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This paper explores the emerging position of the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership. It 
does so through an engagement with some of the key theories of social democratic parties, in 
combination with an overview of the concrete development of the Labour Party under Corbyn. The 
aim of the chapter, therefore, is to set out the central elements and tensions that constitute the 
Labour Party during its Corbyn phase, the key pressures that have generated these developments, and 
the likely trajectories for change that we might glean from such an analysis. Whilst the study of the 
Labour Party under Corbyn is of interest on its own terms, it is also of interest as it has the potential 
to provide an experiment and/or a ‘route map’ for social democratic parties considering alternative 
trajectories in a broader context marked by both declining electoral support and questions over the 
best way to shore up ideological distinctiveness and coherence. 

Theorising social democratic parties 

Social democratic parties have faced a range of obstacles in their historical project. This is a project 
that we might consider to be an attempt to win election to office, in order to advance redistributive 
public policy initiatives through the institutions of the nation state, at the same time as overseeing the 
successful management of a capitalist economy (Bailey 2009b). The obstacles that social democratic 
parties face arise from a number of competing pressures that social democratic parties must respond 
to in order to have a chance of achieving their broader programmatic and electoral goals. Scholars of 
social democratic parties have sought to theorise these obstacles, and to thereby understand the 
pressures which account for social democratic party behaviour. We can, in turn, draw upon these 
theories to develop an analytical framework through which to explain the more recent developments 
of the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn. Four key pressures can be identified, as set out below. 

Internal party pressures: between democratisation and centralisation 

Social democratic parties have historically been faced with the need to deal with somewhat conflicting 
internal party pressures, both to pursue and promote public policy reforms that will have an 
equalising, and therefore empowering, effect upon subordinate social groups, and the need for 
relatively centralised decision-making in order to operate effectively as a political party. These 
potentially antagonistic social democratic party pressures effectively create a tension for social 
democratic party leaders, constraining the degree to which equality can be pursued. Thus, dating back 
as far as Michels’ (1915) ‘iron law of oligarchy’, the social democratic ambition of reconciling social 
policies that benefit subordinate classes, on the one hand, with the parliamentary party as the 
institutional form through which to achieve these goals, on the other hand, has consistently been 
questioned in terms of the degree to which the form subverts the end. To put the problem briefly, 
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redistributive social policy tends to rely upon a shift in social resources in an attempt to create a 
virtuous circle that goes something like the following: increased welfare provisions  reduced 
dependency upon waged work  increased power resources for subordinate groups  
democratisation of decision making across society  more effective expression of welfare demands 
 increased welfare provisions for working population (see Esping-Andersen and Korpi, 1986, for a 
version of this argument). The problem is that the stage – “democratisation of decision making across 
society” – in this virtuous circle has a tendency to clash with the more hierarchical type of decision-
making that is required for the functioning of political parties seeking election to office (see the 
discussion in Bailey 2009b). That is, political parties require for their success a degree of top-down 
leadership, in which decisions are centred around an elite leadership within the party, thereby limiting 
the degree to which decision-making processes can be democratised. This therefore creates a tension, 
between the redistributive pressures created by traditional social democratic goals, on the one hand, 
and the resistance to too great a degree of redistribution on the part of those political elites that lead 
social democratic parties and stand to lose as a result of a shift in power away from the centre of the 
party. Social democratic parties need, therefore, to construct a (temporary) resolution to this 
dilemma. As a result, social democratic parties have historically been subjected to internal pressures, 
both for more democratisation (especially from grassroots groups within the parties) and for more 
party centralisation (especially from the party elite, in its attempt to ensure electability and 
governability), with different social democratic parties adopting a different balance between these 
conflicting pressures at different times and places. 

Parliamentary pressures: between principle and convention 

In addition to internal party pressures, social democratic parties tend also to be subjected to what we 
might term, ‘parliamentary pressures’. This observation is perhaps most closely associated with the 
work of Ralph Miliband (1973), in his book, Parliamentary Socialism. The argument here is that 
participation within the parliamentary process has a socialising effect upon what might otherwise be 
radical social democratic party actors. Radical intentions are, over time, softened by the norms and 
expectations of moderation that are associated with parliamentary process and institutional 
convention. That is, the terms of ‘reasonable’ parliamentary debate are such that it is necessary to 
avoid saying or doing anything too outlandish or unconventional; convention, in turn, is defined in 
terms of largely respecting the status quo. For instance, social democratic parties must consistently 
juggle the need to respect the parliamentary convention of defending the national economic interest 
– even when such a convention might be to the detriment of the particular interests of its core 
constituents (for instance, workers striking in a nationally-sensitive economic sector). In such 
circumstances, the terms of the debate are, to a degree, geared against social democratic parties in 
that they are placed on the back foot by needing to both defend the national economic interest and 
the particular interests of their constituents. There is a tendency, therefore, for the conventions of 
parliamentary politics to move social democratic party actors in a direction away from their ideal 
position. Social democratic parties therefore need to steer a course between principles and the 
conventions that constrain behaviour within the parliamentary process. 

Electoral pressures: beyond the core working class voter 

The third set of pressures facing social democrats can be termed ‘electoral pressures’. Perhaps the 
most well-cited author of this argument is Przeworski (1985). Here the argument is that the class 
structure of the electorate in advanced capitalist democracies is such that the industrial working class 
(i.e. those voters with the highest proclivity to vote for social democratic parties) is a minority of the 
electorate, and that therefore any viable electoral programme must moderate its position in order to 
appeal to constituents beyond the core working class vote. Indeed, Przeworski’s argument is often 
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updated to extend to the post-Fordist period, from the 1970s onwards, in which the share of the vote 
that is made up of the industrial working class has declined further still. Kitschelt (1999) is probably 
the most often cited proponent of this view, according to which the class structure of the electorate 
has worsened (from the perspective of traditional social democratic parties), creating a situation in 
which the only winning coalition that social democratic parties can put together consists of a 
constituency centred around the post-industrial left-liberal service sector professional salaried white 
collar workers. These workers, moreover, tend to have more individualist, post-materialist and 
libertarian attitudes that prevent the adoption of a leftist/redistributive welfare state-focused agenda 
from being electorally viable. This is especially so in a majoritarian electoral system such as that of the 
UK’s, in which the ‘winner-takes-all’ nature of the voting system punishes those parties that appeal to 
minority interests such as the industrial proletariat. 

Socio-economic pressures: managing capitalism 

The final set of pressures that I wish here to consider here, I term ‘socio-economic pressures’. This 
relates to the long-term questions that social democrats have been grappling with since the historic 
debates between Lenin, Kautsky, Bernstein, and Luxemburg, as part of the central debates within the 
Second International (Berman 2006). That is, the extent to which, and how, capitalism can be 
reformed? Central to this, is the need to design a socio-economic model that is at once profitable and 
at the same time presents an opportunity for social democratic parties to advance, through public 
policy measures, more equitable outcomes than those advocated by their more conservative 
opponent parties. This, moreover, is problematised by the tendency within capitalism for the rate of 
the profit to fall over time, which creates a corresponding need for countervailing measures to be 
adopted in order to avoid problems with economic growth and the potential for recession and 
unemployment (Kliman 2012; Roberts 2016). This requirement for countervailing measures, 
moreover, normally amounts to the need to search for ways in which to further intensify exploitation 
This might include attempts through public policy to lower the wage share, an increase in 
unemployment (so as to increase the discipline exerted over labour), or a widening of the pool of 
exploitable labour (typically through an expansion of the world market and/or domestically through 
measures such as welfare retrenchment) (Harvey 2003). As such, social democratic party leaders are 
routinely faced with a conflicting choice between the promotion of redistributive measures in an 
attempt to shore up their political and ideological identity and appeal, and the adoption of measures 
that will intensify exploitation in an attempt to offset declining rates of profit and associated decline 
in growth and the potential that this contains to prompt economic recession (Kliman 2012; Roberts 
2016; Harvey 2006).  

 

Corbynism in Historical context 

Before we discuss the concrete developments of the Labour Party under Corbyn, we need first to set 
out briefly the historical context within which Corbyn emerged as leader of the Labour Party. This 
represented a response to trajectories within the British Labour Party, but these have also been 
mirrored within the social democratic party family across much of Europe, as is outlined below. In 
discussing this context, moreover, what follows is an attempt to consider the development of social 
democratic parties in general, leading up to the election of Corbyn as Labour Party leader, through the 
framework of the four conflicting pressures as set out above. As such it provides an opportunity to 
consider whether Corbyn’s leadership represents a potential trajectory for other parties within the 
European social democratic party family, and, if so, with what likely effect. 
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The post-1970s crisis of social democracy and the turn to the ‘third way’ or ‘modernised’ social 
democracy 

As has now been well charted, ‘traditional’ social democratic parties faced a broad range of problems 
from the late-1960s onwards. This was steeped in a dual problem: the growing militancy of the labour 
movement, which social democratic parties had typically emerged to represent but whose demands 
they now increasingly found themselves overburdened by (Crouch and Pizzorno 1978); and the need 
to identify a governing strategy that would be compatible with a socio-economic model able to secure 
a return to growth (Bailey 2009a). The solution that most social democratic parties struck upon over 
the course of the 1980s and 1990s included a willingness to accept a new global division of labour, in 
which manufacturing would be increasingly moved to the Global South, resulting in the restructuring 
of advanced industrial democracies, with a corresponding increase in service-based employment. This 
was accompanied by a move whereby the disciplining pressures emerging from global competition 
were actively portrayed as pressing, overwhelming and unavoidable; thereby justifying a shift in the 
party programme so that it was more based on accepting the need for welfare retrenchment, supply-
side economic policies, and the de-privileging of working class interests and organisations (especially 
trade unions, the welfare state, and employment protection legislation) (Bailey 2009b; Watson and 
Hay 2003). As a result, most social democratic parties went through some degree of revision and 
modernisation during the 1980s and 1990s, resulting in what has been referred to as ‘third way’, ‘new’, 
or ‘modernised’ social democracy, adopted in some form (and to different degrees) in social 
democratic parties across much of Europe (Bailey 2009a). 

Whilst some parties, such as the British Labour Party and the German SPD, were more wholehearted 
in their embrace of a ‘third way’ position, nevertheless even those resistant to the rightward shift 
marked by the ‘third way’ turn, such as the French Parti Socialiste (PS) under Lionel Jospin, evinced 
signs of this transition. Thus, Jospin’s PS represented a significant change in party programme to the 
much more traditional one of Mitterrand in 1981. Whereas Mitterrand had been committed, prior to 
the infamous 1983 U-turn, to widespread nationalisation, increased workers’ rights and traditional 
Keynesian macroeconomic policy, under Jospin the PS adopted what the party leader termed a form 
of ‘Modern Socialism’ (Jospin 1999; Hall 1986; Clift 2003). Under this modernised form of socialism 
Jospin adopted a number of the defining features of the ‘third way’ move, albeit in considerably more 
nuanced terms than that espoused by Blair and Schroeder. This included a willingness to consider the 
partnership with the private sector as a means by which to achieve traditionally social democratic 
goals:  

the campaign for employment and the defence of national interests – particularly in leading-
edge or strategic industries – may justify industrial partnerships with private enterprises, 
French or foreign (particularly if they are European). I do not intend to obstruct these 
partnerships by insisting, in the name of the ownership of the means of production, that the 
public sector should hold a controlling stake. Such partnerships are justifiable both politically 
and economically. 

In my opinion, what counts in these cases are the ends or objectives of the industrial policy 
we are pursuing: employment, economic growth, the economic and industrial power of our 
enterprises and the position of France. If defending these objectives entails opening up the 
capital of a public undertaking or even privatising it, then so be it. 

(Jospin 1999: 7-8) 
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Likewise, Jospin also sought to ensure a move towards productivism, claiming that, 

 

For the fruits of economic growth to be redistributed, there must first be growth. In the new 
global market we must therefore ensure that our production base is competitive. The French 
government has embarked on a vigorous industrial policy to create and restructure industrial 
groups which can compete in world markets. 

(Jospin 1999: 11) 

Finally, on the welfare state, Jospin echoed ‘third way’ concerns, again in more nuanced terms than 
had been expressed by those of a more outstated ‘third way’ position, in highlighting the need for 
reduced welfare spending: 

we must modernise the welfare state[…] In the health service, for example, this is what we 
are doing in trying to control spending. […] The same balance is necessary in pension reform. 
We need both to preserve our values and to face reality. 

(Jospin 1999: 13) 

Welfare reforms should also, according to Jospin, be more focused on seeking to prioritise 
employment as the most effective means by which to challenge inequality, claiming, ‘Our policies seek 
to bring the socially excluded into employment, since involvement in work helps people feel a part of 
society’ (Jospin 1999: 14). As a result of these measures, Jospin argued, this new, modernised form of 
social democracy was enabling the PS to reach out to the middle classes, who now viewed the party 
as supportive of ‘the creation of new enterprises, innovation, risk-taking and the simplification of red 
tape’ (Jospin 1999: 14). 

Whilst social democratic parties varied along national lines in terms of the degree to which they 
embraced the move to the ‘third way’, we can nevertheless see signs, to a greater or lesser degree, of 
some moderation in party programme, and transformation from what we might refer to as a 
‘traditional’ social democratic position, to a ‘new’ social democracy, in most west European social 
democratic parties during the 1990s (Bailey 2009a). This, in turn, resulted in an upturn in the fortune 
of those parties. The year 2000 marked a high-point for this project of ‘modernised’ social democracy. 
Social democratic parties were in office in 13 out of 15 EU member states; and had recently entered 
government in all of the big four member states: UK (Blair); Germany (Schroeder); France (Jospin); and 
Italy (D’Alema). 

The ‘third way’ or ‘modernised’ phase of social democracy therefore represented an attempt to 
resolve each of the dilemmas noted above. Centralisation of decision-making within social democratic 
parties was largely achieved through the adoption of a media-friendly party leadership, justified in 
terms of the need to adapt to the external pressures of globalisation and the limiting effect that this 
had upon the scope for democratic alternatives. Likewise, parliamentary pressures were in large part 
resolved through the commitment to a limited interventionist agenda, in which party discipline was 
upheld and justified in terms that highlighted the unviability of alternatives. The electoral strategy of 
this approach focused on extending social democratic party support to the more pro-market, liberal 
section of the professional, salaried and managerial classes. Finally, the programme adopted for 
managing capitalism focused on the liberalisation of markets, especially financial markets, creating a 
growth model built on growing asset prices, rising private debt, declining savings rates, and a 
concomitant expansion of the financial and service sector, alongside a secular decline in the 
importance of the manufacturing sector and related employees. The more explicitly redistributive, 
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regulatory, and therefore social democratic elements of this growth model were largely focused on 
active (rather than passive) labour market reforms and a move to make welfare states more focused 
on equipping welfare recipients for entering the labour market (including through a tightened link to 
training, conditionality in terms of willingness to work, and means-testing welfare provision); or what 
Huo refers to as ‘productivist solidarity’ and ‘prioritarian egalitarianism’ (Huo 2009).  

Social democracy following the 2008 global economic crisis: beyond the third way? 

Whilst the turn to the third way initially appeared to have been a successful transformation of the 
party doctrine (at least in electoral terms), the longer lasting effects were less encouraging. As 
Christoph Arndt (2013) has clearly illustrated, the major electoral consequence of the Third Way turn 
was a sharp decline in the level of support amongst social democratic parties’ core working class 
voters. This contributed to electoral defeats during the first decade of the 2000s in Germany, Sweden, 
Poland, Italy, the Netherlands, and France, and in 2010 in the UK and 2011 in Spain and Portugal. 
Perhaps more fundamentally, as table 1 shows, the average vote share achieved by social democratic 
parties fell in almost all European countries. The table tracks the change in vote share in 11 European 
countries, comparing the last election before (or during) 2000, with the first election after (or on) 
2010. It therefore compares the last vote of social democratic parties before the first decade of the 
2000s, with their share of the vote after that first decade. In almost every country in the sample we 
see a decline in vote share, with the exception of only France and Italy. Yet the comparison in the 
Italian case is complicated by the fact that the Democratic Party was formed during that decade by 
joining together both the social democratic party (DS, which had itself emerged out of the Italian 
Communist Party (PCI) following the end of the Cold War) and other Christian democratic parties. 
Thus, during the first decade of the 2000s, only the French PS can really be said to have improved its 
vote share of all of the social democratic parties compared. This general experience of decline has 
been convincingly shown to have occurred as a result of either a rise in abstentions amongst social 
democratic parties’ core working class voters, or as those voters have switched to either parties of the 
radical left or far right (Arndt 2013; Karreth et al., 2012). In particular, the prevailing explanation for 
these trends is that the move towards a Third Way position had only short-term benefit for social 
democratic parties. Whilst the move allowed them to appeal to centrist voters in the short-term, in 
the longer term it weakened their ideological ‘brand’, creating a net effect that was largely detrimental 
to their electoral support. As Karreth et al. (2013: 792) put it, ‘gains these parties derived from the 
policy shift toward the middle in the 1990s were short-lived and came at the expense of electoral 
success in the subsequent decade, mottling the ideological coherence of the parties as political 
organizations in the process’.  A similar picture emerges from figure 1, which charts the average social 
democratic vote share for the same countries, between 1965 and 2017. Thus, social democratic 
parties reached a low point in 1991, before improving their vote share throughout the 1990s (as part 
of the turn towards ‘modernised’ social democracy), before again experiencing a downturn in 2005, 
which began to look like a collapse from 2009 onwards (after the onset of the global economic crisis). 

 

Table 1: Change in social democratic party vote share during the 2000s 

Party Vote share 
(pre-2000) 

Voter share 
(post-2010) 

Percentage points 
difference (pre-
2000 to post-2010) 

Austria (SPÖ) 33.2% (1999) 26.8% (2013) -6.4 
Denmark (SD) 36% (1998) 24.9% (2011) -11.1 
Finland (SDP) 22.9% (1999) 19.1% (2011) -3.8 
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France (PS) 23.5% (1997) 29.4% (2012) 5.9 
Germany (SPD) 40.9% (1998) 25.7% (2013) -15.2 
Greece (PASOK) 43.8% (2000) 13.2% (2012) -30.6 
Hungary (MSZP) 32.9% (1998) 19.3% (2010) -13.6 
Italy (DS/DP) 21.1% (1996) 25.4% (2013) 4.3 
Netherlands (PvdA) 29% (1998) 19.6% (2010) -9.4 
Poland (SLD) 27.1% (1997) 8.2% (2011) -18.9 
Portugal (PS) 44.1% (1999) 28.1% (2011) -16 
Spain (PSOE) 34.2% (2000) 28.8% (2011) -5.4 
Sweden (SAP) 36.6% (1998) 30.7% (2010) -5.9 
UK (Labour Party) 43.2% (1997) 29% (2010) -14.2 
Average 33.46% 23.44% -10.02 

 

Figure 1: Average social democratic vote share, 1965 -2017 

 

Source: data from http://parties-and-elections.eu/; calculations available at: 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1mFOBJ1jagK4qV79yVO0-lBLUKnlGZNg8pF_RkUVvukg  

This ‘identity dilemma’ was especially problematic for social democratic parties after the global 
economic crisis struck in 2008. The global economic crisis was essentially a crisis of neoliberalism: 
over-liberalised housing and financial markets, that fed off and reproduced the poverty created by 
years of neoliberal welfare retrenchment and wage decline, representing unsustainable bubbles that 
eventually burst as the contradictions between low incomes and high debt made themselves 
abundantly apparent. The problem facing social democratic parties in their attempt to formulate a 
response to the crisis, however, was that they appeared to be faced with a situation in which they 
lacked a viable position to adopt. That is, they could not successfully position themselves as either 
parties of neoliberalism or parties against neoliberalism (Ryner 2014).  

Social democratic parties’ justification for being parties of neoliberalism had prior to 2008 been based 
on the claim that (a) there was no alternative, and (b) neoliberal reforms would bring growth and 
prosperity which could be used to fund social policies that would ameliorate inequality and poverty. 
Both of these justifications now appeared unstable: it was difficult to argue that we should accept 
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neoliberal measures simply because there was no alternative (especially if neoliberalism now 
appeared to be the route to economic crisis); and the crisis-prone nature of neoliberalism undermined 
the claim that it brought with it economic prosperity. Without a stable justification for conceding the 
ground to the centre-right, therefore, it became difficult to appreciate the grounds on which the ‘Third 
Way’ should be supported. If centre-right parties were already willing to adopt neoliberal policies, 
then why support a centre-left party that also supported neoliberal measures on grounds that 
appeared to be unclear? 

Social democratic parties also struggled to position themselves as parties against neoliberalism. 
Having spent the past fifteen years espousing the need to accept neoliberal measures - which it turned 
out subsequently resulted in the near-collapse of the global economy – it became difficult for social 
democratic parties to then present themselves as the principled opponents of neoliberalism, given 
that they appeared to support its central tenets only months before it was exposed as being so heavily 
crisis-prone. 

It was, in part, this dilemma that resulted in what was perhaps the most interesting political 
development for the left following the 2008 crisis: the emergence of an extra-institutional anti-
austerity social movement characterised by what I have referred elsewhere as pragmatically-
prefigurative agency (Bailey et al., forthcoming). Thus, we see the emergence of direct action 
protesters, especially focused on the occupations of public spaces, as a means of protesting what were 
viewed as unjust and materially punitive austerity measures in response to an economic crisis that 
was not of their doing and which were the actions of an unresponsive and unrepresentative political 
elite (across the party spectrum). Thus, the slogan underpinning the extra-institutional anti-austerity 
movement was “Real Democracy Now!”, referring to the need for direct democracy and popular 
participation to replace the rule of an out-of-touch political elite working alongside and in the interests 
of an excessively super-rich economic elite (Roos and Oikonomakis, 2013). Whilst this movement was 
originally uninterested in alliances with parties of the left; over time they did make more substantial 
connections with left parties – however, even when this was the case the connections were made 
with newer radical left parties: Syriza, Podemos, Barcelona En Comú. 

It is in this context, therefore, that we should understand the election of Jeremy Corbyn as the leader 
of the Labour Party in 2015. ‘Establishment’ social democratic parties have consistently failed to 
connect with the vibrant anti-austerity movements that emerged following the crisis of 2008 – for the 
reasons outlined above. Where political parties have been able to connect with the anti-austerity 
movement, this has been made possible by their ‘outsider’ status – which has freed them from the 
impossible constraints facing other parties of the centre-left and that were created by their inability 
to credibly portray themselves as the party of or against neoliberalism. In this sense, we might 
consider Jeremy Corbyn’s election as party leader as a reflection of his ability to present himself as 
analogous to the radical left parties that have emerged as representatives of the anti-austerity 
movement in other contexts (albeit in an unusual form in that it is occurring within a party 
infrastructure that remains largely attached to establishment social democracy). It is this hybrid – a 
radical left anti-austerity agenda, associated with a clearly visible leader, connected with the extra-
institutional anti-austerity movement, and largely in opposition to the establishment political elite, all 
within a party institution that is deeply pro-establishment – that the present paper seeks to assess, 
using the framework of four sets of conflicting pressures that have already been set out above. 

The Labour Party under Corbyn: key characteristics 

A brief overview of Corbyn’s leadership 
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Jeremy Corbyn was elected to the leadership of the Labour Party in September 2015 following the 
earlier general election defeat for the Labour Party in May of that year. For many observers Corbyn’s 
election as party leader represented a backlash against many of the traits of the so-called ‘third way’ 
period of social democracy in the UK. In particular, it represented a move away from the established 
party leadership (Corybn was one of the most consistent party rebels under the Blair leadership) and 
growing influence for the party grassroots (Corbyn was backed by the trade unions, Unison and Unite, 
whilst being opposed by a majority of Labour Party MPs). Liz Kendall, the candidate most closely 
aligned with the so-called ‘third way’ position came fourth place in the leadership contest, securing 
only 4.5% of the vote; compared with 59.5% for Jeremy Corbyn. Moreover, much of Corbyn’s support 
was based upon a strategy of popular engagement, addressing more than 100 meetings and rallies 
during the leadership campaign, and witnessing a series of sizeable public rallies with crowds in many 
cities that had been unheard of in British party politics for decades (Bennie, 2015). Corbyn’s popularity 
was also intrinsically related to the support that he got from a range of activists with experience in 
more direct democracy-style, extra-parliamentary, anti-austerity protest and activism, many of whom 
would channel their support through the group Momentum (Bassett 2016; Poletti et al., 2016).  

In the run up to his election, Corbyn set out a number of policy positions, many of which were at odds 
with the position that had been adopted by the Labour Party for much of the previous twenty years. 
In terms of macroeconomic policy, Corbyn was committed to a much more thoroughgoing rejection 
of the austerity agenda, to the promotion of public investment through a National Investment Bank, 
to raising the marginal rate of tax on high-earners and reducing tax evasion and avoidance, and to 
securing a regional rebalance so that economic growth becomes less London-centric (Kitson 2015). 
Corbyn also suggested reforms to the housing market, including the introduction of “right to buy” for 
tenants in privately rented accommodation (Stacey 2015). Corbyn also sought to highlight the 
importance of workers’ rights, and on the European Union he announced his support for the proposed 
financial transaction tax. 

Upon being elected to office, Corbyn continued to steer the Labour Party in the direction of a stronger 
focus on challenging inequality (Pickard 2015). Whilst tensions remained between Corbyn and the 
Parliamentary Labour Party (which had been largely hostile to his candidacy) for much of 2015, open 
dissent was relatively rare, and polls suggested that the public – and especially Labour voters - were 
becoming increasingly positive about Corbyn’s leadership (ComRes 2015). The stand-off between 
Corbyn and the large number of his opponents within the Parliamentary Labour Party became more 
visible, however, in the December 2015 House of Commons vote on the question of whether to 
support the Government’s planned bombing of Syria, in which 66 Labour MPs voted against Corbyn 
and supported the Conservative Government. 

These divisions had become more striking still by April 2016, as the forthcoming referendum on 
Britain’s membership of the European Union prompted signs of an increasingly strained relationship 
between Corbyn and his parliamentary party. Whilst Corbyn had officially committed himself to 
campaigning for continued membership of the European Union in September 2015, his enthusiasm 
and support for the Remain campaign was increasingly questioned by backbench Labour MPs. This 
witnessed four Labour MPs publish an opinion piece calling for greater passion and campaigning for a 
Remain vote ‘without equivocation’ (Leslie et al., 2016). In the meantime, the macroeconomic policies 
of Labour under Corbyn remained broadly unchanged, with shadow Chancellor John McDonnell 
setting out in May 2016 a programme of public investment, the creation of a National Investment 
Bank, measures to tackle a growing housing crisis through rent regulation and building more council 
homes, and the promotion of greater use of the cooperative model as an alternative to private firms 
(McDonnell 2016). 
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It was the outcome of the Brexit referendum on 23 June 2016, however, which prompted a full-blown 
coup attempt by the Parliamentary Labour Party against Corbyn’s leadership. This witnessed a large 
number of resignations from within his cabinet, following the sacking of Shadow Foreign Secretary 
Hilary Benn, in an attempt to force Corbyn’s resignation, followed by a second leadership contest, with 
first Angela Eagle challenging Corbyn for the leadership, and then after she had dropped out of the 
race, seeing Corbyn face Owen Smith (Pickard, 2016). As we know, Corbyn again won the contest 
easily, further cementing the division between much of the Parliamentary Labour Party and the party 
leadership. 

 

Corbynism: a new approach to the pressures facing social democratic parties 

In terms of the framework developed above, the Labour Party under Corbyn has witnessed a 
concerted attempt to reposition itself with regard to each of the four pressures that social democratic 
parties have historically had to contend with. 

In terms of the attempt to deal with internal party pressures – addressing the tension within social 
democratic parties, between a preference for centralisation around the party leadership and the 
promotion of broader societal democratisation – the Labour Party under Corbyn has tended to take a 
somewhat ambivalent position. Under Corbyn, the Labour Party has arguably become more focused 
on the identity of the party leader. Corbyn has been accused by his fellow MPs of imposing policies 
upon the party – for instance, over the recent decision to impose a three line whip on the Article 50 
vote, despite considerable opposition within the PLP. Likewise, the policy changes associated with 
Labour Party under Corbyn’s leadership – greater focus on opposition to austerity, public investment, 
the National Investment Bank, and attempts to reform the housing market – are all very much 
associated with Corbyn himself and his surprise election as party leader, rather than being a more 
organic and gradual development emerging from internal party debate. Similarly, the announcement, 
in January 2017, of Labour’s position on the free movement of labour appeared almost entirely to 
emanate from the Party Leader, with press focusing on statements he made the day before in an 
interview on maximum wages for top earners, then shifting to the pre-speech suggestions of a change 
of position, before finally zooming in on the exact wording of the speech, in which Corbyn (apparently 
singlehandedly) committed the Labour Party to the ambiguous position that, ‘Labour is not wedded 
to freedom of movement for EU citizens as a point of principle, but I don’t want that to be 
misinterpreted, nor do we rule it out’ (see discussion in Lucas 2017). This apparent fixation on the 
position of the Labour Party leadership, however, sits uncomfortably alongside a simultaneous 
attempt to increase the engagement of grassroots party members in the decision making of the 
Labour Party. This includes a decision to consult directly with members ahead of the Syria vote (Helm 
and Zeffman 2015), the apparent support for the grassroots supporters’ movement, Momentum (and 
indeed opposition to attempts by Momentum leader, Jon Lansman, to steer the organisation in a more 
moderate direction (Schofield 2017)), and reliance upon the support of Labour Party members (over 
that of MPs) and especially those of registered and affiliated supporters.  

In terms of parliamentary pressures, Corbyn has consistently acted outside of parliamentary 
convention, in particular by appearing to permit open dissent within his parliamentary party, and as a 
result experiencing considerable media criticism focusing on his apparent inability to maintain a 
conventional level of internal party cohesion. This was perhaps most apparent with the December 
2015 House of Commons vote on Syria, in which the Party Leader, Corbyn, spoke against supporting 
the bombing, whilst the Party’s shadow Foreign Secretary, Hillary Benn, spoke in favour, during the 
same debate (Watt 2015). To have such a degree of open debate within a shadow cabinet team is 
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almost unheard of on such an important issue as the UK’s involvement in a foreign invasion. Other 
instances of significant and highly unconventional division have also occurred, perhaps the most 
pertinent of which has been the decision of three Labour Party parliamentary whips to vote against 
Corbyn’s three-line whip in the Article 50 vote, without being sacked from their posts, again displaying 
such an open degree of dissent that contrasted with parliamentary convention to an extraordinary 
degree (Stewart 2017). In permitting such unconventional forms of behaviour, however, it is not clear 
that this will benefit the Labour Party, especially as media speculation regarding the unfeasible nature 
of Corbyn’s leadership are routinely fuelled by such episodes of open dissent (Mills, 2017). This could 
be seen, for instance, in the so-called ‘traingate’ episode, during which Corbyn was accused by Virgin 
Trains of creating a photo opportunity by sitting on the train floor in order to appear ‘normal’, whereas 
the train company claimed that plenty of empty seats were actually available. The impact of the 
somewhat manufactured scandal, however, was rather polarising, with Corbyn supporters increasing 
their support for the leader as a result of the episode (for many, on the grounds that Virgin had 
attacked Corbyn for ideological reasons, and especially because Corbyn was intent on re-nationalising 
the rail industry), whilst Labour members in general tended to shift their opinions in the opposite 
direction (Stone 2016). 

Third, in terms of electoral pressures, the Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn has also represented a 
clear attempt to construct an alternative social coalition around which to build its core constituency. 
This represents an attempt to marry two key groups – activists associated with the anti-austerity 
movement in Britain that developed especially during the so-called ‘age of austerity’ under the 
Coalition Government; and a more clear focus on a core working class base, as evinced by the much 
clearer signs of support for trade unions, and a reciprocal reliance upon trade union support by the 
Corbyn leadership. This therefore represents a move away from the professional liberal classes, upon 
whose support ‘third way’ social democracy was largely based. One problem, however, is that it 
remains unclear the degree to which this transition to a new social coalition is feasible, especially due 
to an increased support amongst the target working class vote for the populist right-wing UKIP and an 
apparent inability by Labour under Corbyn to reconnect with its traditional working class base. For 
instance, in recent polls support for Labour is higher in the ABC1 socio-economic group (19%) than it 
is in the lower C2DE group (14%). Further, C2DE voters show a higher proclivity for voting Conservative 
(24%) and an equal share to that which support Labour would vote for the populist right UKIP party 
(14%) (YouGov 2017). 

Finally, the socio-economic model adopted by Corbyn clearly differs from that under the preceding 
‘third way’ Labour Party. This includes a commitment to oppose austerity, to increase public 
investment, to prioritise cooperativism, and to regulate high pay, all of which represents a significant 
change in trajectory for Labour Party policy. As with earlier experiments in left-wing social democracy, 
however, it will remain to be seen whether (especially financial) markets will tolerate such 
developments. It also remains unclear what, if anything, has been prepared by the Corbyn leadership, 
in terms of safeguards against adverse market reactions if they do occur. Indeed, it is widely 
considered to be the case that the scope for market regulation has been hindered by the expansion 
of market integration, including the end of the Bretton Woods System in the early 1970s, the 
expansion of pro-trade agreements under the WTO, and the construction of the single European 
market amongst EU (then-EC) member states from the mid-1980s onwards. Whilst the UK faces the 
possibility of exiting the single market following the outcome of the Brexit referendum, it is less clear 
how this process could be harnessed in such a way that it would avoid a move towards a more free 
trade, ‘race to the bottom’-style alternative (which would presumably require an agreement amongst 
trading partners to a more regulated form of trading relations, and which hardly appears to be on the 
horizon in the present climate). 
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Conceptualising Corbynism: a faltering return to ‘traditional’ social democracy 

Drawing on the foregoing discussion, therefore, we can attempt to conceptualise the Corbyn project 
as a faltering return to ‘traditional’ social democracy. The experience by ‘third way’ or ‘modernised’ 
social democratic parties, of programmatic disorientation as a result of the crisis of neoliberalism in 
2008, alongside an apparent inability to re-position social democracy as a political and ideological 
movement during much of the post-2008 period, is a problem that has affected social democratic 
parties across Europe. This, in large part, explains the dramatic and consistent decline in electoral 
support for social democratic parties during the first decade of the 2000s. The so-called ‘third way’ 
solution to the earlier crisis of the 1970s, rested on a pro-market, liberal-left programme that was 
supported by a coalition of (residual, and shrinking) traditional working class voters who were 
gradually abandoning the social democratic party family, plus support from professional-liberal 
salaried employees. This project was underpinned by a discourse of ‘no alternative’ and 
professionalization of the social democratic party leadership, resulting in heightened discipline within 
social democratic parties, and legitimated through reference to the external constraints created by 
globalization. One of the consequences of this ‘third way’ turn, however, was declining support 
amongst traditional working class voters, who have increasingly turned to either abstention, extra-
parliamentary protest, or electoral support for populist left or right wing parties, in an attempt to 
express their opposition to a socio-economic model that leaves little scope for democratic 
deliberation, decommodification, or redistributive public policies. 

In contrast, Corbyn’s Labour Party project represents a return to more ‘traditional’ social democratic 
values: greater focus on opposition to austerity, public investment, the National Investment Bank, 
workers’ rights, the financial transaction tax, and attempts to reform the housing market. This, 
however, is a somewhat faltering transformation of the party, in large part due to the incomplete 
resolution of the dilemmas that habitually face social democratic parties. The question of the internal 
commitment to party democracy has not entirely been resolved, with an ‘in-principle’ commitment to 
greater democratisation sitting somewhat uncomfortably alongside a heightened focus on the 
leadership of the party and an apparently direct correspondence between the personal position of 
Corbyn and the policies of the Labour Party. Further, Corbyn’s refusal to bow to parliamentary 
convention appears to represent a source of his appeal amongst his supporters, as a ‘refreshing 
change’ unswayed by parliamentary customs and in contrast to the vacuous platitudes of more 
mainstream politicians (Gaffney 2015), but it is also prone to hostile media attacks that appear to be 
having a damaging effect upon his electoral popularity. Indeed, in terms of electoral popularity, it 
remains unclear the degree to which the electoral constituency which Corbyn’s Labour Party has 
targeted is either sufficiently coherent or susceptible to his advances. Corbyn’s electoral support 
appears to rest at present upon what remains of the liberal-left professional salaried employees that 
formed the basis of the Labour Party’s support during the ‘third way’ period, as well as anti-austerity 
activists, plus those within the party’s working class base that either did not abandon the Labour Party 
during the ‘third way’ phase, or otherwise have been encouraged to renew their support for the party 
during its post-third way Corbyn phase. This coalition, however, is increasingly strained by the 
unwillingness of Corbyn to continue to oppose Brexit, thereby accelerating the exit of the liberal-left 
supporters from his social constituency, and raising questions amongst many anti-austerity activists, 
without generating sufficiently enthusiastic support amongst the low paid and traditional working 
class voters that are apparently being targeted in such a move.   

Corbyn’s Labour Party therefore represents a faltering move back to ‘traditional’ social democracy, 
with the absence of a clear social constituency, an uneasy relationship with espoused principles of 
democratisation, a parliamentary strategy that appears to have ambiguous effect, and a socio-
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economic programme that appears unprepared for damaging adverse market reactions that are likely 
to happen. All of this said, however, it remains the case that the alternative – to continue with the 
‘third way’ position adopted prior to the 2008 crisis – itself appears equally unviable. Corbyn has, at 
least, done much to publicise and politicise the inequality, poverty, hardship and suffering that has 
been imposed during the so-called ‘age of austerity’ of the past decade, and to offer an institutional 
route through which to channel opposition to that damaging agenda. That, perhaps, is the best that 
can be expected of post-third way social democratic parties in the present period of stagnating global 
capitalism. 

 

References 

Arndt, C., 2013, The Electoral Consequences of Third Way Welfare State Reforms. Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press. 

Bailey, D.J., 2009a, The Political Economy of European Social Democracy: A Critical Realist Approach, 
(London, Routledge). 

Bailey, D.J., 2009b, 'The Transition to ‘New’ Social Democracy: the role of capitalism, representation, 
and (hampered) contestation', British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 11(4): 593-612. 

Bailey, D.J., Clua-Losada, M., Huke, N., Ribera Almandoz, O., and Rogers, K., forthcoming, ‘Challenging 
the age of austerity: disruptive agency after the global economic crisis’, Comparative European 
Politics.  

Bassett, L., 2016, ‘From Movementism to Labourism’, Open Democracy UK, 28 November 2016. 
Available: https://www.opendemocracy.net/uk/lewis-bassett/from-movementism-to-labourism  

Bennie, L., 2015, ‘Corbyn cometh: has 21st-century UK protest politics just fully bloomed?’, The 
Conversation 11 September 2015. Available: https://theconversation.com/corbyn-cometh-has-21st-
century-uk-protest-politics-just-fully-bloomed-47378  

Berman, S., 2006, The Primacy of Politics: Social Democracy and the Making of Europe's Twentieth 
Century, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press). 

Clift, B., 2003, French Socialism in a Global Era: The Political Economy of the New Social Democracy in 
France, (London, Continuum). 

ComRes, 2015, ‘Independent on Sunday/Sunday Mirror December 2015 Political Poll’, ComRes 12 
December 2015. Available: http://www.comresglobal.com/polls/independent-on-sunday-sunday-
mirror-december-2015-political-poll/  

Crouch and A. Pizzorno (eds.), 1978, The Resurgence of Class Conflict in Western Europe Since 1968 
(London: Macmillan Press). 

Esping-Andersen, Gösta, and Walter Korpi. “From Poor Relief to Institutional Welfare States: The 
Development of Scandinavian Social Policy.” International Journal of Sociology, vol. 16, no. 3/4, 1986, 
pp. 39–74. 

Gaffney, J., 2015, ‘Why is Jeremy Corbyn stealing the show? Because he’s the only Labour candidate 
saying anything at all’, The Conversation. 23 July 2015. Available: https://theconversation.com/why-is-
jeremy-corbyn-stealing-the-show-because-hes-the-only-labour-candidate-saying-anything-at-all-
45120  



14 
 

Hall, P., 1986, Governing the Economy: the politics of state intervention in Britain and France, 
(Cambridge: Polity). 

Harvey, D., 2003, The New Imperialism, (Oxford, Oxford University Press). 

Harvey, D., 2006, The Limits to Capital (New and Fully Updated Edition), (London, Verso). 

Helm, T. and Zeffman, H., 2015, ‘Corbyn appeals to grassroots as shadow cabinet anger mounts’, the 
Guardian 29 November 2015. Available: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/29/labour-
split-on-bombing-syria  

Huo, J., 2009, Third Way Reforms: Social Democracy after the Golden Age, (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press). 

Jospin, L., 1999, Modern Socialism, (London, Fabian Society). 

Karreth, J., Polk, J.T. and Allen,  C.S., 2012, ‘Catchall or Catch and Release? The Electoral Consequences 
of Social Democratic Parties’ March to the Middle in Western Europe’, Comparative Political Studies 
46(7): 791-822. 

Kitschelt, H., 1994, The Transformation of European Social Democracy, (Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press). 

Kitson, M., 2015, ‘Ignore the mudslinging – Corbyn would be a sound option for Labour’, The 
Conversation 27 July 2015. Available: https://theconversation.com/ignore-the-mudslinging-corbyn-
would-be-a-sound-option-for-labour-45195  

Kliman, A, 2012, The Failure of Capitalist Production: Underlying Causes of the Great Recession, 
(London, Pluto Press). 

Leslie, C., Bailey, A., Bradshaw, B. and Reynolds, E., 2016, ‘Decisive EU referendum victory is essential 
– we must help deliver it’, The Guardian 9 April 2016. Available: 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/commentisfree/2016/apr/09/labour-mps-eu-plea-to-corbyn  

Lucas, C., 2017, ‘Jeremy Corbyn should tell voters the truth about freedom of movement’, New 
Statesman 11 January 2017. Available: 
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/staggers/2017/01/jeremy-corbyn-should-tell-voters-truth-
about-freedom-movement  

McDonnell, J., 2015, Speech to Labour’s New Economy conference, 21 May 2016. Available: 
http://labourlist.org/2016/05/the-fight-against-austerity-needs-to-be-taken-to-every-town-and-
village-in-the-country-john-mcdonnell-speech-at-new-economics-conference/  

Michels, R., 1915[1962], Political Parties: A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies of Modern 
Democracy, (New York, Dover). 

Miliband, R., 1973, Parliamentary Socialism: a study in the politics of labour, 2nd edition, (London, 
Merlin Press). 

Mills, T., 2017, ‘Media bias against Jeremy Corbyn shows how politicised reporting has become’, The 
Conversation 26 January 2017. Available: https://theconversation.com/media-bias-against-jeremy-
corbyn-shows-how-politicised-reporting-has-become-71593  

Pickard, J., 2015, ‘Jeremy Corbyn puts inequality battle at heart of Labour’s mission’, Financial Times 
29 September 2015. Available: https://www.ft.com/content/36314fce-66af-11e5-a57f-21b88f7d973f  



15 
 

Pickard, J., 2016, ‘Labour’s Cold War heats up as anti-Corbyn sentiment erupts’, Financial Times 26 
June 2016. Available: https://www.ft.com/content/d89fbde8-3bb8-11e6-8716-a4a71e8140b0  

Poletti, M., Bale, T. and Webb, P., 2016, ‘Explaining the pro-Corbyn surge in Labour’s membership’, 
British Politics and Policy 16 November 2016. Available: 
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/explaining-the-pro-corbyn-surge-in-labours-membership/  

Przeworski, A., 1985, Capitalism and social democracy, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press). 

Roberts, M., 2016, The Long Depression: How it happened, why it happened, and what happens next, 
(Chicago, Haymarket books). 

Roos, J.E. and Oikonomakis, L., 2013, ‘We are Everywhere! The Autonomous Roots of the Real 
Democracy Movement’ paper delivered at 7th annual ecpr general conference: ‘Comparative 
Perspectives on the New Politics of Dissent’ Democracy of the Squares: Visions and Practices of 
Democracy from Egypt to the US, Sciences Po Bordeaux, September 4-7, 2013. Available: 
https://www.academia.edu/4342422/The_Autonomous_Roots_of_the_Real_Democracy_Movemen
t  

Ryner, M., 2014, ‘Why the financial crisis has not generated a social democratic alternative in 
Europe?’, in D.J. Bailey, J.M. De Waele, F. Escalona and M. Vieira (eds.) European social democracy 
during the global economic crisis: renovation or resignation?  (Manchester, Manchester University 
Press), pp. 60-76. 

Schofield, K., 2017, ‘John McDonnell group criticises Jeremy Corbyn ally over Momentum shake-up’, 
Politics Home 23 January 2017. Available: https://www.politicshome.com/news/uk/political-
parties/labour-party/john-mcdonnell/news/82631/john-mcdonnell-group-criticises  

Stacey, K., 2015, ‘Corbyn adds twist to ‘right to buy’’, Financial Times 5 August 2015. Available: 
https://www.ft.com/content/8e9aff38-3a91-11e5-bbd1-b37bc06f590c  

Stewart, H., 2016, ‘John McDonnell accuses Labour committee of 'rigged purge' of members’, The 
Guardian 25 August 2016. Available: http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/aug/25/john-
mcdonnell-accuses-labour-committee-of-rigged-purge-of-members  

Stewart, H., 2017, ‘Jeremy Corbyn lets off Labour's Brexit rebels with a written warning’, The Guardian 
10 February 2017. Available: https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/feb/10/jeremy-corbyn-
andrew-gwynne-labour-election-strategy  

Stone, J., 2016, ‘Jeremy Corbyn's 'traingate' row with Virgin Trains actually made him more popular 
with his supporters, poll finds’, Independent 31 August 2016. Available: 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/jeremy-corbyn-traingate-virgin-trains-row-cctv-
sitting-on-floor-passengers-overcrowding-a7217471.html  

Watson, M. and Hay, C., 2003, 'The discourse of globalisation and the logic of no alternative: rendering 
the contingent necessary in the political economy of New Labour', Policy and Politics 31(3), pp. 289-
305 

Watt, N., 2015, ‘Hilary Benn makes emotional plea for Britain to bomb Isis ‘fascists’ in Syria’, The 
Guardian 3 December 2015. Available: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/dec/02/william-
hague-breaks-with-cameron-over-use-of-ground-forces-in-syria  



16 
 

YouGov, 2017, ‘YouGov / The Times Survey Results’, YouGov 5-6 February 2017. Available: 
https://d25d2506sfb94s.cloudfront.net/cumulus_uploads/document/qy62qtdw1z/TimesResults_17
0206_VI_W.pdf  

 


