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W hile the  Labour party in the UK has recently  been experiencing 
som eth ing o f a Brown 'bounce ', e lsew here  in Europe, the p rospects for 
socia l dem ocracy  appear fa r from  rosy. A  ra ft o f recent European 
e lections have seen incum bent socia l dem ocra t gove rnm ents lose 
e lections -  in Sweden and G erm any -  o r fa il to b reak  through a t the 
ba llo t box -  In France, Be lg ium  and the  Netherlands.

O f the old EU-15 m em ber sta tes, left-w ing parties hold pow er at the 
national level in on ly  th ree  -  Brita in, Spain , and Ita ly  ( if we count the 
O live Tree coa lition). By con trast, right-w ing parties occupy office in 
seven o f the 15, and of the  fou r rem ain ing coun tries In w hich righ t- and 
left-w ing parties are  In coa lition  together, the  right Is the  m ajo rity  
pa rtne r in all but one, Austria.

As the  leader o f an incum bent socia l dem ocra tic  party w ith three 
success ive  national e lection  v ic to rie s  to its nam e, Gordon Brown is a 
ra rity  am ong today 's  European sta tesm en.
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In the  com ing m onths, Policy Netw ork w ill seek  to  lead a debate  on the 
reasons underly ing the  rem arkab le  e lectora l decline  o f the  cen tre -le ft In 
Europe, fo llow ing its b rie f po lit ica l rena issance  in the  1990s. W hile the 
causes are com p lex  and inev itab ly  va ry  from  coun try  to  country, 
however, two crucia l lessons can a lready be drawn fo r Europe 's 
progressives.

First, the le ft 's  cu rrent d ifficu lt ies  need to  be seen In the  con tex t of 
w ider popu la r d is illu s ionm en t w ith m ainstream  po lit ica l parties in 
Europe. Mounting anx ieties  ove r the socia l and econom ic consequences 
of g loba lisation, the  Increased socia l, cu ltu ra l and e thn ic heterogene ity  
o f European socie ties, ris ing Inequality, grow ing im m igration  and fu rther 
EU in tegration  - o ften fe lt m ost keen ly by 'trad it io n a l' social dem ocra t 
supporte rs  am ong the working and low er-m idd le  c lasses - have led 
Increasing num bers of Eu rope 's c itizens to  re jec t the p rogram m es o f 
m ainstream  parties o f a ll po litica l persuasions, w hose so lu tions appear 
inadequate to  th e ir concerns.
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Th is can be seen in the decline  in e lectora l tu rnou t across the  EU, and in 
the phenom enal growth in recent yea rs  In popu la r support for 
na tiona list and popu list parties o f both the  e xtrem e left and righ t - 
includ ing the  Germ an L inksparte i, the Flem ish  nationa list V laam s 
Belang, the  Dansk Fo lkeparti in Denm ark, and Jean M arie Le Pen 's Front 
National in France. Often stand ing on an an ti- im m ig ra tion , anti-EU  
p la tform , these  parties g ive  vo ice  to  grow ing popu la r re sen tm en t o f 
Eu rope 's po litica l e lites, who are  seen as increas ing ly  d is tant from  the 
lives o f o rd inary  people. If the cen tre -le ft is to  regain the po litical 
m om entum , it is essentia l tha t it finds w ays o f reconnecting w ith these 
d is illu s ioned  and insecure voters.

Second, ju s t as  the Labour party in Brita in during the 1980s and 1990s, 
along with m any other European socia l dem ocra t parties, had to 
undergo a s ign ifican t period o f po litica l and in te llectua l renewal in o rder 
to becom e e le cto ra lly  successfu l, so a hew period o f rev is ion ism  is now 
requ ired in o rder to  m eet a ve ry  d ifferen t se t o f po licy and po litica l 
cha llenges in the  21st century.

The cost o f failing to  do so is m ade c lear by the po lit ica l sc ien tis t 
W olfgang Merkel in his recent s tudy o f the  perform ance o f  s ix  European 
socia l dem ocra t governm ents in the  past tw o decades. Accord ing to 
Merkel, those  'trad it io n a l' socia l dem ocra t parties such as the Germ an 
SPD and French Soc ia lis ts  who re jected the  m odern iz ing path adopted 
by the  Nord ic socia l dem ocra ts  and B rita in 's  New Labour, 'in creas ing ly  
failed to ach ieve  the trad itiona l socia l dem ocra tic  goals, such as fu ll 
em p loym ent, high em p loym en t rates, socia l ju stice , and ju s tice  
between gender and genera tion s .’ He continues: ’Th is appears  to  be the 
paradox -  if not the  tragedy -  o f French and Germ an socia l 
dem ocrac ies .' S tand ing still is no longer an option  fo r progress ives in 
today 's  rap id ly  changing world.

In Novem ber, at an even t in London jo in t ly  hosted by Policy Network 
and the Friedrich Ebert S tiftung , the th ink tank  of the  Germ an SPD, 
sen io r socia l dem ocra ts, adv ise rs, and academ ics from  across the EU
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will com e toge the r to  d iscuss ideas fo r the  renewal o f the  cen tre -le ft in 
Europe.

As one o f its leading po litica l and in te llectua l figu res, the  new British 
prim e m in is te r is idea lly  placed to  take  a lead in th is debate. And, as  he 
seeks a renewed m andate  aga in st a revived if  cu rren tly  fa ltering 
Conserva tive  opposition , it is a d iscuss ion  tha t is as  im portan t to  have 
on th is  s ide  o f the  Channel as it is in the  rest o f the  EU.

Mark Day is head of com m unications and program m es at Policy  
Netw ork.
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