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Movement parties and communication: an introduction
In different moments in history, social movements have entered institutions by the formation of political parties. When this happened with progressive movements, movement parties were characterized by an appeal to broaden participation through the inclusion of new groups of the population within representative institutions (della Porta 2020). In doing this, they resonated with claims made by the social movements in which they originated, proposing participatory visions of democracy. While attempts to practice them in political parties (or even social movement organizations) have never been fully successful, they have nevertheless produced long lasting innovations in  party models as well as in collective framing, with also transformations in communication practices, that have become more participatory themselves. If evaluated against an ideal type of participatory democracy, but also against the hope of their activists, the functioning of these innovations has never been satisfactory. They nevertheless often improved upon existing party organizational and communication models by opening them up to the grassroots, with apparent consequences on the organizational structure, but also on the communication strategies of political parties. Additionally, left-wing parties have often seen internal movements periodically opposing oligarchic tendencies and calling for a return to the participatory spirit of their origins.
This general trend is to be kept in mind when addressing the latest wave of movement parties, in particular the progressive ones, that build upon the above sketched history of left-wing party families. Based on these reflections, in what follows, I will critique analyses that, with a specific focus on the core subject of this special issue, have focused on communication strategies, depicting movement parties—including those on the Left--as online populist parties or digital parties. I will counter notions that risk promoting a partial view, or which reify  some specific aspects in these parties’ rhetoric, or their use  of specific communication technologies  that  minimizes their complex evolution, including in respect to  political communication. In addition, such analyses tend to support a technologically-driven explanation attributing  an erosion of democratic qualities  to an over-reliance on online technology.
Considering alternative (less technological and more political) explanations, I will suggest instead that the effects of the technology are filtered through activists’ agency, the movement parties’ evolution being influenced by movements’ dynamics and competition in the party system. Visions of online populism or digital parties are insufficient to address a complex system of communication in which (a) a multiplicity of online and offline technologies, (b) are used by a multiplicity of players; (c) within multiple arenas; (d) with frequent dilemmas and (e) adaptation through trial-and-error. This conceptualization of movement parties is not designed to deny existing limits within their organizational models and communication strategies, but to point instead at their hybrid location within party systems and social movement sectors. It is a counterweight to their assumed populist views or their use of digital technologies as the main sources of tension between proclaimed aims and real achievements. 
In particular, the concept of communication practices, as developed in social movement studies, will be referred to in order to move beyond some stereotypes coming from either mass media or digital media studies, and so allowing for an historical account of the evolution of movement parties communication. In fact, the more traditional approaches focusing on alternative media or which have cast mass media as brokers of protest messages would not be sufficient in order to capture the richness of the communicative activities in and around social movements and movement parties. The reference to practices could instead help bridge the focus on structures present in e social movement studies on mass media selectivity with the interest in agency developed in research on alternative media. To this end, attention has to be afforded, not only on the effects of the use of some media technologies, but also to the complex process of the production, distribution and consumptions of information, in which various actors (professionals and not) express their agency  (Couldry 2003, p. 44).
In short, I will use this article to show how the analysis of communication practices within movement parties allows one to go beyond the technological determinism implicit in concepts such as online populism or digital parties. References to my and others work on progressive movement parties in recent times, will be referred to as an illustration of alternative explanations vis-à-vis the technological one, to reflect on potentials and challenges for progressive movement parties, the democratic developments and the quality of the communication in which they partake.

Movement parties: beyond online populism and digital parties
If the term populism has been used with such a broad range of meaning that it often obfuscates more than it clarifies, the same can be said about the definition of populist online communication. In an introduction to a special issue of “Information, communication and society”, Sven Engesser, Nayla Fawzi and Anders Olof Larsson (2017) bring together four different meaning of populism:
“The approach of populism as ideology defines populism as a set of ideas and focuses, within the context of the special issue at hand, on the content of populist communication (What?). The approach of populism as style conceives of populism as mode of presentation and is interested in the form of populist communication (How?). The approach of populism as strategy refers to populism as a means to an end and focuses on the motives and aims of populist communication (Why?). Beside these three aspects of populism in the media, scholarship has also been interested in the populist actor or messenger of populist communication (Who?)” (ibid., p. 1280). 
These four elements are said to come together in a populist communication logic, as a sum of norms, routines and procedures (ibid.). In this view, the content is inspired by the populists’  belief in popular sovereignty and ‘direct democracy optimism’; the style is based upon simplification, emotionalization and negativity; the actors are charismatic leaders; the strategy aims at achieving power, legitimacy and mobilization. In particular, the populist style of communication, referring to the ways in which ideas are communicated, is said to be characterized by “extensive dramatization, polarization, moralization, directness, ordinariness, colloquial and vulgar language”, with a tendency “to reduce complexity”, relying mainly on negative emotions (such as anger, fear and resentment). Populist actors “prefer to paint in black” (ibid., p. 1285). 
The reference to the online dimension points to the importance of technological affordances. As on the internet attention is a scarce resource, “the populist style of simplification, emotionalization and negativity increases our attention by addressing fundamental perceptual patterns and news value” (ibid., p. 1286). Moreover, the “Internet might provide the populist actors with exactly those non-institutionalized masses they seek” (ibid.). The necessary connection between the four elements however remains largely to be proved empirically, especially not for progressive actors, that were not studies in that special issue, and (even less) for left-wing movement parties. The focus of attention on the impact of online technology also risks simplifying complex communication practices, involving various techniques, used by various players in various arenas. 
Similarly partial is the definition of some movement parties as digital parties. The conceptualization of digital parties proposed by Paolo Gerbaudo (2019) includes three dimensions: the large use of digital technology (ibid., p. 4), the platform-like structure as data driven (ibid., p. 15), and a confidence in dis-intermediated democracy. While giving power to hyper-leaders and their magic circles, these parties would discourage activists, focusing instead on a super-base of lowly committed members. The main consideration is, here as well, the poor performance of the digital parties’ platforms. The ethos of open participation (ibid., p. 77) is so considered as misplaced as digital parties create re-intermediation trough personalized leadership and a cloud, light party (ibid., 79), following a forum logic and working as a start-up. Techno-optimism is considered as responsible for this failure. Digital technologies would drive the trend towards this type of parties as they facilitate  appeals to broad and individualized masses (the “people of the web”, ibid., p. 14). Selecting on the dependent variable, this research does not systematically contrast digital with non-digital parties in their democratic performances. Without measuring the democratic qualities of the other contemporary parties, this conceptualization contrasts digital parties with the ideal type of ideological mass parties. Additionally, focusing on the use of online platform as a mean of communication introduces a selection bias that obscures interactions with social movements and the party system also simplifying much more complex communication practices that bridge on- and off-line forms of communication, involving various types of party activists and sympathizers. Comparatively assessing the forms of ‘disintermediation’ in communication would also be important as agency oriented, participatory forms of communication aim at developing channels of direct intervention which are oriented to a ‘reintermediation’ from below, rather than from above. As Marco Deseriis (2019) noted, in a comparison of the Pirate Party and the Five Star Movement, the specific use of platform is in fact strongly influenced by the widespread conceptions of technology and, especially, of democracy.
[bookmark: _Hlk530480185]Going beyond online populism and digital parties, the concept of movement parties points at the role of particularly intense relations with social movements (della Porta, Fernandez  et al. 2017). In a broadly accepted definition, social movements are conceptualized as networks of groups and individuals, endowed with some collective identification, that pursue goals of social transformation mainly through unconventional forms of participation (della Porta and Diani 2020). Political parties are free associations built with the aim of achieving institutional, mainly through participation in elections. Movement parties emerge as a sort of hybrid between the two. In Kitschelt’s (2006, p. 280) definition, “movement parties are coalitions of political activists who emanate from social movements and try to apply the organization and strategic practice of social movements in the arena of party competition.” As social movements are networks of organizations and individuals, movement parties can be part of them, as testified by overlapping memberships as well as organizational network and action links. Movement parties aim in fact at integrating the movement constituencies within their organizations, by representing movement claims. 
While the definition of movement parties can be equally partial as the ones of online populism or digital parties, I suggest that it alludes to a very important explanation of complex communication strategies. A relational and dynamic view of movement parties, as I adopt below, might in fact help understanding their formations and transformations as they are caught between the legacy of previous movement parties on the Left (i.e. socialist mass parties and left-libertarian Green parties) and the influence of their kindred social movements, with however also the need to adapt to the actual electoral context and party system. In this sense, social movement studies allow moving beyond technological determinism looking at movement parties’ communication strategies as influenced by the tensions between interactions in the movement arena and in the party system. In these relations, we can locate explanations for both the innovative potentials of digital technologies as well as the successes and failures in implementing them. As the use of technologies of communications, in a very dense communicative environment is influenced by the specific movement a party is rooted in. rather than assuming a homogeneous effect, we rather have to consider the characteristic of communication practices as influenced by existing conceptions of democracy in the social movement families. In times, the experiences within institutional politics can be expected to create tensions within the movement party which is pressured towards adapting, at least in part, to the mode of communication that is dominant in the party system. Rather than being derived from the use of specific technology or a generic reference to the people (populism as a thin ideology), the party’s conception of democracy is therefore expected to vary and impact upon the specific implementation of the available technological affordances.    

A relational and dynamic perspective on movement parties and their communication practices 
The adoption of specific conceptions of democracy, that drives the use of various technologies for knowledge production, distribution and consumption, is embedded in complex transformations in the movement as well as party arenas. While progressive movement parties have usually promoted participatory visions of democracy, the specific characteristics of the participatory visions changed in times, being embedded in a sort of repertoire, historically defined, of party models.
[bookmark: _Hlk530480346]The emergence particularly of progressive movement parties is facilitated by certain conditions: the transformation in the cleavage structures as new parties tend to appear when there are neglected issues; conduciveness in the electoral field (especially a proportional electoral system and contingent electoral volatility); the delegitimation of mainstream political parties, in particular of the party family to which social movements traditionally referred to, as new parties emerge on the left when centre-left parties are perceived as compromising with austerity policies. Especially, movement parties tend to develop during massive movement mobilizations: their emergence and, especially, their success are influenced by the characteristics of the social movements they are connected to.
[bookmark: _Hlk530480497]Progressive movement parties can be located as actors of democratic innovation within a broad trend of party transformations, characterized by the continuous approaching of the parties to state institutions and growing detachment from society. In nineteenth-century Europe, following parties of the notables that represented elite constituencies in pre-democratic societies, the ideological mass parties emerged, endowed with a stable bureaucracy in order to represent the collective interests of those who had hitherto been excluded. Various concepts were then proposed to describe the later autonomization of parties from their linkages with a specific social base (catch-all parties), a focus on getting votes (electoral parties), or an interpenetration of party and state based on inter-party collusion (cartel party) (della Porta 2015a). These tendencies seem to peak in what I have named neoliberal populist parties – organizationally light, heavily personalized, split into non-ideological factions, characterized by heavily manipulative use of mass media but also by a power rooted in the occupation of institutional positions, often used for clientelistic or corrupt exchanges (della Porta, Fernandez et al. 2017). As relations between parties and civil society organizations are further weakened and membership declines, party activists are substituted by the mass media as channels of communication with potential voters. In sum, the current model of mainstream neoliberal populist parties is shallow, weak, and opportunistic; ideological appeals are (at best) vague, with an overwhelmingly electoral orientation. 
[bookmark: _Hlk530480556][bookmark: _Hlk530480566][bookmark: _Hlk530480623]In parallel to the evolution of the mainstream party types, specific movement parties have been singled out that at the same time opposed some aspect of the mainstream parties, but also adapted to some characteristics of the dominant party types in the different historical periods  (della Porta, Fernandez et al. 2017). First of all, the party of the notables can be contrasted by parties of (left-wing) cadres that, in conditions of limited representation, tended to defend the interests of the excluded, within a conception of the party as a vanguard of the proletariat. Labour, organized, class-based and mass, ideological parties emerged and were characterized by a hierarchical relationship with the labour movement. They exemplified an integrated interaction of parties and unions, with leadership and membership overlapping and interchanging (Allern 2010, p. 37). Born in Europe in the nineteenth century, from within the labour movement, these parties advocated new political and social rights, contributing to the development of the very conception of democracy (della Porta 2013, chap. 2). Especially since the 1950s, with a clear acceleration since the early 1980s, class-mass parties have, however, dramatically transformed themselves, due in particular to a decline in party linkages with workers’ organizations (Kitschelt 1994, p. 3).
[bookmark: _Hlk530480647]It was from the critique of the bureaucratization of the ideological class party that a new form of movement party emerged with the development of new social movements: the left-libertarian party family, often identified with the Greens. As new social movements called for a more horizontal relationship, left-libertarian parties have reflected this mood, with attempts to implement participatory conceptions of politics (Kitschelt 1989, p. 3). Their renewed stress on internal democracy can be read within a dialectic process, in which “each new party type generates a reaction that stimulates further development, thus leading to yet another party type, and to another set of reactions, and so on” (Katz and Mair 1995, p. 6). Born long before the invention of online platform, left-libertarian movement parties were in fact characterized by open membership, loose networks of grassroots support, a call for social solidarity relations, and participatory structures (Frankland, Lucardie, and Rihoux 2008). At their origins, these parties adopted a non-conventional repertoire of action, including forms of protest (Poguntke 1993, p. 81). Green parties were more likely to form within strong environmental movements, from problem push (Rüdig 1990) but also opportunity pull, being, however, perceived as just one node in a (tendentially) horizontal network (Rootes 1995). Linkages between Green parties and new social movements remain mostly informal, unstable and influenced by cycles of protest (Poguntke 2002, p. 22). Moving in the direction of a professional-electoral party, Green parties had even looser ties to movements.
A new wave of movement parties has developed in the years 2010s, as the legitimacy crisis of late neoliberalism fuelled anti-austerity protests denouncing  the corruption of an entire political class (della Porta 2015b). In opposition to corrupt elites, protestors defined themselves as part of the large majority of those suffering from social and political inequalities. While these attitudes reflected a drop in trust in existing parties, which was widespread in the electorate, social movement activists became however convinced of the need for political intervention to control the market, campaigning for a return of the public. This brought about the choice to create new movement parties, whose electoral affirmation was then favoured by the widespread mistrust in the existing political parties. During the economic crisis, the PASOK in Greece, the Democratic Party in Italy and the PSOE in Spain all turned toward neoliberal policies based on structural reforms and privatization programs. Syriza, the Five Star Movement and Podemos emerged and grew from the dissatisfaction with mainstream parties in particular (but not only) of the centre-left (della Porta, Fernandez et al. 2017). 

Communication practices in movement parties
Examining movement parties’ communication strategies circumvents technological determinism to instead untangle complex communication practices. A central approach in previous research on communication in social movement studies has paralleled the attention to political opportunities with one to media (or discursive) opportunities pointing at the selectivity of mass media towards movement actors; limitations on media freedoms and pluralism that discourage the coverage of contentious politics and deny access to new actors (della Porta and Mattoni 2015; della Porta and Pavan 2018; Cammaerts 2012). In recent times, tendencies towards concentration, commercialization and deregulation in the mass media system (Bennet and Pfetsch 2019) made access for progressive movement parties all the more difficult. 
If the analysis of media opportunities tended to consider especially structural constraints, agency emerges in research that, in the tradition of the resource mobilization approache, have looked at alternative media as strategic instruments for mobilization and, a fortiori, arenas for the prefiguration of horizontal and participatory visions of production and communication (Downing 2001;  Atkinson 2010),  emphasizing their capacity to involve not only (or mainly) professional journalists, but also normal citizens in news production, given their horizontal links with their audience. Even before the availability of online communication, alternative media have long overcome the distinction between audience and producers, the readers and writers. 
Going beyond discursive opportunities and alternative media, analyses of social movements and their communication, attention on media practices as “practices of resistance in their own right” (Cammaerts 2012; Mattoni and Treré 2014) address the ways in which “people exercise their agency in relation to media flows” (Couldry 2006, p. 27). While digital technologies might have facilitated a blurring of the borders between news production and news consumption, producers and the public, the very logics of communication in progressive social movements has always aimed (even if with various results) at producing alternative public spheres, giving citizens a right to speak that also means a right to communicate and “be the media”.
The concept of media practices points therefore at the importance of the agency of various actors.  In this vein, it allows to understand not only  the growing blurring of borders between production, distribution and consumption in the activist milieus but also  the innovation in the layering out of different means of communication (production, distribution and consumption) in movements and movement parties.
Media practices are certainly influenced by available technologies for communication. Digital media have by their very limited costs, immediate time and global spread deeply transformed the media opportunities for communications in movements and movement parties. Digital media so shape the modes in which individuals can express and present themselves in public (Gerbaudo and Treré 2015). As social movement activists are however critical users, they tend to single out the strengths as well as the weaknesses of the different technologies. Movement parties as well develop attempts at innovating in the use of some communication technologies, trying (even if at times unsuccessfully) to adapt them for their aims.  So, movement and movement parties actors “purposively and strategically create, select, juxtapose, and publicly display digital contents of all types (photos, video, texts, animated gifs etc.) that, altogether, define their public presence” (della Porta and Pavan 2018, p. 33).
Beyond the materiality of the media, movement practices are, as other repertoires of action, led by norms. New technologies are used in as far as they resonate with social movements’ vision of democracy at the normative level. Fast and inexpensive communication allows for flexible organizational and more participatory structures. Research on movement parties has in fact confirmed the importance of normative visions of democracy in leading the use of new technologies (De Seriis 2019). Conceptions of democracy inside and outside the groups tend to filter the technological potentials of technological innovations so pointing at different styles in the politics on the web. So, different SMOs tend to exploit different technological opportunities, producing communication endowed with different qualities that apparently reflect different organizational models (Mosca and della Porta 2009). Different types of governance of interactions between platform providers and online creative communities are related to different conceptions of democratic decision-making (Fuster 2010). Activists of community radio and radical internet projects use differently old and new technologies as the repertoires of action, networking strategies and organizational forms are filtered through the activists motivations and ideological/cultural backgrounds with a particular attention to the normative meanings of internal democracy as well as relations with the users (Milan 2013). Thus, “accounting more systematically for the knowledge that movements produce in the current digital mediascape appears to be a necessary step to comprehend how fluid and ever evolving communication networks can become agents of democratization” (della Porta and Pavan 2018, p. 35). Practices are in fact permanently rethought and changed.

Communication practices in contemporary progressive movement parties
Based on these theoretical and conceptual tools, as well as existing research on the progressive side of the recent generation of movement parties, I will argue in what follows that their organizational and communication modes a) are influenced by the democratic conceptions of related social movements and party families’ traditions, rather than by a blind faith in digital technology; b) are based on complex bridging of on- but especially off-line forms of participation that are not driven by a data-driven platform logic but rather by a deep-rooted attempt to open the party structure to external sympathizers; c) are not driven by attempts at disintermediation but rather by attempts at empowering the grass-roots, typical of alternative movement media; d) the communication style tend to be characterized by positive sentiments (such as hope) rather than by a a negative and exclusive style.
Contemporary movement parties on the Left reflect an evolution in the organizational structures, identity frames, and repertoires of action of progressive social movements. However, this adaptation is not without its tensions, as movement parties have to balance the different logics and pressures present within party systems and social movement networks as main fields of intervention. Looking at movement parties, as with social movement organizations, we can therefore observe complex media ecologies, in which activists, not just media specialists, communicate. The communication is driven by opportunities but also normative concerns. Beyond the biased mass media and the internally oriented alternative media, movement parties develop complex practices which are alternative, activist, citizens’, radical, autonomous (Mattoni 2012). 
Movement parties vary with the specific characteristics of the movements they refer to, but also the type of relations they establish with them. So, MAS in Bolivia developed different strategies towards the peasants’ movement it originated in, the Cocaleros, and the urban movements, it entered in contact with (Anria 2019). Similarly, Podemos and its local allies had more intense interactions with some core movements, such as the housing movement in Barcelona (della Porta 2020; Fletcher Fominaya 2020). 
Moreover, research has shown that communication practices  changed in times, alternating moments of cooperation with moments of competition. Especially, as movement parties need to adapt to the communication practices which are considered as more effective during electoral campaigns, social movement organizations criticize the personalization of leaders as well as the simplification of the messages (again on Podemos, e.g. della Porta 2020). Since however movement parties need also to rely on movements to mobilize support, channel of communication tend to remain open and activists with double membership can bring within the parties themselves the pressures for more participatory forms. Not by chance, the history of old generations of movement parties—from the socialist ones to the green ones—are characterized by moves and countermoves, professionalization of communication and pressure fro more horizontal forms, adaptation with moderation and ‘return to the origins’, as for instance the recent vicissitudes of the Labour party in the UK testify for.
What is more, tensions between different visions and strategies—including on communication forms and contents—become all the more dramatic when movement parties access power, entering in governments at local but also national level. The development of Syriza in Greece but also of the Five Star Movement in Italy testify of sudden shifts, especially when accessing the national governments. As former movement activists become party leaders and then access high level institutional positions, their style of communication become more mainstream and, especially, the claims and policy choices become more moderate (della Porta, Fernandez  et al 2017).
In addressing these tensions, movement parties build however upon and found media outlets that to a certain degree reflect a desire, but also a need for innovation. First of all, as social movements tend to innovate through the experimentation of alternative media[footnoteRef:1], also movement parties build upon these attempts, adapting them to new circumstances through the hybridization of innovative and mainstream practices. So, movement parties participate in complex media environments which are “open, unpredictable and controversial space of mediatization and communication, made up of different layers which continuously combine with one another due to the information flows circulating within the media environment itself” (Mattoni 2009, p. 33). Different persons intervene and different types of media interact as “individuals simultaneously play different roles, especially in particular situations of protest, mobilization and claims making” (ibid., p. 34).  [1:  In Downing’s definition (2001, p. 3), “radical alternative media constitute the most active form of the active audience and express oppositional strands, overt and covert, within popular cultures”. They are “media, generally small scale and in many different forms, that express an alternative vision to hegemonic policies, priorities and perspectives” (ibid., p. v).] 

While adapting to (some) rules of communication dominating in the party system—generally top down and professionalized—movement parties still have to deal with a particular base of reference often endowed with high capacity for agency as well as high critical propensity towards any vertical structure. In the social movement arena movement parties refer to,  “the media audience is transformed into a communicative subject increasingly able to redefine the process by which societal communication frames the culture of society” (Castells 2009, 116), Activists are said to adopt a  “dialectical, mutual-shaping, or co-production perspective, where artefacts and social action are seen as mutually constitutive and determining” (Lievrouw 2014, p. 23). So, movement parties have to search for ways to strike a balance between top-down and bottom up forms of communication
While certainly also oriented to power, movement parties are deeply affected by their core reference to social movements as they build upon the hybrid and multifarious infrastructures for communication in the movements they originated in. As movement parties evolve, moving towards institutions, tensions with social movements are reflected in the building of parties’ more autonomous means of communication. So, research on communication in movement parties, as the one presented in this special issue, reports of their frequent (even if often unsuccessful) attempts at innovating with media practices in order to overcome the bias of the mainstream media towards them and exploit the potential for alternative forms of communication in their privileged  basis of reference within social movements.  
[bookmark: _Hlk530480949][bookmark: _Hlk530480968]So, while some analyses have linked the participatory ethos of progressive movement parties to their ‘platformization’, to which a logic of ‘distributing organizing’ and disintermediation of politic’ is linked (e.g. Gerbaudo 2019, 14-15), I suggest that it is not an effect of their use of online platforms, as  long predating the very emergence of the technologies. Rather, it reflects the social movements’ visions and practices of democracy: their achievements but also their limitations. This is well visible if we look at the history of Podemos. As in Spain the financial crisis hit fast and deep, dramatically affecting the everyday life of citizens, on 15 May 2011 the occupation of Puerta del Sol in Madrid started a long and massive wave of contention that came to be known as the 15M movement (the movement of the 15th of May). The collective framing included a defence of citizenship rights, but also proactive visions of progressive transformations of the welfare system towards conceptions and practices of the commons. Values of equality, inclusiveness and dialogue were practised within deliberative and participatory conceptions of democracy (della Porta, Andretta et al. 2016). These frames were present in Podemos from the very beginning, with some tensions between mistrust in mainstream parties and the decision to form a party (della Porta, Fernandez et al 2017). So, Podemos was a deliberate choice by movement actors to create an electoral tool that could eventually exploit the new energies which emerged during the peak of the protest cycle, channelling them into institutional politics (della Porta, Fernandez et al. 2017, p. 49). The 15M movement contributed to prepare the terrain for Podemos through a critique of the parties and the party system that were identified with the Spanish democratic transition (Sampedro and Lobera 2014).  The interactions between the party and progressive social movements continue to be facilitated also by personal experiences and overlapping membership (della Porta, Fernandez et al. 2017, p. 122). 
[bookmark: _Hlk530481095][bookmark: _Hlk530481116][bookmark: _Hlk530481216]Important to consider is also that the reliance on communication of platforms—which is always combined with a dominance of communication off-line--varies a lot from movement parties to movement parties, being more relevant for e.g. the Pirate Party in Germany or the Five Stars Movement in Italy than in Podemos in Spain and even less Syriza in Greece or MAS in Bolivia (della Porta, Fernandez et al 2017). While progressive movement parties have always tended to exploit new communication technologies in order to reduce the cost of communication and overcome the mainstream media bias against them, they have never focused on just one technique, rather stratifying all of them in their internal and external communication. Being themselves critical media users, movement parties have in fact hybrid organizational models, blending innovative and traditional characteristics. What is more, in time they have tended to become more conventional in their organization and communication, given the growing role of electoral politics and (often) declining mobilization of social movements of reference. To remain with the example of Podemos, the organizational choices and evolution in the party testifies to the influence of the 15M, but also of some tensions between party and movements, between grassroots participatory structure and personalized style of decision-making (Font, Graziano, and Tsakatika 2015; della Porta, Fernandez et al. 2017, p. 98). Eventually, going well beyond the platform, the organizational structure of Podemos mixes traditional elements of the left-wing party model with some participatory innovations, generating tensions between horizontal networking and a centralization and personalization of the leadership (Galindo et al. 2015; Rendueles and Sola 2015). Rather than a substitution of platform for party branches (Gerbaudo 2019, p. 16), a quite traditional party structure was put in place.
Also the presence of blurred boundaries between the inside and the outside of the party have characterized progressive movement parties for a long time. Historically, not only the socialist parties developed ancillary associations open to sympathizers, but even more the Green parties at they origins open the decision making process to non-members, privileging open assemblies and horizontal forms of communization to delegation and vertical forms of communication. More recently, progressive movement parties have built upon these previous attempts, also experimenting with new technologies.
[bookmark: _Hlk530481181][bookmark: _Hlk530481192]In the new generation of progressive movement parties, participatory tools have been certainly looked for also in the use of digital media. Inspired by the 15M movement, to increase participation, Podemos has for instance experimented with existing commercial online platforms that have seldom been used by social movements (Romanos and Sádaba 2016). In particular, Plaza Podemos has been defined as a digital square, “with collective life which thinks, debates and cooperates socializing information and generating debates and processes of collective intelligence” (Toret 2015, p. 132), a forum online for internal party discussion, self described as a most complete citizens’ participation tool for an open, transparent and democratic government” (ibid., p. 120) Supported by the Consul Software, that is used also by several municipalities, it allows for proposition developed through thread discussion, as in the collaborative drafting of the party program for the national election of 2015 on axes such as democracy, economy, justice and culture in which more than 15,000 people took part (Gerbaudo 2019, p. 131). In addition, Participa is a section on the party’s website that allows discussing and voting on various issues. More ambitious but less successful is the Iniciativa Ciudadanas Podemos that was launched in order to allow for the development of motions on the party statute or policy decision, but has never reached final stage given too high threshold (ibid., p. 133). Appgree is used for the organization of mass protests as it allows for a quick poll on the opinions of participants (Romanos and Sádaba 2016).
While all these instruments have shown limits, they have however at times increased the participation in the movement parties as well as allowing for multiplying the arenas for debate. Additionally, rather than being limited to the specific party, these instruments have been developed and applied both by the social movements and at the institutional level.  Moreover, they have been combined with off-line open structures. So, Podemos also launched (offline) the Area of Civil Society, led by an ex-lawyer for the Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca (PAH), which in July 2015 organized the ‘Forum for Change,’ with the participation of more than 2,500 activists. 
In sum, Podemos, as other movement parties,  attempted to develop an organizational structure that addresses in part the critique of representative democracy that was widespread in the 15M, with particular emphasis on grassroots participation. The party “generated a great social effervescence: hundreds of circles were created in the first months, an intense public scrutiny of the different programs and projects of the organization took place, and tens of thousands periodically participated in votes through the Internet” (Rendueles and Sola 2018, p. 37). The frequent elections in 2015 and 2016 pushed however towards a rapid institutionalization oriented toward capturing the opening of electoral opportunities (Rendueles and Sola 2018). In time, the leadership chose to strengthen its control at the expense of a greater plurality, in order to maximize its chances of success in the upcoming elections. As electoral politics pushed the privileging of efficacy over internal pluralism, tensions emerged inside the party.
Finallt, if we look at the content of the message and the style of communication, the norms and practices of social movements seem more influential than the use of online technology. Progressive movement parties share first of all with the movements they refer to inclusive frames and the attempt at a grassroot communication style defying definition as populist. In the same direction, the appeal to the people is mainly framed in the traditional language of the Left, with some innovation that is resonant with the anti-austerity protests. Research on Podemos or MAS has pointed at their counter-hegemonic strategy toward transforming the political status quo through a radical change in discourse. As for its communication style, Podemos presents itself as a movement for a political renewal of the symbols and identities of the traditional left. Resonant with the 15M discourse, the critique of the Old Left is expressed in the choice of the party name, its colour and its logo. The very name Podemos (We can) “signals the willingness to capitalize on the sense of popular empowerment emerging from virtual and physical plazas as a way to promote action into the Spanish parliamentary system” (Agustin and Briziarelli 2018, p. 7). Here as well, transformations were noted with the increasing focus on electoral politics that brought about a growing need to attract voters located on the centre-left, as well as to find party allies on the centre-left.  

In conclusion
In conclusion, movement parties—as movement organizations and political parties—use complex communication practices with a stratification of various modes and means of communication in which different internal and external actors intervene. Movement parties coming from progressive movements have historically promoted innovations in the party structures, strategies and communication as well as in the framing. The stress on participation dates from well before the internet, having been at the root of the socialist ideological mass party as well as the left-libertarian Green parties. The latest wave of movement parties emerged from the anti-austerity protests has built upon those previous experiences, developing hybrid models between democratic centralism and open party structure. 
The specific types of democratic innovations and their links with available communication technologies are then deeply influenced by the conceptions and practices of democracy in the social movement family from which they originate. In the case of the contemporary wave of progressive movement parties, the experience of the GJM first and the anti-austerity protests later on  pushed for a combination of deliberative forums and direct democracy. Open membership as well as instruments for consensual decision making and open debate are not determined by the invention of online platforms, long preceding them (Polletta 2004). They rather build upon the experiences of Green parties mixed with the inspiration drawn from contemporary social movements.
As for the use of digital technologies, social movement organizations and movement parties have been inspired by critical users to develop alternatives to the more and more close discursive opportunities. Offline and online alternative media traditions have been innovated within new movements and adapted by movement parties—as it has happened with the press, the radio, the TV and then the internet and most recently  social media. By necessity and predisposition, social movements have been innovators in communication strategies, but usually far from acritical ones. In fact, social movement and movement party activists still use all of these media, for internal and external communication blending them in order to adapt to participatory conceptions of democracy.
Activists have however always been aware of the limits of specific technologies, experimenting with them but also trying to correct their shortcoming. Even if not always successfully, they have innovated in their search of solutions for communication challenges. As research on communication practices clearly indicate, online communication is embedded in offline relations, being often produced by groupings of activists. As studies of referendums from below testify for, informal nets and rank and file participate in the production and distribution of messages (della Porta, O’ Connor et al 2017). All these experiences have migrated from movements to movement parties.
In terms of communication styles, while emotions are always part of political communication, progressive social movements and movement parties have been building upon principles of civicness and inclusiveness that are certainly far away for the fake news and aggressive framing observed in rightwing online populism. As for progressive movements, an inclusive attitude as well as the need to mobilize on hope for change has characterized also related party movements, since the at least the origins of the socialist party family. 
In sum, the participatory ethos does not come from digital platforms. Rather, participative and deliberative democracy as an aspiration is a value coming from social movements, as well as previous generations of movement parties. The organizational format, while using also digital technologies as instruments of communication, bridges new with old models as well as new and old media. New technologies are in fact mainly seen in a critical way, far away from techno-enthusiasm. Far from disappearing, the movement parties tend however to adapt in time to the party system, electoral competition and institutional logics.
A final remark refers to the perspective of these progressive movement parties of the last wave. While experiencing ups and downs, successes and failures, hope and disillusionment vis-à-vis the most optimistic expectations, they do not seem to be  transient parties. Rather, occupying the space the socialist party family left empty, the most recent generation of progressive movement parties have built long lasting organizations. Even when  maintaining  competitive relations with the old left, they have contributed to a revival of the radical Left that had been proclaimed dead, entering not only parliaments but also governments, and not only at local but also at national level. Their innovative potential, even if far from being fully materialized, has contributed not only to positive electoral results but also the emergence of new frames and strategies that might affect also other, more mainstream, parties. 
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A number of Western European countries have recently seen the emergence of ‘digital parties’. This term refers to a new wave of political organisations committed to transforming intra-party democracy (IPD) through the adoption of online ‘participatory platforms’, sections of their official websites where registered members can debate and decide on various issues. In this article, I assess the democratic quality of online participatory platforms in the Five Star Movement in Italy and Podemos in Spain, examining various features embedded in them – discussions and proposals, elections of party officials and candidates and referendums – and evaluating their degree of inclusiveness, centralisation and institutionalisation. I argue that counter to their promise to introduce a more membership-controlled and inclusive democracy, IPD in digital parties is strongly top-down. What these formations offer is a plebiscitarian ‘reactive democracy’ where members have little say over the process and are mostly left with ratifying decisions taken by the party leadership. This state of affairs calls for a critical rethinking of digital technology’s potential for transforming IPD

1

