeling of belonging. Even if discussion is 
encouraged and can vitalise the collective feeling in the room, the interviewees give the impression 
that they see how the members have a strong, solid party identity that makes them feel connected to 
each other. The focus is on inviting the members to the collective, rather than on establishing who 
‘the others’ are and what constitutes them. From a framing perspective, the interviewees concen-
trate on the motivational framing, using the educational situation to frame emotional and logical 
rationales to connect the members to the party.

Get in line! (Fight with us)

Not only do the interviewees discuss how the members are welcomed to the party, they also 
emphasise an identity that situates the member within the party organisation. This party identity 
entails tendencies to emphasise that the members need to learn how to become party members. 
When asking the party representative from the Swedish Social Democratic Party whether party 
education yields a collective identity, they answer:

It [the education] is normative, saying that when you are a representative of our party, you have to be your 
values. You cannot talk about all people having equal values or equality and then act like shit because it is not 
a private matter; you have to wear this [the party identity], it is a basic principle we have. (The Swedish Social 
Democratic Party representative, interview)

Being a social democrat entails views about equality that cannot be violated, and on becoming 
a party representative one has to think about how one presents oneself. As shown in the previous 
section, members were invited to come as they were, but once they become a member, there are 
established ways to follow. Seeing that education has the objective of teaching members how to be 
representatives relates to previous studies about identity building in organisations in the Swedish 
context, such as Ambjörnsson (1993) and Jansson (2013). Their findings show that labour organisa-
tions in Sweden used education to implement norms and attitudes because it was an effective tool 
for re-forming an organisation. When the labour movement grew significantly in the early 1900s, 
there was a need to integrate the members into some sort of same-ness, whereas having a strong 
collective identity made members less keen on going against the party organisation. The quotation 
above frames education as an approach to make the members feel responsibility for the party. The 
member’s individual identity and the party identity consolidate, so that the member feels obliged to 
always wear the party identity. When these identities become intertwined, they establish the 
rationales for the motivational framing as being the member’s responsibility.
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In terms of learning how to be a party member, the party representative from the Spanish United 
Left stresses that they understand their members as already theoretically skilled and that they come 
to the educational situation to discuss politics with other members (United Left’s party representa-
tive, interview). The party representative sees that education yields a political culture:

That is why I was talking about political culture. Yes, it is one of the elements. This is seen in the training schools 
which are also meeting places between members, between people who do not know each other but have 
a common identity. Yes, and that reinforces their ties a lot, a lot. (United Left’s party representative, interview)

Seeing that the representative from United Left understands education as a situation in which to create 
common ground echoes what the Swedish Social Democratic representative said in the foregoing 
quotation about how education gives tools to learn how to represent the party. The quotation from 
United Left’s party representative also emphasises how education could be interpreted as part of the 
prognostic framing, since the training is framed as a strategy for the party to achieve its political goals. 
Education is understood as a way to create a feeling of belonging and to build networks, which creates 
a political culture that influences the party organisation. The party representative also implies that the 
members are already part of the collective identity before receiving training, but that the meeting place 
offered by the educational situation helps to create networks between members. The study leader from 
the Communist Party, which is part of the United Left, discusses how their party education has changed 
in relation to political developments since the transition to democracy in Spain:

The focus now for both the left and the right in Spain is to get into public office . . . Interestingly enough, when 
the party was clandestine, it was not like that . . . but then it was the workers’ cadre, and for the intellectuals, that 
was the central axis of the party. And now it has been lost and finally institutionalised, because of historical 
culture, because of rhetoric, because of identity. (United Left’s study leader, interview)

The study leader indicates a shift in the collective identity and in the party’s framing, which has had 
implications for the party’s political strategy. The study leader sees that when the party was illegal 
during the Spanish dictatorship, the party identity emphasised the intellectual and the workers’ 
cadre, which presumes that the members are theoretically skilled. Now, the members are trained to 
take on roles as public officers. The quotation thus implies that the strategies and the organisation of 
education go hand-in-hand with the framing of the collective identity, which suggests that if the 
party strategies change, the framing of the party identity must also be reformulated.

The study leader from Podemos also stresses that the educational situation is a place where the 
members get to know each other and strengthen their role within the party collective. The study leader 
discusses different forms of training and especially what they call a ‘classical structure’ of party training:

Well, it had good points and bad points. I’m not saying it was wrong at all, because in fact in everything that has 
to do with generating identity, it is about what works . . . It also depends a bit on a lot of things. It wasn’t just the 
training you did there, but what you then did with it. We insist a lot on how to continue from the training: on 
action, learning by fighting, I don’t know all the slogans of that time and surely they continue to circulate now, 
but for example: later when? (Podemos’ study leader, interview)

Although the study leader highlights that there are different forms of education, they say that all 
training has benefits and disadvantages and the only thing that matters is if it works. They frame the 
education not only as something that happens in the actual educational situation, but also as 
something that the members take with them on their journey. The training is supposed to initiate 
engagement, which they exemplify with the slogans ‘learning by fighting’ and ‘later, when?’, which 
could be interpreted as suggesting that the education should integrate taking collective action into 
the members’ sense of being part of the party identity. The training has the objectives of making the 
members want to work for the party and teaching them how to do it.

Hence, after the members have been invited and welcomed to join the party identity, the education 
is organised with the aim of teaching the members useful skills and teaching them to feel responsi-
bility. The party identity is focused on the well-being of the collective rather than the individual 
members. Analysing the indicated party identity from a framing perspective implies that party training 
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becomes part of the prognostic framing – a strategy that is put in place to achieve the political goals of 
the party. Still, the education is understood as having the potential to link this party identity with 
a rationale for motivational framing that stresses the values of loyalty and taking responsibility.

Unite! (Something bigger than us)

While seeing that party training should connect members to the party and teach them how to 
represent it, the interviewees also emphasise how a party identity is closely related to the feeling of 
being part of something bigger. The Swedish Left Party’s study leader discusses the party’s relation-
ship to the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), which is the labour movement’s educational 
association in Sweden:

You need expertise and WEA organises education for the parties, but of course it is an important element for the 
whole movement, the labour movement, that popular education exists and creates conditions for citizens to 
participate in democratic work (The Swedish Left Party study leader, interview).

The quotation pinpoints how the study leader perceives that the party exists within the labour 
movement and that cooperating with other worker’s organisations is a natural part of that. The 
Swedish Social Democratic Party’s representative also discusses how their party is related to 
a broader labour movement:

Because I want a framework in which we within the labour movement – which is broader than just the Social 
Democratic Workers’ Party – carry out training . . . It creates networks and relationships that are important in the 
movement that existed before, but that no longer exist and that we benefit from, we strengthen each other, we 
create opportunities. (The Swedish Social Democratic Party representative, interview).

When the Swedish Social Democratic Party representative discusses the movement that the party 
belongs to and identifies with, the somewhat confusing frames of the party and the movement are 
revealed. It is unclear where the movement ends and where the party starts. The party and the 
movement coexist in parallel, and stabilise and energise each other. The same vague relationship 
between what the party and what the movement consist of was evident in a study of the Swedish 
Social Democrats and the Left Party and their study material (Arriaza Hult 2020). When the parties 
introduced new members to their parties, the study material often welcomed the members as part of 
a movement, rather than a party. This far-reaching understanding of whom the party turns to is 
evident when the Spanish Social Democratic Party’s representative discusses whom they are trying 
to target with their education:

Obviously, a right-wing person is not going to be interested in us either, nor are we going to reach out to 
them . . . There are people that I think are, well, maybe a little indecisive or confused within the Spanish political 
landscape, which has been changing so much. Well, perhaps it is important to reach those people who may be 
undecided or have ideas that are a little centrist and may be close to approaching the right-wing ideology 
person. (The Spanish Social Democratic Party representative, interview)

Education can be interpreted as a strategy for reaching those who are not yet defined as part of the 
collective identity. The ‘others’ are framed as right-wing people, and there is no sense in making 
them become one of ‘us’. The indecisive centrists, however, are not clearly categorised as ‘the others’, 
but are invited to join the collective identity if they participate in the party’s training. The party 
representative thus clearly frames diagnostic relationships of ‘us and them’ and the political land-
scape into the educational situation. They continue:

I think that there are no disadvantages [with implementing a collective identity through education]. [. . .] Our 
ideas are, for me, the best. Sure, I am not objective. Maybe I am my subjective opinion because I want 
a progressive, socialist society. So, I don’t think there are any downsides. On the contrary, I think that it will 
always be good that our ideas reach as many people as possible. (The Spanish Social Democratic Party 
representative, interview)
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The party representative speaks to a clearly identified collective identity with defined motives for 
how society should be organised in order to create change. Education is framed as ‘our ideas 
reach[ing] as many people as possible’, which makes it ambiguous what the education consists of. 
The educational situations could be understood as places to invite individuals who are not yet 
members, but who can hopefully be persuaded to join the party through the frames of education.

The unclarity regarding what the education consists of also becomes distinct when Podemos’ 
party representative talks about their party education. Podemos distinguishes itself from the other 
scrutinised parties by identifying itself as a populist party. In the quest to understand populism, 
Gidron and Bonikowski (2013) illustrate a conceptual understanding of populism as an ideology, 
a discursive logic or a strategy to gain political power. Populism can therefore be understood as 
a sort of political narrative that can come from both the left and the right, but with the aim of clearly 
identifying a political enemy. Podemos has been interpreted as using a populist strategy and 
discursive logic (de Nadal 2021; Sola and Rendueles 2018; Zarzalejos 2016; Laclau and Mouffe 
1985). Furthermore, Podemos has made it clear that even though it pursues left-leaning politics, it 
wants to broaden the social class that the party identifies with to include not only workers, but also 
citizens who care about other issues or identify with identities other than their economic class. When 
the party representative is asked about how to construct a collective identity, considering that the 
party communicates to a wide member base, they answer:

I, more than collective identity, would speak of a political subject. Why? Because it has to do with a process of 
subjectivation. That is, the conflict itself generates a political subject. But how is the subject constructed? It is 
important. We have an experience that had not existed before, and that is that of a pre-existing discomfort, 
because you do not invent people’s pains, but you translate them, interpret them, they have symptoms and the 
symptoms were already there long before. (Podemos’ party representative, interview)

Rather than talking about forming a collective identity, the party representative wants to identify 
a process of political subjectification (sometimes called subjectivation or subjection) that comes into 
existence when a person sees themself as a political subject. Van Dam, Duineveld, and During (2015) 
have studied how citizen initiatives lead to a process of political subjectification because citizens 
adapt to overarching discourses and act strategically to form collective action. The party represen-
tative sees that the material conditions that create political discomfort have been there for a long 
time, but that Podemos manages to create a structural understanding and a feeling of same-ness 
based on these societal circumstances. Starting an educational journey from people’s existing 
experiences could be read in relation to a popular education approach, whereby one learns 
dialogically about the world from one’s own lived experiences (Guimaraes et al.). In the interview, 
the party representative exemplifies this with the following words:

When you see a very good guy like Pablo Iglesias or Íñigo Errejón [the founders of the party] on primetime TV five 
years ago, you don’t care and you are at home, you are screwed because you are precarious, because they have 
taken your dependency subsidy, because you are an intern and they do not pay you and you see there is a guy 
who looks like you. He is quite like you, he tells harsh truths and when he says that you identify with this guy. 
[You feel] that guy is one of us, which in the end is the whole game. I mean, that guy is legit and he’s one of ‘us’. 
And you must have been a political subject all along. (Podemos’ party representative, interview)

This quotation helps to explain how the process of subjectification and identification takes form. The 
party representative shows how an individual becomes aware of structures in society and places 
oneself in the middle of that structural understanding. Davies (2006) has studied the process of 
subjectification in education. She claims that educational situations offer a place for individuals to 
become vulnerable, and it is in that vulnerability that one can see oneself and others as subjects. 
Even if the party representative frames this process as political subjectification, the framing perspec-
tive puts the emphasis on how this understanding of a ‘we’ creates a collective identity that reaches 
out to an undefined wider movement without clear boundaries. The identity is not restricted to 
members or the party, but creates a far-reaching community with everyone who feels or thinks the 
same way. If these individuals who are invited to join the collective identity participate in the party 
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education, it is possible to frame the diagnostic relationships of who ‘we and they’ are, the problems 
and solutions that initiate collective action. The framing of the educational content can create 
agency that makes the members want to act for themselves and in solidarity with their movement.

Therefore, in the last identified party identity, the identity unfolds from the party and reaches out 
to an undefined mass without geographic or organisational boundaries. The educational situation 
creates feelings of being part of something bigger, which is construed in a structural understanding 
of society and by identifying diagnostic relationships of problems and solutions. Similar to the first 
identity (Welcome!), this identity creates emotional rationales to the party (and its movement) that 
function as motivations for collective action.

Concluding discussion – constructing identities in party education

Since all interviewees stress that their party’s education plays an essential role in the construction of party 
‘we-ness’, it is noteworthy that the intersection between party education and the construction of party 
identities has not been studied more thoroughly in previous research. The party representatives and 
study leaders do not dwell on describing who ‘the other’ is and how they are different from ‘us’. Instead, 
the interviewees reside in their party identities and in the feeling of being part of the same political 
project. The educational situation becomes a meeting place where members can join different party 
identities by becoming engaged in feelings of belonging and being part of something greater than 
themselves.

In the first identified party identity (Welcome!), the feeling of belonging is constructed in the party 
education, where the members learn collectively and create networks with other members. This 
identity relies on the members feeling welcomed and invited to join the party. The study leaders 
tend to emphasise this identity, as they give prominence to creating a safe educational situation in 
order to encourage the members to come back to other educational activities. The construction of 
this ‘we-ness’ relates to what was found in new-member education in the Swedish Social Democratic 
Party and the Left Party (Arriaza Hult 2020), where the study guides that instructed the study leaders 
emphasised creating a good atmosphere in the educational situation. Hence, rather than identifying 
problems and solutions or ‘the others’, the collectiveness is based on feeling accepted as one is.

In the second identified party identity (Get in line!), the members are made to feel responsibility for the 
party through the educational content, where they learn useful skills with the aim of becoming party 
members who can represent the party. This could be interpreted as a form of fostering and teaching from 
the top-down, but could also be seen as the party organisation trying to invite the members into the 
party, by including them in the party identity and teaching them skills that they will need to work for the 
party. Previous studies that have accentuated educational activities in the labour movement have 
departed from an organisational perspective (Ambjörnsson 1993; Jansson 2013; Andrade Blanco 2005), 
with an emphasis on how the educational situations can establish boundaries in an organisation, for 
example by implementing attitudes and norms that favour the organisation. Since this study takes 
inspiration from analytical tools used in social movement theory to emphasise how parties engage their 
members, the study better captures the duality and interaction between top-down and bottom-up that 
lies in the educational situation and its effect on identity formation.

In the third identified party identity (Unite!), a far-reaching feeling of we-ness is constructed in the 
educational situation that connects the members with a broader political movement. To construct this 
movement identity, the members learn from each other and from lived experiences, which are seen to 
create widespread solidarity. The members are also assumed to develop their analytical thinking to be 
able to connect all the dots of how society is structured. What is supposed to attract them is the possibility 
of being part of something greater. The intersection between this expansive we-ness and the party 
educational situation relates to ideological training and constructing political or class consciousness 
(Jansson 2013), where the framing of members’ experiences can create a structural understanding and 
a feeling of solidarity.
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In conclusion, this study reveals that relevant actors within political parties perceive that their 
educational activities offer a platform to formulate diagnostic and prognostic framings and to construct 
the motivational framing needed to engage members in the parties’ politics. The members are invited to 
learn these relationships of what to do and how to do it, and the educational situation provides 
circumstances for creating logical and emotional rationales that link the members’ individual identities 
to a collective identity. The educational situation can, however, also be interpreted as an invitation for the 
members to reformulate and renegotiate current diagnostics and prognostics, while at the same time 
instigating collective action and tying the members to the parties. Accordingly, party education could be 
understood as a bridge between the parties and their members, which calls for the topic to be further 
explored. This study shows that important individuals within party education intend to use the educa-
tional situation to create party identities that cause members to become engaged in the party collectives. 
Consequently, there is reason to test how a similar research design translates when studying other 
parties. Do left-leaning parties in other countries understand their intra-party education in a similar way? 
What happens when studying the same processes in parties with other ideological strands? Future 
research should also aspire to come closer to the members and their experiences in order to better 
understand the process of identity construction in party education in the making. When interviewing 
party members and observing party educational situations, it becomes possible to explore how the three 
observed identities prevail in different settings. Do the members feel as part of several identities, or do 
they adhere to one identity? Are there differences between different members, educational situations, 
parties, or even countries? Since this study has just started to interpret how education ties members to 
their parties, the questions that still require answers are manifold.
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