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The fallout from the 2008 global financial crisis (GFC) and subsequent crisis in the Eurozone can be seen as 
representing a ‘social democratic moment’ that failed to materialise. This paper provides a comparative analysis 
of the types of political economic ideas that two social democratic parties, the UK Labour Party and France’s 
Parti Socialiste (PS), were drawing upon and utilising in the post-crisis environment. The paper draws upon an 
ideationally-focused political economy literature, which has established the significance of how economic crises 
come to be understood for how the politics of the crisis is itself played out. It seeks to detail how both social 
democratic parties came to conceptualise their surrounding economic crisis environments, before looking at 
their attendant prescriptions of how best to deliver a social democratic alternative, or the ‘good life’. It suggests 
that understanding how social democratic parties have thus sought to articulate their conceptions of the ‘good 
life’ in the post-crisis environment tells us something important about the ambition of these political actors, and 
lays the groundwork for understanding why that project has failed since 2008. 
The paper develops the concepts of ‘radicalism’ and ‘credibility’ to interact with Schmidt’s (2002; 2008) 
‘discursive institutionalist’ approach in order to drive its analysis of key party literature and speeches at two 
critical ‘snapshots’ in time, 2012 and 2014-15. This provides not only a cross-case but also a temporal 
comparison within the two cases, which drives the paper’s analysis of the failure of the social democratic project 
post-crisis. The parties’ ideas have been underpinned by divergent understandings of what the social democratic 
‘good life’ should, and indeed can mean in the post-crisis European political economy. Yet, it is argued, in both 
cases the parties’ early attempts to deal radically with the crisis environment have faltered due to attempts to 
sure up the credibility of their economic programmes. In doing so, neither party has sustained a project with 
potential to set out a genuine social democratic alternative post-crisis. 
Keywords: social democracy, ideas, political economy, economic crisis  

 
Introduction 

The fallout from the 2008 global financial crisis (GFC) and subsequent crisis in the Eurozone 
represented a potential ‘social democratic moment’. The initial utilisation of internationally co-
ordinated bailout programmes and Keynesian-style fiscal stimulus packages, alongside the apparent 
need for greater regulation of financial markets in particular, appeared to indicate that the crisis 
environment had engendered a moment ripe for a paradigmatic shift away from a neoliberal economic 
order in Europe. Some eight years later, however, it is manifest that such a paradigmatic shift never 
materialised. Explaining why social democracy has failed to exploit the post-crisis environment 
concerns a range of structural economic, institutional and ideational factors. Consideration of all such 
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factors is, of course, outside the scope of this paper. What this paper does seek to do, however, is to 
develop a better understanding of the types of political economic ideas that two social democratic 
parties, the UK Labour Party and France’s Parti Socialiste (PS), were drawing upon and utilising in 
their attempts to articulate a coherent social democratic alternative post-crisis.  

The paper draws upon an ideationally-focused political economy literature, which has established the 
significance of how economic crises come to be understood for how the politics of the crisis is played 
out (see Blyth 2002; Hay 2013; Gamble 2009; Watson 2009) and particularly the role that ideas can 
play in shaping social democratic potential (see Hay 1999; 2004a; 2004b; Hay and Rosamond 2002; 
Watson and Hay 2003). In line with the insights provided in this literature, it seeks to detail how both 
social democratic parties came to conceptualise their surrounding political economic environments, 
before looking at their attendant prescriptions of how best to deliver a social democratic alternative, or 
‘good life’ in this context. The paper demonstrates the significance of how crisis environments are 
understood by social democratic actors for their ability to offer a genuinely social democratic 
alternative post-crisis. The paper does not seek to account for the full range of factors which have held 
back social democracy within the UK and France. However, in illustrating the nature of the ‘politics’ 
of the crisis internalised by the two social democratic parties and the connection to their attendant 
strategies for a new post-crisis social democratic economic model, it offers a partial contribution to an 
ideationally-attuned account of ‘what went wrong’. Understanding and analysing the ideas drawn 
upon by social democratic actors is an important and necessary task, because although ideas alone are 
not enough to explain social democratic failings, or sufficient for the revival of the social democratic 
project, they necessarily form the foundation of renewal for any political project, and therefore they 
should play an integral role in our analyses. 

The paper utilises and adapts Schmidt’s (2002; 2008) ‘discursive institutionalist’ approach in order to 
drive its analysis. It adds to this framework by developing the concepts of ‘radicalism’ and 
‘credibility’ to interact with Schmidt’s concept of ‘communicative discourse’, in order to gain traction 
on understanding the social democratic content of the ideas employed by the two parties. In order to 
render this analysis manageable the paper utilises two ‘snapshots’ in time, 2012 and 2014-15, which 
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represent critical moments for both Labour and the PS. The paper begins by developing a values-led 
understanding of social democracy in relation to its core values, before considering the larger puzzle 
of, why, given the nature and scale of the GFC and subsequent crisis in the Eurozone, have social 
democrats been unable to exploit the situation more effectively? It then opens up a discussion of 
various ideational approaches to understanding the political economy, before detailing the framework 
of analysis that will be utilised, building upon Schmidt’s discursive framework. Two empirical 
sections, divided between the two ‘snapshots’ of 2012 and 2014-15, then provide analyses of the two 
parties’ understanding of the crisis environment on the one hand, and their conception of the path to 
‘the good life’ on the other, before a final section seeks to draw out this analysis and provide some 
concluding comments. 

 
The good life and social democracy 
The good life 
The ‘social democratic alternative’ mentioned above is necessarily tied to an understanding of ‘the 
good life’. Political traditions and ideologies are, as Hazareesingh (1994: 5) notes, ‘concerned with 
defining the good life for society', which serves those ideologies as, ‘the principle basis for argument 
and action’. Applied in this way to ideology, as part of the basis for ‘argument and action’, 
conceptions of ‘the good life’ in this paper remain distinct from purely normative theorising. Rather, 
they are manifestations of the perceived desired and realisable outcome of political action. In the 
context analysed here, then, the good life must be associated with the ability of social democratic 
actors to conceptualise the crisis environment, and chart a route to a better, alternative future for the 
economy, society and politics along social democratic lines. Naturally, all conceptions of ‘the good 
life’ involve taking a position on a range of political, social and economic matters. However, the 
purpose of this paper is to provide a more narrow focus on the political economy of social democracy. 
In its consideration of how the two parties sought to develop their accounts of ‘the good life’ in 
relation to their crisis definitions, the paper’s analysis is thus focused upon two key concepts: the 
nature of the economic growth model pursued (and the role of markets within that model), as well as 
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the position of working people in that economic model, in relation to welfare and their role in the 
labour market. The importance of these two issues for this analysis of the social democratic good life 
can be justified by briefly outlining how social democracy itself is understood, as the next section 
seeks to do. 

Social democracy 
Social democracy is defined here in ‘values-orientated’ terms. Definitions which focus on particular 
‘social democratic’ policies and institutions tend to ‘offer little insight’ into social democracy in 
national contexts with weak institutions such as encompassing trade unions, such as in the UK or 
France (Clift 2002b: 470, see footnote 11), whilst they also do little to accommodate historical and 
more recent trends in the nature of socialism within particular contexts. Adapting Hirst’s three 
‘essential and enduring’ elements of the social democratic project goes some way to rectifying this 
problem. Hirst’s definition posits that, firstly, that social democracy ‘attempts to minimise the cost of 
capitalism’ through ‘growth and employment enhancing policies, and/or, through welfare state 
provision’; secondly, it ‘attempts to tackle and reduce major unjustifiable inequalities in power and 
wealth’; and, finally, that it does so within a parliamentary democracy and market economy (Hirst, 
1999: 87). This definition, however, whilst valuable, lacks insight into social democracy’s approach to 
the nature of a range of markets. Hay’s definition, on the other hand, addresses this by underlining the 
importance of the social democratic principle that unregulated markets, ‘can only generate outcomes 
which are inefficient, inequitable and unacceptable’ and thus ‘the state must take responsibility’ (Hay, 
1999: 57). Not only can scepticism of markets be seen as a foundational principle within the wider 
socialist spectrum (Vincent 2009: 107), but given the context of the post-2008 environment, wherein 
the volatility of under-regulated financial markets has been exposed, it would be remiss to not account 
for this core ideological component of social democracy.  

The failure of social democracy post-crisis 
It is clear, however, that the period since 2008 has not been a success for the traditional European 
social democratic parties; an overall decline in electoral support (Bailey et al., 2014a: 6) has been 
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punctuated by dismal results in European and domestic elections. In May 2015 Ed Miliband’s Labour 
Party lost the UK General Election in a result which shocked many due to the scale of defeat. In 
France, President Hollande of the PS enters the final year of his five-year term as the least popular 
president in the history of the Fifth Republic (see Gaffney 2015). Yet, the picture looked quite 
different in the early days of the crisis. For some, the GFC represented a critical juncture wherein 
social democracy, as a market regulatory ideology, was well positioned to exploit the manifest 
failings of and enable the shift away from liberalised and over-financialised economic growth models 
(see Crouch 2013a; 2013b; Kay 2012; Martell, 2012: 42). We have, moreover, seen examples of what 
this type of new economic model might look like (see Hay and Payne 2015). On the other hand, too, 
the pursuit of an internationally co-ordinated investment programme to rescue banks and key 
industries, alongside a Keynesian-style fiscal stimulus programme, from 2008 through until early 
2010 may have given social democrats hope of shift away from the neoliberal paradigmatic focus on 
low inflation, in particular. 

In reality, however, we have not witnessed the rise of a new social democratic age. Instead, these 
policies eventually gave way to the pursuit of austerity as the central policy vehicle for recovery 
management in Europe (see Boyer 2012; Blyth 2013b; Gamble 2014). The puzzling aspect of all of 
this is, however, is that this situation appears far from inevitable. There has been a significant amount 
of authoritative empirical support from major institutions including the IMF (Blanchard and Leigh, 
2013; see also Clift, 2013) and OECD (2013), as well as leading liberal economists such as Stiglitz 
(2010; 2014) and Krugman (2012; 2015), to halt austerity and implement fiscally expansive pro-
growth measures. Political economists have similarly warned of the ‘dangers’, both economic and 
political, of pursuing austerity (Blyth, 2013a; Hay, 2013: 27; Baker, 2010), whilst others, such as 
Thomas Piketty, have managed to garner significant public interest in academic works highlighting 
the systemic reproduction of inequality inherent in our models of capitalism (Piketty 2014; see also 
Wilkinson and Pickett 2010; Hacker and Pierson 2010).  

The larger puzzle remains clear, then; why, given the nature and scale of the GFC, and the subsequent 
crisis in the Eurozone have social democrats been unable to exploit the situation more effectively? 
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Answering this question requires consideration of a whole range of factors, and is well beyond the 
scope of this paper. What this paper seeks to do, however, is better understand how two social 
democratic parties have responded to their particular crisis environments, and sought to articulate an 
alternative programme. As will be explained in greater detail below, the paper shows that how crisis 
environments are understood has significant knock-on effects for the type of crisis resolution and 
growth strategies pursued. In turn, we can begin to understand how the ‘politics’ of the crisis is 
internalised by social democratic actors, that is the types of arguments and ideas which come to 
characterise a crisis environment, can have significant consequences for social democratic potential 
(see Hay 1999; 2004a; 2004b; Hay and Rosamond 2002; Watson and Hay 2003). 

Understanding ideas post-crisis 
This paper thus draws upon literature which has highlighted the significance of the ‘politics’ of crises. 
How economic crises are understood and subsequently responded to is understood here as, ‘always 
complex and always a political act’; that is, the explanation of the crisis that ‘becomes dominant’, 
matters because ‘that will shape the political response. Interpretations of the crisis become part of the 
politics of the crisis’ (Gamble 2009: 65, 141; see also Blyth 2002; Hay 2013; Watson 2009). In the 
words of Hay, crises are, in effect, ‘what we make of them; and what we make of them determines 
how we respond’ (Hay 2013: 23). Importantly for this paper, the wider ideational literature has 
established a range of ways of understanding the role of ideas in crisis environments: including, 
‘frames’ which help to determine a range of responses to a particular situation (see Campbell 1998: 
385; Schmidt 2008: 306), weapons in ideational battles (Blyth 2002), and as ‘vehicles’ that act as 
problem-solving devices to help in ‘moving things on’ (McLennan 2004: 485; see McLennan and 
Osborne 2003) or engender a ‘paradigmatic’ shift (see Hall 1993). It is this process of movement 
which interests this paper. 

That is, the paper seeks to analyse the types of political economic ideas that the two parties have 
drawn on in response to their crisis environments, both to frame the crisis itself and develop an 
appropriate and desirable response to exit the crisis and establish an alternative. Understanding how 
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social democratic parties have thus sought to articulate their conceptions of the ‘good life’ in the post-
crisis environment, then, tells us something important about the ambition of these political actors, and 
lays the groundwork for understanding why that project has failed since 2008. The importance of 
understanding the role of political economic ideas is not constrained, however, to the realm of 
academic enquiry. As Blyth (1997: 246) puts it, ideas are ‘both facilitators of radical policy change 
and a prerequisite of it’. Without ‘ideas’ to frame the issues of the day, there can be no adequate 
diagnosis of the economic crisis, and the attendant structural issues within the political economy, nor 
can there be a proper response to them either. Ideas thus remain our only source of optimism that 
things should, and indeed, can be better.  

Framework of analysis: radicalism and credibility  
In order to explore this subject, alongside an analysis of the party’s programmes, the paper utilises an 
analysis of discourse, and in particular Schmidt’s concept of ‘communicative discourse’ (2002; 2008). 
Schmidt defines discourse as having both an ideational dimension, a ‘set policy of ideas and values’, 
and an interactive dimension of policy communication (Schmidt, 2002: 210, see Campbell, 1998: 
385). The ideational dimension of discourse contains two elements; the first, ‘cognitive’ ideas, serves 
to justify a policy programme technically (in scientific or economic terms), by ‘demonstrating its 
superiority in providing effective solutions to current problems and in anticipating, and thereby 
avoiding, future problems’. The second, ‘normative’ ideas, serves ‘to legitimize the policy programme 
by demonstrating its appropriateness in terms of national values, whether long-standing or newly 
emerging’ (Schmidt, 2002: 213). The paper focuses, due to space constraints, on public-facing 
discourse utilised by the party to ‘persuade the public’ that their policies are both ‘necessary — 
cognitive function— and appropriate — normative function’ (Schmidt, 2002: 230).   

There is, however, an attempt to develop a more refined analysis for our purposes in relation to the 
study of the political economy of social democracy. There are, of course, a number of well-
established political economy and ideational studies of Labour (see Hay 1999; Thompson 1996; Shaw 
2007; Watson 2013; Finlayson 2015) and the PS (see Clift 2002a; 2002b; 2005; Cole 2002; Ladrech 
2002; Grunberg 2011; Bouillaud 2014), which seek to locate their analyses within the particular 
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ideational, political economic and social democratic traditions and contexts of the UK and France 
respectively. Whilst such works provide an invaluable foundation for this analysis, in terms of this 
study’s comparative analysis there is a need to establish a framework which operates at a higher level 
of abstraction, whilst simultaneously providing enough traction to appreciate and interactive with the 
distinctive political economic landscapes of the traditionally liberal British political economy and the 
(post-)dirigiste French model (Clift, 2012: 572; see Esping-Andersen, 1989: 25-6; Hall and Soskice 
2001). In order to do so, this paper adapts Schmidt’s discursive framework to incorporate the concepts 
of ‘radicalism’ and ‘credibility’. 

The purpose here is to not become encumbered by the conceptual baggage that comes with such 
nebulous and loaded concepts and, importantly, it is necessary to strip away any pejorative association 
in particular between ‘radicalism’ and political ‘extremism’. Rather more simply, the ‘radical-
credible’ framework developed here is to be used as a heuristic tool designed to gain purchase on 
understanding the role of those ideas and assumptions held by key policy actors which have acted to 
shape the two parties’ political economies post-crisis, specifically in relation to the core values of 
social democracy. Radicalism contains a two significant and overlapping meanings. ‘Radical’ takes 
from the Latin radicalis, as relating to or forming ‘the root, basis, or foundation of something; 
original, primary’ (OED 2016a). Yet, when applied to the concept of change or action (or perhaps in 
this case, reaction), to be ‘radical’ is defined as, ‘going to the root or origin; touching upon or 
affecting what is essential and fundamental; thorough, far-reaching’ (OED 2016a). At moments of 
crisis, then, it is and can only be a radical response, and the ideas which underpin it, that will enable 
the successful resolution of essential and fundamental problems within the political economy. In our 
case, then, radicalism can come to be understood in one sense as the appeal to the core values social 
democracy (as understood above), and as a response to the economic crisis as one which seeks to 
address fundamental or structural issues within the political economy through significant and far-
reaching policy responses. In turn, it does not require a great leap to appreciate that a radical social 
democratic response to the crisis can be understood as one that seeks to appeal to core social 
democratic values in order to chart a route out of the crisis environment through programmatic 
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measures that seek to rectify contemporary issues within the political economic system in line with 
these values. 

On the other hand, to be ‘credible’ can itself be straightforwardly defined as the ability, ‘to be 
believed in, justifying confidence; convincingly honest, principled, or authentic and often, as a 
corollary, accurate’ (OED 2016b). The construction of credibility can be understood as operative in a 
number of sites, such as within the electorate, markets and even within a party or government itself, 
and is fundamental to the effective exercise of power. It is possible, in turn, to tie this understanding 
of credibility directly to Schmidt’s conception of the purpose of communicative discourse as the 
attempt to legitimise a policy programme, both by demonstrating its technical superiority in providing 
effective solutions (cognitive ideas), and its appropriateness in terms of national values (normative 
ideas) (Schmidt, 2002: 213). We thus have a tension between the two concepts, but they are certainly 
not dichotomous. Moreover, the incorporation of the ‘radical-credible’ axis thus furnishes Schmidt’s 
framework with the ability to comprehend the two party’s discourse in relation to a normative 
conception of social democracy, tied to its core values as set out above.  

Communicative discourse: radicalism-credibility (adapted from Schmidt 2002: 213) 
Radical  Credible 
Appeals to the core values of 
socialism or social democracy; a 
radical crisis response as one 
going to the root or origin of the 
crisis, and providing 
fundamental and far-reaching 
reform.  

Cognitive ideas – (necessary) 
Demonstrating an argument’s 
superiority in providing effective 
solutions to current problems and 
in anticipating, and thereby 
avoiding, future problems. 

Normative ideas – (appropriate) 
To legitimize the policy programme by 
demonstrating its appropriateness in 
terms of national values, whether long-
standing or newly emerging 

 

In order to render this task manageable within the limits of this paper, the analysis utilises two 
‘snapshots’ in time, to provide not only a cross-case comparison but a temporal comparison also 
between 2012 and 2014-15. These two years have been selected as they represent key moments across 
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both cases. 2012 saw the high-water mark of ideological renewal within the Labour Party with the 
formation of its Policy Review, whilst in France there was the candidacy, eventual election and first 
months in office for President Hollande. By 2014-15, on the other hand, the context is quite different: 
in January 2014 Hollande, by then deeply unpopular, enacted a significant change in economic policy 
direction and later appointed a new government, whilst Labour found itself working towards building 
a programme of government ahead of the General Election in May 2015. The paper focuses its 
attention on key aspects of the two parties’ discourses: literature and speeches produced by key 
figures involved with economic policy decisions, including the President and Prime Minister or party 
leader in Labour’s case, as well as the relevant economic minister or Shadow Chancellor in Labour’s 
case. This discourse is ‘public’ in the sense that, whilst intended for a range of audiences, it was and 
remains available to the public. The primary concern here is to understand the core of the two parties’ 
arguments that they have attempted to articulate in public, as opposed to the range of ideas which may 
have influenced the party internally at some earlier stage.1  

Labour and PS discourse: 2012 
Labour   
Understanding the crisis environment  
Within the Labour Party at this time there was an encompassing multidimensional understanding of 
the crisis environment. At a public event on the future of social democracy, Stewart Wood, a key 
strategic advisor to Miliband, described in 2012 the crisis situation as ‘a sequence of crises’: first, 
there was a financial crisis that stemmed both from a failure of regulatory mechanisms and an 
underlying economic inequality in society; second, this was followed by a ‘quiet’ or long term crisis 
of living standards experienced sharply in the UK; and lastly, these two material crises have brought 
about ‘an ideological crisis’, wherein economic liberalism ‘has been shown to have comprehensively 
failed’ (Wood, 2012a). This indicates that at this time the party possessed a reading of the crisis 

                                                           
1 Whilst it is important to be aware that there are a range of different ‘public’ audiences, for the purposes of this 
paper the definition of public audiences utilised here is broad and may encompass any discourse, speeches or 
literature, utilised and available openly for public consumption. The key distinction made is that such discourse 
is not ‘private’ in the sense that it is conducted behind closed doors. 
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environment which understood the situation in radical terms as the product of the fundamental failure 
of the neoliberal market system itself and the collapse of the neoliberal ideology itself. The party’s 
open engagement with this idea is not, however, as straightforward.  

The party tended to stick to a particular reading of the financial crisis, and of Labour’s economic 
record when last in government. Miliband and Ed Balls, Miliband’s Shadow Chancellor, argued 
consistently throughout the parliament that: ‘The global financial crisis started with the reckless 
lending practices of American financial institutions, but it exposed risky behaviour by banks and 
inadequate regulation in every major country of the world, including in Britain’ (Balls 2012a; 2012b; 
Miliband 2012a). It did so, however, only defensively, choosing to avoid discussion over Labour’s 
record in government unless questioned about it directly (Labour Party economic advisor 2015). 
When challenged, however, the party did defended the economic record of the last Labour 
government and rejected the Conservative Party claim that the crisis was ‘all Labour’s fault’, resultant 
from the party’s profligate spending when in government (Balls 2012d). Where the party did concede 
some ground on its economic record when last in government, although again only defensively, was 
to suggest that it left the UK economy overly exposed to the volatility of the financial sector (Balls 
2012a; 2012b; 2012d; Umunna 2012). This admission can be understood as part of a necessary task to 
engage with and critique the record of the previous Labour administration.  

In a speech outlining ‘Labour’s New Agenda’, Miliband (2012b) made clear that the dominant 
neoliberal economic ‘assumptions’ of the 1990s, including the centrality of low inflation, ‘trickle-
down economics’ and the fixed nature of the rules of economic governance, ‘have been discredited by 
the events of the last five years’. In this sense, then, the party attempted to provide technical 
arguments as corrective tools to explain the failure of New Labour’s previous economic model, and 
chart a route to a new economic model. This reading of the crisis was, moreover, also consistent with 
the party’s underlying view that the crisis was ‘the most spectacular failure of global markets since 
the 1930s’ (Wood, 2012b), highlighting that a scepticism of markets was present in the party’s 
discourse at this time. Alongside this was an understanding of a secondary, tangible and ‘everyday’ 
material crisis of living standards that it had engendered. Yet, whilst the party highlighted the 
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argument that working people’s living standards were experiencing ‘the biggest squeeze since the 
1920s with prices rising faster than wages’ (Balls 2012d), the ‘cost of living crisis’ narrative was not a 
prominent feature within Labour’s discourse at this time. At this point in the parliament, then, the 
party sought to exploit the more fundamental failures of the political economic system. This reading 
can be clearly picked up upon in some of the ideas around an alternative economic model, as noted 
below. 

Reforming the political economy 
Though the early language around the ‘predators and producers’ of business (Miliband 2011a) was 
hastily dropped, building a ‘responsible capitalism’2 became a central theme of this early period of 
Labour under Miliband (Miliband, 2012a; 2012b; 2012c; Wood, 2012a, 2012b; Balls 2012a; Umunna 
2012). In an essay which developed the concept, Miliband wrote of how the British economy required 
‘rebalancing’ away from its reliance on financial services, a shift away from ‘short-term speculation’ 
in favour of ‘long-term, productive wealth creation’ and that it must provide ‘both more and better 
jobs’ (Miliband, 2012c: 18). This was to be achieved through action in five policy areas; the 
establishment of an ‘investment bank’ to fund small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); a review 
into ending ‘short-termism’ within equity markets; ‘an active, patriotic industrial policy’ which would 
employ ‘government’s power as the UK’s biggest consumer much more inventively to boost jobs, 
growth and innovation’; an expanded apprenticeship scheme; and, reforms to regulate ‘uncompetitive 
markets’ such as that for energy (Miliband, 2012c: 20-24). The party thus envisaged ‘a supply-side 
revolution from the left’, as Wood put it in a Guardian article (2012b, 2012a, 2013: 317), to bring 
about these reforms and establish funding and skills frameworks to support key growth sectors, such 
as green energy, in order to facilitate job creation (see Miliband 2012a; 2012b; 2012c; Umunna 2012).  

This idea of ‘responsible’ capitalism tied in with Labour’s broader concept of ‘One Nation Labour’. 
Launched officially by Miliband at the 2012 Party Conference, the ‘One Nation’ branding was 

                                                           
2 Perhaps somewhat ironically, it appears that the theme of ‘responsible capitalism’ was taken from a 2010 essay 
by New Labour ‘guru’ Anthony Giddens (2010), in which he described the New Labour project as ‘dead’ and 
called on the party to move beyond the competing “Blairite” versus “Brownite” approaches to the state and 
markets. 
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developed as part of the party’s Policy Review, conducted between 2012 and 2014 and led by Jon 
Cruddas MP (see Cruddas and Rutherford, 2014), and was utilised as a central organising idea for the 
party’s policy programme in this period. Invoking Disraeli’s ‘One Nation’ motif, Miliband’s 2012 
Conference speech set out a programme where the normative ideal of social cohesiveness, ‘a shared 
destiny, a sense of shared endeavour and a common life that we lead together’, was at the heart of 
Labour’s political economic approach (Miliband 2012a). This meant railing against ‘predatory’ 
investment, businesses and employers, a higher-wage economy, encouraging long-term financial 
investments. It is possible to reconcile this notion of ‘responsible capitalism’ with some aspects of the 
core values of social democracy, to better protect workers from capitalism and reform unstable 
markets. Yet, the extent and scale of these measures mean that they did not seek to fundamentally 
redraw the landscape of the UK political economy, but perhaps rather bring some aspects in line with 
more ‘successful’ or resilient models of capitalism, such as the German co-ordinated market model 
(see Hall and Soskice 2001). Labour remained, moreover, wary of too warmly embracing the virtues 
of the state, with Miliband eager to distance the party’s programme from ‘a return to 1970s-style 
picking winners’ (Miliband 2012b).  

One thread of the ‘One Nation’ economic approach was concerned with recalibrating the nature of 
Labour’s distributive politics, which were seen as fundamentally challenged by the post-crisis 
environment of constrained growth and lowered tax revenues (Wood, 2012a; 2012b). The party began 
to utilise the US academic Jacob Hacker’s concept of ‘pre-distribution’ in late 2012 (see Hacker 2008, 
2013). Its primary idea is to regulate markets in order for them to operate more equitably, for example 
by providing a higher-wage labour market, thereby reducing the necessity of post-salary redistributive 
measures to ‘top up’ low wages. At a high profile speech in September 2012 before the think tank 
Policy Network, Miliband launched ‘Labour’s New Agenda’, at the heart of which was the argument 
that a Labour government would need to fundamentally rethink its redistributive model, and that, ‘We 
cannot allow ourselves to be stuck with permanently being a low‐wage economy’ (Miliband 2012b).  

This idea was employed by the party because it represented a technical economic argument in 
response to the task of delivering social justice ‘at a time of fiscal constraint’ (Miliband 2012c: 19; 
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Wood, 2012b). Simultaneously, however, it allowed the party to address underlying fundamental 
issues at the heart of the economy, focusing not just on jobs creation but also the types of jobs create 
and ‘the distribution of income [the economy] creates’ (Miliband 2012b). This represented part of a 
normative attempt to move away from, at least partially, a strictly materialistic conception of justice, 
and towards notions of empowerment of working people within the economy and a heightened value 
of work. The One Nation Labour programme sought to situate its argument in reaction to a perceived 
emerging, post-New Labour normative societal trend which saw the social and cultural ‘limits’ of 
redistribution (see Wood, 2012a, 2012b). Pre-distribution was thus constructed as a response to the 
fact that people now perceived the state as transactional and ‘indifferent’, alongside a feeling of 
powerless experienced as a result of Britain’s low wage economy, flexible labour market and societal 
fracturing (see Miliband 2010b; Miliband cited in Watson, 2011). 

Parti Socialiste 
Understanding the crisis environment  
The nature of France’s economic crisis has been understood since 2012 as the product of a long-term 
malaise effecting the economy. Although the dynamics of this reading have shifted since, during 
Hollande’s campaign for presidency and the early part of his reign, France’s woes were seen largely 
as the result of the virus-like features of exotic, exogenous and decidedly ‘un-French’ economic 
practices, involving in particular Anglo-American finance capitalism. For Hollande, the root of 
France’s economic woes in 2012 was very clearly located in the crisis of financial capitalism which 
emerged out of the US in 2007-08. This crisis itself was understood in fairly straightforward terms as 
the product of the ‘hegemonic’ Anglo-American liberal ideology (Hollande 2012a; 2012b), the culture 
of excess and greed it permitted within financial markets with little or no productive connection to the 
real economy (Hollande 2012c; 2012b; 2012a), and the level of indebtedness and inequality it 
engendered (Hollande 2012b; 2012d). 

In this reading of the crisis, what Hollande termed the ‘Empire of Money’ began life in the UK and 
US and promotes ‘less state, less taxes, less regulation, less equality, less solidarity’ (Hollande 2012d: 
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46-47), and has taken hold across Europe over the past three decades. The Left’s attempts to ‘avert the 
threat’ of this neoliberal project through political activism at European level has been in vain, 
moreover, as the European project came to be dominated by the politics of Right (Hollande 2012d: 
47). As well as a ‘global’ crisis, the crisis in the Eurozone was understood as a product endogenous to 
the European political economy, with its weak growth, excessive financialisation, degraded 
competitiveness and high public debt burdens to blame, all of which are taken as evidence of the rise 
of the neoliberal model (Hollande 2012e). Yet, within this interpretation also, the negative influence 
of this liberal market model was not restricted to purely economic concerns; rather for Hollande at 
this time, the very ‘sovereignty of the Republic is in question in the face of markets’ (Hollande 2012f: 
2). In his 2012 book Changer de destin, for instance, Hollande argued that, ‘Financialisation without 
precaution, commodification without limits, globalisation without shackles, have obscured the horizon 
of the Republic’ (Hollande 2012d: 41). The growth of finance capitalism over the past two decades 
was to blame in particular, with Hollande’s rhetoric at its most blunt and combative in his January 
2012 speech at Le Bourget, where he described the world of finance as his ‘real enemy’ (Hollande 
2012c). Indeed, he argued, the world of finance was the faceless power that now truly governs France, 
having taking ‘control of the economy, society and even our lives’ (Hollande 2012c). At this time, 
then, Hollande attempted to utilise a radical response to the crisis environment, firmly establishing its 
cause, the neoliberal economic model, as oppositional to the values of socialism and the French 
Republic more widely.  

Reforming the political economy 
When considering how the Hollande administration has attempted to engender growth, it is necessary 
to start with the European Union. In line with the view of France’s economic problems arising from 
the acquiescence of European state to the hegemonic neoliberal order, Hollande took it upon himself 
to seek to ‘plead with force for another European politics’ (Hollande 2012d: 135). The reorientation 
of the Eurozone architecture was undoubtedly central to the achievement of Hollande’s goals for 
France. It led towards the use of cognitive arguments surrounding the need for a ‘Pact of 
Responsibility, Governance and Growth’ with France’s Eurozone partners, renegotiation of the new 
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Fiscal Stability Treaty to allow for greater fiscal leeway, a reorientation of the role of the ECB to 
provide greater liquidity for businesses in struggling markets, a European-wide financial transaction 
tax and the creation of ‘Eurobonds’ to mutualise EU member’s debts (Hollande 2012f: 12). Whilst the 
cognitive basis of Hollande’s proposals, that an adequate recovery can only be achieved by European-
level measures for growth, may have been sound, the actual feasibility of achieving such reforms may 
have always been questionable. From the outset Hollande’s discourse also invoked a range of 
domestic, state-led measures in particular, alongside its role in ‘reorienting Europe’, to revive 
economic growth and pursue a better deal for working people along the contours of the core social 
democratic values.   

In contrast to Labour’s attempt to shift away from a singular focus on the material, a return to 
economic growth was highlighted as the sole means through which to improve the lives of French 
workers. Hollande argued, for instance, that ‘there will not be a solid recovery without a return to 
growth which, alone, will permit an increase in purchasing power, a revival of employment and can 
finance … social protection’ (Hollande 2012d: 31). ‘In a just society’, he argued, ‘growth must lead to 
the improvement of the daily lives of the French people’ (Hollande 2012d: 33). The potential 
redistributive role of the state post-crisis was, moreover, played up and a central part of Hollande’s 
offer to French workers. Campaign promises included a boost to the minimum wage, the 
reestablishment of the state pension age to 60 for those qualifying, a VAT reduction, and an increase 
of l'allocation de rentrée scolaire (a benefit paid to families to help with schooling costs) by 25%. 
There were, moreover, a number of fiscal measures designed to establish a more progressive tax 
system, including the now infamous 75% tax on incomes over €1 million (Hollande 2012g), a 45% on 
incomes above €150,000, a removal of the wealth tax relief introduced by Sarkozy in 2011, and a 
pledge to clamp down on tax loopholes (Hollande 2012f). These were all state-led fiscal measures 
designed to secure and enhance the purchasing power of ordinary French workers. In 2012, therefore, 
the Socialist programme clearly aimed to exploit a perceived normative shift away from the Anglo-
Saxon model of capitalism in order to restore a more traditional social democratic programme, 
although its focus was primarily on reducing material inequality.  
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The state, moreover, had a significant role to play in creating growth and employment. In his 
campaign manifesto, Le changement, c’est maintenant (Hollande 2012f), Hollande promised the 
creation of 60,000 jobs in education, 150,000 state-subsidised jobs (of up to 75% of the salary) for up 
to three years (emplois d'avenir), as well as the creation of so-called ‘generation contracts’, involving 
grants to businesses that employ a young person on a permanent contract while maintaining the 
employment of a worker over the age of 57 (Hollande 2012f: 24). There was, moreover, a strong role 
for the state in the development of a revived industrial basis for the French economy. A renewed 
‘patriotic industrialism’ involved fixing long-term objectives for delivering industrial ‘excellence’, 
boosting both public and private research and design and programmes to assist the development of 
innovative SMEs (Hollande 2012d: 63-65). Moreover, in dirigiste fashion, Hollande waded in to 
industrial disputes regarding failing companies. At a speech during his election campaign at the 
Florange steel production site, where owner ArcelorMittal threatened closure, Hollande vowed to take 
measures to ensure the blast furnaces would be sold rather than mothballed (Hollande 2012h). 
Similarly, his declaration that ‘the State will not let them’, in relation to the decision by the car 
manufacturer PSA to cut 8,000 jobs at its Peugeot plant (Hollande 2012i), and subsequent €7bn rescue 
package, alongside the announcement that no jobs in the nuclear energy industry would be lost (Batho 
cited in Le Monde 2012), are representative of the continuing statist approach to securing employment 
for French workers.  

Labour and PS discourse: 2014-15 
Labour 
Understanding the crisis environment  
The concept of ‘cost of living crisis’ was apparent in Labour’s rhetorical arsenal from the early days 
of Miliband’s leadership (see Miliband 2011b; for final report see Plunkett, 2012), yet, as we have 
seen already, it was not a prominent feature of the party’s discourse in 2012. As we move in to 2014-
15, however, it is apparent that Labour’s discourse has shifted towards a significant concentration on 
this second-order crisis of living standards. As an advisor to the party has confirmed since, with the 
first sustained quarter-on-quarter growth beginning in the first quarter of 2013 (Office for National 
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Statistics 2015), Labour strategists felt that the party needed a new central line of critique as the 
economy began to recover (Labour Party economic advisor, 2015a). This is reflected in the clear 
alteration in Ed Balls’ responses in parliament to the Chancellor’s Autumn Statements; whilst his first 
two responses, in 2011 and 2012, were centred upon the ‘too far, too fast’ Keynesian critique of the 
government’s fiscal consolidation strategy, and made no mention whatsoever of the ‘cost of living 
crisis’, the latter two, in 2013 and 2014, were primarily focused on the ‘cost of living crisis’ and had 
dropped the ‘too far, too fast’ critique altogether (see Balls 2011c; 2012c; 2013c; 2014d). Moreover, 
at Miliband’s launch speech for Labour’s ‘Cost-Of-Living Contract’, he now argued that the ‘cost of 
living crisis’ was ‘the defining issue of our age’ (Miliband 2014c; 2014e). This represents in itself a 
clear shift away from a focus on the more fundamental aspects of the crisis, the crisis of financial 
markets in an overly financialised economic system and the collapse of the neoliberal ideology itself, 
towards the secondary crisis of living standards. This is a shift from cause to symptom. Yet, how 
exactly did the party understand the nature of this crisis of living standards and seek to articulate it? 

Miliband argued that there were three central causes; first, it is a product of the growing ‘gap between 
the earnings of those at the top and everyone else’; second, ‘because people are still paying too much 
for many basic necessities’, due in part to uncompetitive markets for retail products such as energy; 
and thirdly, ‘and more fundamental than either of the first two causes, it is happening because of the 
kinds of jobs our economy creates’. That is, Miliband argued, ‘the problem in our economy is that 
there are too few jobs with good skills and offering stable prospects. And more jobs that require fewer 
skills, paying less good wages and offering less security’ (Miliband 2014d). The centrality of this 
theme in major Labour speeches ran through to the end of the parliament (see Balls 2014a; 2014b; 
2014c; 2014d; 2015f; 2015g; Miliband 2013). There was, however, two aspects to this argument: a 
structural economic argument and an agential, policy-focused angle.  

On the one hand, the ‘cost of living crisis’ argument fitted neatly with the party’s broader and more 
radical political economic argument on the nature of ‘broken markets’. For instance, Ed Balls spoke 
of a ‘deep-seated cost of living crisis’, the product of ‘seismic global and technological changes, 
stagnating median incomes and rising inequality’ (Balls 2014e), whilst Miliband noted that the crisis 
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was, in part, ‘the result of long-term changes in the world economy’ (Miliband 2014d). Yet, on the 
other hand, the party drew the connection between the exacerbation of the crisis of living standards 
and the supposed failure of the Coalition government’s economic policies, which despite growth 
returning to the UK economy had failed to ensure the benefits of this growth were widely felt through 
a rise in living standards (Balls 2014c; 2015e; 2015g; see also Labour Party, 2015a: 16). This 
provided the party with the traction to link its wider arguments on the nature of ‘broken markets’ to a 
range of more cognitive arguments concerning the failure of governmental policy and tangible 
consequences for voters, and the ability of its own policies to provide a better and more credible 
economic solution. Indeed, Ed Balls even invoked directly the party’s apparent underlying rhetorical 
strategy in a speech in 2015 when he stated, ‘At this election, the answer to the famous Reagan 
question – “Are you better off than you were five years ago?” – is a clear and resounding no’ (Balls 
2015g). In doing so, however, we see a shift away from, or at least less focus given to, some of the 
more radical ideas concerning the nature of the crisis environment at this time. 

Reforming the political economy 
This shift from a focus on the more primary crises of the UK’s financialised growth model and the 
canon of neoliberal ideas to the secondary, material crisis of living standards brought with it a number 
of changes in how the party sought to discursively construct and deliver its response to the crisis 
environment. This can be understood in terms of two processes: the development of a policy 
programme focused directly on addressing the material and secondary nature of the exigencies of both 
the ongoing crisis and the policies of the Coalition government, alongside an attempt to shore up the 
party’s economic credibility through the promotion of a fiscally conservative programme. Labour’s 
‘Cost-Of-Living Contract’, launched on 1st May 2014, detailed ten policies which would seek to 
tackle the cost of living crisis, including building 200,000 new homes, a return to the lower 10p 
income tax rate and the higher 50p rate, increased childcare, increased regulation on rental contracts, 
banning certain ‘exploitative’ flexible employment contracts and freezing gas and electricity prices 
until 2017 (Miliband 2014c; Labour Party 2014). Later, during the election campaign, the party railed 
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against fears that the Conservative Party would increase VAT in the next parliament, and made 
explicit in public declarations that it would not (Balls 2015e).   

By late 2014, the One Nation Labour motif had all but disappeared from the party’s public discourse 
and was not even present at the party’s 2014 Annual Conference in September (see Chakelian 2014). 
This is itself a sign of how the party sought to shift from a broader and more radical narrative of 
political economic renewal to a more policy-focused, technical response to the particular crisis of 
living standards. In tandem with this approach to setting out a more precise policy programme, the 
party looked to shore up its electoral strategy by simultaneously demonstrating the programme’s 
economic credibility through presenting its argument in detailed, transparent and fiscally neutral terms 
(Labour Party economic advisor, 2015b). The party attempted to illustrate repeatedly how each policy 
would be ‘fully paid for’, that its programme contained ‘no spending commitments without saying 
where the money is coming from’, and that it would even subject its programme to independent 
auditing by the Office for Budget Responsibility (Balls 2014f; 2015d; 2015e; 2015g; Labour Party 
economic advisor, 2015b). The use of such cognitive arguments was premised upon the idea that it 
could show how it would improve the living standards of workers without recourse to additional 
spending. In this latter part of the parliament as the party shifted towards this ‘retail’ offer, the stress 
of the party’s message was placed more and more upon achieving fiscal credibility, evidenced most 
clearly in the party’s open attempt late on in the election campaign to rebrand itself as ‘the party of 
fiscal responsibility’ (Miliband cited in Labour Party, 2015b) through the introduction of its ‘Budget 
Responsibility Lock’ (BRL) on page one of its 2015 manifesto, before even Ed Miliband’s foreword 
(Labour Party, 2015a: 1). 

Parti Socialiste 
Understanding the crisis environment  
As described earlier, during Hollande’s campaign for first few months of his presidency, France’s 
economic situation was understood as the product of an exogenous neoliberal economic model, 
involving in particular Anglo-American finance capitalism, which had come to dominate Europe and 
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threaten French political and economic traditions. Yet, with Hollande’s policy U-turn in January 2014 
and the appointment of the Valls government in April, the discourse utilised by the party in the period 
2014-15 was characterised by a recalibration of the conceptualisation of France’s economic malaise in 
the Socialist’s discourse. A new diagnosis of France’s economic ills emerged. Now, it seemed, it was 
the French model of capitalism itself that was at fault; its failure to adapt to the necessities of a 
competitive, globalised marketplace, leaving the economy to stagnate (Valls 2015a; Macron 2015a; 
2015b; 2015c; 2015d).  

The inversion of the party’s dominant conception of France’s economic crisis environment was made 
manifest in the discourse employed by Emmanuel Macron, the new Minister of Economy, Industry 
and Digital Data in the Valls government, when presenting his Bill to ‘free activity’ within the 
economy (la loi pour libérer l’activité), the so-called ‘Macron Law’. Launching his project Macron 
argued that today, France ‘has three diseases’; ‘a confidence problem’, wherein the French no longer 
trust their politicians and other elites; second, he diagnosed the ‘problem of complexity’ as ‘a French 
disease’; and finally, there was ‘corporatism’, which Macron described as the process by which a 
range of ‘special interests’, ranging from the civil service to unions and employers, were ‘blocking’ 
economic activity (Macron 2014a). There was, then, an inversion of the party’s earlier radical 
understanding of the failures of capitalism; now, the party understood France’s economic troubles as a 
product of its own inability to adequately allow markets to function effectively. The ‘complexity’ of 
the French economy, by which Macron is referring to regulation within a range of markets including 
for labour and goods and services, was now seen to ‘stifle rather than protect, it inhibits rather than 
secures’ economic vitality, yet above all, he argued, it weakens the position of those ‘already the most 
vulnerable among us’ (Macron 2015e; 2014b; Valls 2015a). Valls too argued that such ‘blockages’ in 
the way of economic activity, ‘make life more difficult for our citizens’ (Valls 2015b).  

At this micro-level, then, the regulatory features of France’s economic model were seen to stifle and 
disrupt the economic empowerment of citizens. Yet, at a macroeconomic level also, it was argued that 
the adaptation of France’s economic model, through various liberalising reform measures, to 
emerging global economic trends, including the ‘“Uberisation” of our economy’ (Valls 2015a), was 
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imperative (Macron 2015a; 2015b; 2015c; 2015d). Gone, then, was the party’s discourse which 
aligned the rise of international neoliberalism with the foundations of a crisis of the financialised 
Anglo-American and the German-led ordo-liberal European growth models. Instead, in the twelve 
months or so after the appointment of the Valls government, the party was at pains to characterise 
France’s economic malaise as the product of a longstanding ‘French neurosis’ which ‘for too long 
opposed economic efficiency’ (Macron 2015a). Rather than exposing the weaknesses of these 
exogenous economic traditions and models of growth, now the crisis environment illustrated the 
fragility of France’s own distinctive model of capitalism and its inability to adapt to globalising, 
liberal markets.  

Reforming the political economy 
As the understanding of the nature of France’s economic misery experienced a clear shift in emphasis 
in 2014, so we can also see a change along the same contours in how Hollande and the PS 
government should to chart a route to recovery and the role of working people in this model. From the 
turn of the year, as part of the government’s new strategy to engender economic growth and 
employment, Hollande promoted a ‘responsibility pact’ between the state and employers, entailing 
€30 billion worth of tax credits for businesses to reduce labour costs (Hollande 2014; see Office of the 
Prime Minister 2014). Alongside this, upon his appointment Prime Minister Valls announced fiscal 
consolidation measures worth €50 billion (Valls 2014a). Subsequent to this ‘pact’, the government 
pursued a set of attendant measures designed to liberalise a range of markets. In December 2014, 
Finance Minister Emmanuel Macron presented his Bill for ‘growth and activity’, the loi Macron, 
which sought to relax Sunday trading laws, deregulate some professions and open up the inter-city 
coach industry to competition, amongst other measures (Macron 2014c). Taken together, the 
government’s two major economic reforms in this period were premised upon rectifying issues 
endogenous to the French model of capitalism through deregulation of markets.  

At the closing of the third annual Grand Social Conference for Employment in July 2014, for 
example, Valls told the audience of businesses and trade unions, ‘France, ladies and gentlemen, must 
carry out reforms; it must be set in motion, to overcome obstacles that, for too long, have hindered us. 
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In a world that moves so fast, nothing would be more tragic for our country than inaction’ (Valls 
2014b). Similarly, defending the controversial Macron law, which the government carried through 
parliament only through using an emergency constitutional measure which circumvented the need for 
a parliamentary vote, Macron argued that, ‘We had to provide flexibility in order to adapt to the 
constant changes in global economic conditions’ (Macron 2015a). The possibility of France’s 
recovery was now conceptualised as a product of the dynamism of its businesses (‘La reprise passe 
par l’entreprise’), whilst the new government was at pains to distance itself from the taxation policies 
pursued by Hollande on coming to power (Macron 2015a). France was, thus, now seen as losing a 
global economic race, whilst the ‘obstacles’ in its path to growth were very much French by design. 
Cognitively speaking, supply-side shocks were now the treatment necessary to revive the patient.  

The party continued its calls for reform at the European level, yet even here there is a clear shift in the 
discourse employed. The PS government still retained the case for a more active growth and job-
creation strategy at European level (Valls 2014b; 2014c; 2014d; 2014e). Nevertheless, this was no 
longer tied to a critique of a neoliberal Eurozone architecture. Rather, in a number of speeches, 
Macron made the case for a recalibration of the European project, and the re-establishment of 
convergence between France and Germany, in order to facilitate the proper functioning of free trade 
within the single market, which he defined as, ‘the DNA of the European project’ (Macron 2015d; 
2015f; Valls 2014f). The Socialist’s new-found faith in the ‘English idea … from the 18th century’, 
that ‘free trade between countries is win-win’ (Macron 2015d) stands in distinct contrast to 
Hollande’s earlier calls for the re-articulation of a ‘social’ Europe. Reforms at the European level 
would, moreover, be matched by domestic reform. Indeed, in contrast to Hollande’s early calls for the 
end of German dominance, now the government pursued the idea that domestic liberalising reforms 
would in-turn, ‘allow us to be more demanding with our partners and with Europe’ (Macron 2015e). 
How could France ask Europe to reform, Macron asked, ‘if we do not reform ourselves?’ (Macron 
2015e). 

Yet the reform and liberalisation of markets was justified in micro- as well as macro-economic terms, 
in an attempt to present the party’s strategic change as part of a broader societal shift towards 
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liberalisation. To ‘unlock’ markets was now seen as key, not only to achieve economic growth but for 
the improvement of the material condition of workers. As Macron argued, ‘When you unlock these 
markets, first it creates innovation, second it increases competitiveness and third it makes our society 
much fairer’ (Macron 2015f). For example, despite causing controversy in France, Macron 
highlighted how the independent and less regulated VTC (voitures de tourisme avec chauffeur) taxi 
market was, ‘meeting new needs and creating new jobs’ in impoverished areas, such as the north of 
Paris (Macron 2015b). The relaxing of Sunday working regulation too was seen not to erode worker 
protections, but as a measure to increase their earning potential (Valls 2015b). Alongside this, the 
introduction of competition into markets for goods and services, such as that for inter-city coach 
travel, was now seen as a primary measure for improving the le pouvoir d'achat (purchasing power) 
of citizens (Valls 2015b), whilst the government spoke of ‘weaning’ itself off of the ‘easy answer’ of 
public spending (Macron 2015a). ‘Minimising the cost of capitalism’ remains an integral part of the 
French model of welfare advocated by the party, and it would be wrong to suggest otherwise. 
However, it is clear that in this later period, the PS had shifted its conception of the necessary and 
desirable post-crisis alternative. Now liberalising reform of markets were viewed as part of a 
necessary process of modernisation and adaptation to both micro and macro pressures, and was taken 
as ultimately the only effective solution to manoeuvre France out of the crisis environment. 

Conclusion 
This paper started by acknowledging that ideas alone are not enough revive the social democratic 
project. However, as it also made clear, they remain the starting point for the renewal for any political 
project. Achieving the ‘good life’ in one form or another requires a set of foundational values, 
alongside a conceptualisation of the world as it is and how through political action, society, politics 
and the economy can be made better. Understanding how social democratic parties have thus sought 
to articulate their conceptions of the ‘good life’ in the post-crisis environment, then, tells us something 
important about the ambition of these political actors, and can contribute to our understanding of why 
that project has failed since 2008. The paper has shown that in both cases, although marked by 
different starting positions and contexts, there was a discernible shift from away from more radical 
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social democratic approaches that were taken in 2012. The paper has not attempted to understand why 
this might be the case, but the insights that this shift provides are nonetheless valuable.  

In both cases in 2012 we see the parties attempting to grapple with the fundamental problems 
characteristic of neoliberal growth models. The failures of the existing neoliberal system provided 
Labour with a set of policy responses which, though not radical in their ambition for fundamental 
reform of the economic order, did provide an attempt to move beyond New Labour’s more liberal 
economic model and reconnect with some of the core social democratic values. Pre-distribution can 
be taken as a case in point; whilst the policy was wrapped in an attempt to ensure the party’s 
credibility by demonstrating its ability to deliver social justice without recourse to greater welfare 
expenditure, it did also seek to some extent to recalibrate capitalist markets to the benefit of working 
people. The ability of a policy of this kind to straddle the radical-credible divide provides fertile 
ground for the development of a social democratic alternative. For the Socialists on the other hand, 
there is a case to be made that the inflated radicalism of the discourse employed by Hollande has 
ended up damaging the party’s programmatic path. In 2012 the party’s discourse, led primarily by the 
policy of programme of Hollande as presidential candidate, articulated a radical response to the 
perceived failure of neoliberalism, which was presented as a threat to the normative ideals of 
socialism, the French Republic, and attempts to create a more socially-orientated European project. In 
the absence of German acquiescence to Hollande’s demands for a reorientation of the Eurozone 
architecture, however, the normative appeal of Hollande’s policy programme in relation to the 
protection of French socialist and Republican ideals at the domestic floundered as growth remained 
stubborn and unemployment failed to decrease. 

Since 2014 the Socialists, in response to poor economic and job growth as well as abysmal polling, 
have dramatically altered their diagnosis of France’s economic malaise and prescription for its 
revival. Under the guidance of Prime Minister Valls and Economy Minister Macron, the PS’s 
understanding of France’s crisis environment has dropped the radical understanding of the weakness 
and volatility of a neoliberal economic order, and instead has attempted to legitimise its new 
economic programme through attributing blame to France’s own failure to adapt to liberalising norms. 
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In actively distancing itself from Hollande’s early programme, the new PS government’s liberalising 
reforms to the economy were now discussed in technical and value-led ways as part of France’s 
necessary adaptation to both micro- and macro-economic level pressures. This, it is possible to 
suggest, makes it not only impossible to set out a true social democratic alternative today, but will 
render it increasingly difficult for future Socialist governments to legitimise adequately a social 
democratic programme in both cognitive and normative terms. It is possible to understand that 
Labour’s offer, as we move in to 2014-15, had altered and in doing so had also taken on a less radical, 
less ambitious approach. The party had shifted its conception of the crisis, and now focused upon a 
secondary crisis of living standards in order to carry its political messaging. Although, for example, 
pre-distribution remained a Labour idea in this period, as we’ve seen, the party shifted towards a 
much greater emphasis on a detailed, transactional policy programme, designed to alleviate the 
material symptoms of the crisis of living standards. There is no room to discuss here precisely what 
effect this shift had. However, what is clear is that not only did Labour’s more narrow emphasis on 
achieving credibility through a programme focused on the secondary material aspect of the crisis fail 
to convince the electorate that it could deliver a more secure standard of living, but in doing so the 
party ultimately relinquished the opportunity to pursue a more radical social democratic alternative. 

Both parties have clearly failed to develop a radical social democratic response to the crisis capable of 
exploiting the environment and engendering a new social democratic paradigm. Neither party was 
successfully able to reconcile the tension between the radical social democratic project necessary on 
the one hand, and the credibility they sought for that programme on the other. This is not to suggest 
such an endeavour is a simple one. However, it remains the case that, in order for social democrats to 
beat an adequate path out of the crisis towards a true social democratic alternative, charting a route 
through these issues is essential.   
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