


SOCIAL DEMOCRACY
IN THE 21ST CENTURY



COMPARATIVE SOCIAL RESEARCH

Series Editor: Fredrik Engelstad

Recent Volumes:

Volume 18: Family Change: Practices, Policies, and Values, 1999
Volume 19: Comparative Perspectives on Universities, 2000
Volume 20: The Comparative Study of Conscription in the Armed Forces, 2002
Volume 21: Comparative Studies of Culture and Power, 2003
Volume 22: The Multicultural Challenge, 2003
Volume 23: Comparative Studies of Social and Political Elites, 2007
Volume 24: Capitalisms Compared, 2007
Volume 25: Childhood: Changing Contexts, 2008
Volume 26: Civil Society in Comparative Perspective, 2009
Volume 27: Troubled Regions and Failing States: The Clustering and Conta-

gion of Armed Conflicts, 2010
Volume 28: The Nordic Varieties of Capitalism, 2011
Volume 29: Firms, Boards and Gender Quotas: Comparative Perspectives,

2012
Volume 30: Class and Stratification Analysis, 2013
Volume 31: Gender Segregation in Vocational Education, 2015
Volume 32: Labour Mobility in the Enlarged Single European Market, 2018
Volume 33: Bureaucracy and Society in Transition: Comparative Perspectives,

2018
Volume 34: Elites and People: Challenges to Democracy, 2019



COMPARATIVE SOCIAL RESEARCH
VOLUME 35

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY IN
THE 21ST CENTURY

EDITED BY

NIK. BRANDAL
Bjørknes University College, Norway

ØIVIND BRATBERG
University of Oslo, Norway

DAG EINAR THORSEN
University of South-Eastern Norway, Norway

United Kingdom – North America – Japan
India – Malaysia – China



Emerald Publishing Limited
Howard House, Wagon Lane, Bingley BD16 1WA, UK

First edition 2021

Copyright © 2021 by Emerald Publishing Limited

Reprints and permissions service
Contact: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in any form or
by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without either the
prior written permission of the publisher or a licence permitting restricted copying issued in the
UK by The Copyright Licensing Agency and in the USA by The Copyright Clearance Center.
Any opinions expressed in the chapters are those of the authors. Whilst Emerald makes every
effort to ensure the quality and accuracy of its content, Emerald makes no representation
implied or otherwise, as to the chapters’ suitability and application and disclaims any
warranties, express or implied, to their use.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-83909-953-3 (Print)
ISBN: 978-1-83909-952-6 (Online)
ISBN: 978-1-83909-954-0 (Epub)

ISSN: 0195-6310

mailto:permissions@emeraldinsight.com


CONTENTS

List of Tables and Figures vii

About the Contributors ix

Editorial Board xiii

List of Reviewers xv

Foreword xvii

Preface xix

Introduction: Social Democracy in the 21st Century 1
Dag Einar Thorsen

Social Democratic Challenges in the South – And Why They
Matter for the North Too 15
Olle Törnquist

Each Unhappy in Its Own Way? The Rise and Fall of Social
Democracy in the Visegrád Countries since 1989 37
Elisabeth Bakke and Nick Sitter

Social Democratic Trade Unions in the Knowledge Economy:
Challenges, Pathways and Dilemmas 69
Christian Lyhne Ibsen

Basic Income and Social Democratic Policies 91
Nanna Kildal

Governance by Hybrid Advisory Committees – A Hallmark of
Social Democracy? 113
Eva Krick and Cathrine Holst

v



In the Quest for a European Social Model: The EU Integration
Path of Social Democratic Parties in Germany and Spain 131
Björn Hacker

Social Democracy and the ‘Territorial Question’: Understanding
the Attitudes of Social Democratic Parties towards
Decentralisation 161
Simon Toubeau

From Bounded Universalism to the Trial of Internationalisation:
Migration and Social Democracy in Scandinavia 195
Grete Brochmann

Duties First, Rights Next! The Danish Social Democrats’ Right
Turn on Migration Politics 223
Susi Meret

Third Way Departures and 21st-Century Social Democracy:
Corbyn vs Macron 245
Nik. Brandal and Øivind Bratberg

Index 271

vi CONTENTS



LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES

Table 1. Skills Demanded in the Future. 76
Table 2. Three Pathways for Social Democratic Unions. 82
Table 1. Attitudes to Basic Income. 103
Table 1. Organisational Criteria and Analytical Conclusions. 117
Table 1. Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands Status in

Different Legislative Periods from 2000 to 2020. 134
Table 2. Partido Socialista Obrero Español Status in Different

Legislative Periods from 2000–2020. 135
Table 3. Variations of the European Social Model. 142
Table 1. Results from Linear Regression Model Predicting

Decentralisation Position. 172
Table 2. Effect of Incumbency on Decentralisation. 173
Table 3. Conditions Producing Decentralist Reforms. 175
Table 4. Conditions Producing Resistance to Change. 181
Table 1. Immigration Perceived as a Threat to National Culture.

Party Voters (2001–2015). Percentage Difference Index:
Strongly Agree/Agree – Disagree/Strongly Disagree). 229

Table 2. Party Voters’ Attitudes 2019. Percentage Difference
Index: Strongly Agree/Agree – Strongly Disagree/
Disagree. 230

Table 1. Two Trajectories for Renewing the Left in Post-austerity
Europe. 263

Figure 1. Election results (%). 44
Figure 2. (a) Poland, (b) Hungary, (c) Slovakia, (d) Czech

Republic. 46
Figure 3. Share of workers among MPs (%). 47
Figure 4. MPs with higher education (%). 47
Figure 5. Manual Workers* in % of Workforce. 49
Figure 6. Employment by Sector – Industry (%). 49
Figure 7. GDP Growth, Annual Change (%). 50
Figure 8. Unemployment Rate (%). 50
Figure 9. Industrial Output, Change on Previous year (%). 51

vii



Figure 10. Inflation (%). 51
Figure 11. Gini Coefficients, Disposable Household Incomes. 51
Figure 12. Opinion Polls in Slovakia 1992–1994 (%). 54
Figure 13. Trust in National Government (%). 59
Figure 1. Trade Union Density (1994–2018). 72
Figure 2. Collective Bargaining Coverage (2016). 73
Figure 3. Population With Tertiary Education 25–34 Year-olds

and probably 55–64 Year-olds. Denmark, Germany,
Sweden, the United States and the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development Average
(2018). 77

Figure 4. Employer Association Density – Denmark and Sweden:
1995/1997–2015. 80

Figure 1. Election Results and Trend Line of Sozialdemokratische
Partei Deutschlands and the Partido Socialista Obrero
Español in General Parliamentary Elections (First
Chamber). 134

Figure 1. Variety of Positions among Party Families. 166
Figure 2. Distribution of Positions among Social Democratic

Parties. 167
Figure 3. Effect of Mainstream Competition on Decentralisation 173
Figure 4. Effect of Proximity of Regionalist Party on Economic

Dimension. 174
Figure 1. Vote Share for the Liberal Party and the Social Demo-

crats, 1990–2019. V: The Liberal Party; SD: Social
Democrats. 226

Figure 2. Dansk Folkeparti Electoral Results (1997–2019). 227
Figure 3. Foreign Nationals and Their Descendants in Denmark:

Share of the Total Population (1980–2016). 231

viii LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES



ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS

Elisabeth Bakke is Associate Professor at the Department of Political Science,
University of Oslo, Norway. Her research interests include democratisation and
democratic backsliding, nationalism, European politics, Czech and Slovak
politics, parties and parliamentary elites. She has written several articles with
Nick Sitter, among these: ‘Why Do Parties Fail? Cleavages, Government
Fatigue and Electoral Failure in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary
1992–2012’ and ‘Where do parties go when they die? The fate of failed parties
in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary 1992–2013’, both in East
European Politics.

Nik. Brandal is Associate Professor in International Studies at Bjørknes Uni-
versity College, Oslo, Norway. Brandal has authored and edited books and
articles on a wide range of topics, with a special focus on the Nordic Model, the
First World War and Political Extremism. He is the co-author (with Bratberg and
Thorsen) of The Nordic Model of Social Democracy (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

Øivind Bratberg is Senior Lecturer at the Department of Political Science, Uni-
versity of Oslo, Norway. He completed his PhD in 2011 on the topic of devolution
and party organisation in Scotland and Wales. Bratberg’s research interests range
from social democratic ideology to British politics and qualitative textual analysis.

Grete Brochmann is Professor of Sociology at the University of Oslo, Norway.
Her research focuses on international migration, EU policies, welfare state
dilemmas as well as historical studies. She has served as a visiting scholar in
Brussels, Berkeley and Boston, and has held the Willy Brandt visiting profes-
sorship in Malmo, Sweden. She has been the head of two national commissions
on immigration and the sustainability of the Norwegian welfare model. Broch-
mann has held various positions in the Norwegian Research Council, and she is
member of The Norwegian Academy of Science.

Björn Hacker is Professor of European Economic Policy at University of Applied
Sciences HTW Berlin, Germany. His research focus is on social integration
processes in the European Union, macroeconomics of monetary integration and
comparative welfare state policies. Recently, he has worked on political dis-
courses on Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) reform and the policy
coordination potential of the European Pillar of Social Rights.

Cathrine Holst is Professor at the Department of Sociology and Human Geog-
raphy, University of Oslo, Norway. She has published extensively in the fields of

ix



political theory, public policy and social epistemology, and has directed several
research projects on the role of experts in policy advice and policy-making. In
2020/21, she will be co-leader of a research group at the Centre for Advanced
Studies (CAS) in Oslo, Norway with the project What is a good policy? Political
morality, feasibility and democracy (GOODPOL).

Christian Lyhne Ibsen is Associate Professor at the School of Human Resources
and Labor Relations at Michigan State University and Associate Professor at
FAOS at the University of Copenhagen, where he also earned his PhD in Soci-
ology. His research focuses on collective bargaining, trade unions and employer
associations and the future of work and employment relations. His work has been
published in journals such as World Politics, Socio-Economic Review, British
Journal of Industrial Relations, Cambridge Journal of Economics and European
Sociological Review.

Nanna Kildal is affiliated Research Professor, NORCE (Norwegian Research
Centre), Department of Social Science, Bergen, Norway. Her main research
interest is the normative dimensions of welfare policies, the principle of reci-
procity, the contractualisation of social rights, relations between rights and
duties, income and work. International organisations, welfare discourses and
national welfare policies are also central thematic areas. She was the editor of the
Norwegian Journal of Welfare Research from 2004 to 2016.

Eva Krick is Postdoctoral Researcher at the ARENA Centre for European
Studies, University of Oslo, Norway. Her research focuses on the relationship of
democracy and expertise. She has published in the fields of democratic theory,
public policy, comparative political science and institutional analysis and has
worked on collective decision-making, interest groups, public participation,
policy advice and environmental and climate policy. Currently, she studies the
involvement of citizens into knowledge production.

Susi Meret is Associate Professor at the Department of Politics and Society at the
University of Aalborg, Denmark. Her main research interest is with populist
radical right-wing parties in Europe, populism, political extremisms and civil
society reactions hereto. She has conducted studies on right-wing populism in
Denmark (and beyond), also considering the mainstream parties’ counter-
strategies, the role of Islam and more broadly the civil society responses to
growing anti-immigration and populist ethno-nationalism.

Nick Sitter is Professor of Political Economy at the BI Norwegian Business
School and Professor of Public Policy at the Central European University. His
research interests include political parties, party systems, populism and demo-
cratic backsliding (as well as energy policy and terrorism). He has written several
articles with Elisabeth Bakke, including ‘The EU’s Enfants Terribles: Democratic
backsliding in Central Europe since 2010’ in Perspectives on Politics and ‘Dem-
ocratic Backsliding in the European Union’ in the Oxford Research Encyclopedia
of Politics.

x ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS



Olle Törnquist is Professor of Politics and Development, University of Oslo,
Norway. He has written widely on radical politics, Social Democracy and
democratisation, primarily in Indonesia, India and the Philippines – often in
cooperation with scholarly local activists. His most recent books are Reinventing
Social Democratic Development: Insights from Indian and Scandinavian Com-
parisons (with John Harriss et al.) and In Search of New Social Democracy:
Insights from the South – Implications in the North (forthcoming).

Dag Einar Thorsen is Associate Professor of Political Science at the School of
Business, University of South-Eastern Norway. Thorsen has authored and edited
books and articles on a wide variety of topics in political science, from normative
political theory and the philosophy of social science, to contemporary history and
international political economics.

Simon Toubeau is Assistant Professor in the School of Politics and International
Relations, where he conducts research and teaching in comparative politics,
specialising in the field of territorial politics and federalism. He holds a PhD in
Political and Social Sciences from the European University Institute (EUI) and
an M.Phil in European Politics and Society from the University of Oxford.

Fredrik Vad Nielsen is the leader of Danmarks Socialdemokratiske Ungdom, the
autonomous youth section of the party Socialdemokratiet.

ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS xi



This page intentionally left blank



EDITORIAL BOARD

Fredrik Engelstad
University of Oslo, Norway/Institute for Social
Research, Norway

Kristian Berg Harpviken
Peace Research Institute Oslo, Norway

Marte Mangset
Oslo Metropolitan University, Norway

Lars Mjøset
University og Oslo, Norway

Axel West Pedersen
Oslo Metropolitan University, Norway

Liza Reisel
Institute for Social Research, Norway

Mari Teigen
Institute for Social Research, Norway

xiii



This page intentionally left blank



LIST OF REVIEWERS

David S. Bell University of Leeds
Andreas Bieler University of Nottingham
João Carvalho University Institute of Lisbon
Peter Munk Christiansen Aarhus University
Carl Dahlström University of Gothenburg
Kevin Deegan-Krause Wayne State University, Michigan
Dionyssis Dimitrakopoulos Birkbeck, University of London
Elodie Fabre Queen’s University Belfast
Eunice Goes Richmond University, London
Christoffer Green-Pedersen Aarhus University
Jonathan Hopkin London School of Economics and Political Science
Thomas Hylland Eriksen University of Oslo
Isabelle Hertner King’s College London
Louise Haagh University of York
Jonas Hinnfors University of Gothenburg
Anders Kjellberg Lund University
Thomas Lancaster Emory College of Arts and Science, Georgia (US)
Didier Ruedin University of Neuchâtel & Witwatersrand
Richard Sandbrook University of Toronto
Jeremy Seekings University of Cape Town
Carly Schall Indiana University
Malcolm Torry London School of Economics and Political Science
Milada Vachudova University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
Fabio Wolkenstein Aarhus University

xv



This page intentionally left blank



FOREWORD

The present volume offers a multifaceted analysis of social democracy in our
time, with Europe as its core. Across eleven distinct contributions, the net is cast
far and wide. Yet, they all seek to take stock of social democracy today – as a
movement and a set of ideas. The ambition has been to cover not only what can
be learnt from the decades passed but also what the near future may hold for the
centre-left.

Academic work on social democratic politics easily turns towards an idealised
version of the past and a dystopic view of the here and now. From this
perspective, social democracy enjoyed its heyday in the post-war decades and is
something of a sunset ideology today. We have encouraged the contributors to
steer clear of the ‘doom and gloom’ narrative in favour of open-mindedness in
relation to our topic. Questions to pursue have included where and in what sense
Social Democrats have succeeded or failed, and what ideas and dilemmas that
accompany social democracy today.

Socialdemokratiet, the social democratic party of Denmark, has been both
acclaimed and subject to criticism in recent years, as a profound (and at times
painful) policy review has been followed by a return to government. The renewal
was characterised by a distinct emphasis on working people, alongside a tight
immigration policy and a strong commitment to countering climate change. We
are grateful to Frederik Vad Nielsen, the current leader of Danmarks Social-
demokratiske Ungdom, the autonomous youth section of Socialdemokratiet,
who has contributed his own political perspective on priorities for twenty-first
century social democracy.

During our work with this volume, we would have confounded in our efforts,
if it were not for the research assistant Torbjørn Svanevik. He has made a decisive
contribution to this volume, especially when it comes to everything usually
unseen in a finished book of this kind. We are also in a debt of gratitude to the
editorial board of Comparative Social Research, series editor Fredrik Engelstad
especially, for giving us answers to all our questions and heeding to our cries for
help whenever we needed moral support and solutions to practical challenges.

The contributors to this volume, and the reviewers of each contribution, have
of course also been very helpful throughout the process, and we owe them all our
heartfelt appreciations. They have given us much to think about, and we hope
that this volume will become an inspiration for them to continue their work in
various fields of social and political science. The editors have undoubtedly been
given much to think about, by everyone we have worked with on this volume,
which we also aim to revisit in future projects of our own.
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During our work on this volume, we have benefited from the working envi-
ronment and financial support provided to us by our main employers at Bjørknes
University College, the University of Oslo and the School of Business at the
University of South-Eastern Norway. We have also indirectly been advanced in
our efforts by the donations from the Leif Höegh Foundation, who have
contributed to a different project directed by one of the editors to this volume,
and thereby given us some much-needed financial flexibility. We owe them all our
gratitude.

Oslo, June 2020
Nik. Brandal, Øivind Bratberg and Dag Einar Thorsen
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PREFACE

Frederik Vad Nielsen

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY MUST REDISCOVER
ITS SOCIAL COMPASS

Social democratic thought has contributed to creating some of the best societies
in the world, notably in Scandinavia. Countries in this region benefit from a high
level of education. An extensive welfare state ensures security for all; the labour
market is civilised, and most women and men are in employment.

All these elements are grounded in politics guided by social democracy, with
one keyword above all: balance – that is a balance between a competitive market
economy and public interest, a balance between personal liberties and state
intervention, a balance between economic freedom and equality and so on.
Balance has been the mantra of Social Democrats in Denmark and helped our
movement evolve from being an international class-based party at the beginning
of the 1900s to being a national people’s party half a century later. The key
realisation in the course of this journey was that social harmony and order were
preconditions if we wanted to unite the population as a whole behind the goal of
social justice for the working class. A balance was required in all tactical and
strategic choices we made. As a result, we succeeded – in Denmark as in Norway
and Sweden – in creating what counts among the most open, free, equal and
community-spirited societies of the world.

The Balanced Welfare Society Is Evaporating

In recent years, it has been evident that this hard-fought balance threatens to
evaporate. Part of the reason is that Social Democrats have turned away from the
original rationale for pursuing it: the ability for people in the working class to
govern their own lives.

In Denmark, skilled and unskilled workers constitute half of all people in
employment. Blacksmiths, technicians, service workers, haircutters, electricians,
butchers and metal engineers struggle day in and day out for the community but
to little gain. At the same time, thousands of people fall by the wayside in what
ought to be a productive welfare society.

Social Democrats are in danger of forgetting these people. Instead, they have
tacitly accepted that financial, educational and cultural elites are granted more
and more privileges.

xix



Taxes are reduced for the highest wages and the most expensive properties.
Students in higher education reap the benefits of a publicly funded educational
system. The labour market for the lower-salaried jobs grows ever more insecure
as a consequence of ‘social dumping’. Even in a small country such as Denmark,
the gulf widens between the city and the countryside in services offered by the
state, public investment and political attention. Overall, we are losing balance.

That balance must be regained! To that purpose, Social Democrats must
develop policies to improve conditions for the common man and woman. If so,
we should lead by the following imperatives.

First, the struggle over education is also a class struggle. Massive investment
must be directed towards primary education. Over the last few decades, an
increasing share of state funding for education has been directed to upper sec-
ondary education and colleges. We must be adamant that investment in early
schooling is the quintessential educational policy for Social Democrats. All pupils
who are dyslexic or cannot comprehend arithmetic must be screened early on,
and two teachers should be the norm in every class in primary schools.

At the same time, the early years of schooling should be made less academic.
Today, girls benefit much more from primary school than boys who are less
honed to academic work. The gap is increasing between grades obtained by girls
and boys. That gap must be eliminated. We want more practical skills integrated
into schools, internships in secondary school and, generally, much more diverse
offerings at school. This way, we can ensure that children and young adults learn
about different spheres of life and succeed in not only reading, writing and math
but also beyond.

In Denmark, the proportion of young people pursuing a vocational education
has fallen from 30 percent in 2006 to less than 20 percent in recent years. We will
lack tens of thousands of labourers within the next decade or so. It is to little avail
that Social Democrats are afraid of making enemies among the creative class and
young academics. The message from Social Democrats ought to be clear: we
cannot push all our young people onto university education. The belief that
globalisation eliminates the need for manual labour should be thrown on the
garbage heap. We are in need of hands in care, construction work, industry,
service and trade here and now and will be in the decades ahead. From this lesson
proceeds a strategy for massive investment in vocational education and limits to
admission into academia. It might seem odd that Social Democrats should be the
ones to set a limit for people being enrolled in higher education; for such a long
time, we were first in line in the campaign for the opposite. But, we inhabit a
world that requires more young people who have learnt a trade. We need to adapt
our educational system accordingly.

Moreover, educational policy should not seek to gain first and foremost those
who pursue the lengthiest degrees and gain the highest salaries thereafter. Social
democracy should take a stand and correct what has been misguided in our
policies.

Second, climate change and automatisation must be tackled in a way that is
socially just. My generation will be faced with two all-encompassing challenges
for many years to come: climate change and a wave of automatisation in the
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labour market. Both challenges entail great opportunities but, evidently, enor-
mous downsides as well, and they will need to be addressed through policies
agreed upon and delivered in the next decade. Social Democrats have neither
presented the solutions needed to provide for a green transition that is socially
just nor prepared the coming generations for a labour market that will change
fundamentally.

Tackling climate change requires a break from the neoliberal economic policy
that governments, including social democratic ones, have been guided by over the
last 30 years. If we are to succeed with a green transformation without crashing
the working class, we will have to borrow to invest. To acquire that, we must
eliminate our aversion to state debt. Funds should be directed towards the pur-
chase of arable land, the electrification of transport, temporary tax relief for more
effective heating in the housing sector, reduced taxes for energy from wind and
waves and for green development aid to the poorest countries in the world.

A policy that is green and sustainable cannot be forged on the back of welfare
cuts or tax increases for ordinary working people. Public investment is the only
way forward, and it is one that Social Democrats must take.

An increase in public borrowing should not only be spent on policies coun-
tering climate change. In the course of the next decade, we must enable the
greatest upskilling of our workers in recent history if we are to prepare for the
automatisation of our labour market. As machines, robots and artificial intelli-
gence take on ever new tasks, the workforce must gain new skills to adapt. This
requires that we elevate the unskilled to skilled and make sure that a fast track to
further education is provided for workers with lower wages and fewer years at
school. Together, we will kick-start the greatest programme in generations for
investment in skills.

Social Democracy Must Rediscover Its Social Compass

Social democracy must prepare the working class for the future. It is time we take
their interests as a point of departure in our quest to regain a better social bal-
ance. For too long, we have let the elite from the financial, cultural and educa-
tional domains define our political priorities. Our belief that globalisation will
extinguish the need for manual labour, sending everyone to well-paid jobs in the
creative sector, must be dropped once and for all. Only thus can we ensure that
support is sustained for the social harmony, safety net and support for liberal
democracy in which our country takes such pride. We have demonstrated
through our history how social balance is created by standing by all those who
contribute to the collective wealth of society. That formula must remain ours.
That way, social democracy can rediscover its social compass!

PREFACE xxi



This page intentionally left blank



INTRODUCTION: SOCIAL
DEMOCRACY IN THE 21ST
CENTURY

Dag Einar Thorsen

ABSTRACT

Since the end of the Cold War in 1989, Social Democrats around the world
have been the victims of drastically changing fortunes. After 2015, these mixed
fortunes took in several instances, in Greece, France and the Netherlands most
prominently, the form of an outright collapse in terms of electoral support. At
the same time, the world economy is increasingly dominated by an unfettered
brand of international financial capitalism, leading to a progressively more
ruthless exploitation of workers around the world. Both these trends entail that
Social Democrats need to come up with new answers to the most pressing
political issues of our time. In this introductory chapter, the first order of
business is to provide the reader with an idea of what Social Democracy might
signify in the twenty-first century, focussing on the basic ideas of human rights,
democracy and personal freedom. The chapter then moves on to describe and
discuss some of the problems facing the world today. Global warming and
resource depletion, poverty and economic inequality, as well as sudden shocks
to the political system such as the coronavirus pandemic of 2020 will likely
continue to set a large part of the political agenda for the remainder of this
century. If Social Democrats continue to be part of a truly world-transforming
labour movement, they must address and engage with these issues, and with the
yet unknown political problems of tomorrow.

Keywords: Social democracy; democracy; labour movement; political
parties; elections; human rights; development
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What has become of social democracy? Or, directly relating the question to the
present collection of articles on the topic, where is it heading? Social Democrats in
the Western world can look back on a century where growth and expansion of
centre-left values seemed, during certain periods, to be a law of nature. During its
so-called golden era (from the 1940s to the 1970s), the fortunes of the centre-left
spiralled, with its legacy everywhere to be seen. Fifty years on from the end of that
era, that period in time maintains, for understandable reasons, a particular status
within the social democratic movement. It holds an equally elevated position in
much of the academic work on social democracy in Europe and beyond. In this
volume, an analysis of this brighter history, alongside analyses of challenges of the
centre-left today, is presented.

There is ample reason to romanticise previous times. As of 2020, the French
Parti Socialiste risks irrelevance in the squeeze between liberal, conservative and
national-populist rivals. In Germany, the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutsch-
lands has fallen in electoral support to a level not experienced since the years of
the Weimar Republic. The picture across Europe is not altogether bleak, but it is
clear from present evidence that social democratic parties are no more a ‘natural’
party of government than other party families. Since the turn of the century, the
electoral base of social democratic parties has been transformed as well as
reduced in most countries. In policy terms, social democratic parties have strived
to adapt to an era that is separated by class yet diversified in terms of minorities,
individualised and transitional yet characterised by collective yearning; and
typified by postmaterialistic values yet oriented towards bread and butter policies
when push comes to shove.

Paradoxes abound for social democratic parties, whose chief characteristic
may be that they are workers’ parties no more. As new identities must be forged,
different agendas developed and issues resolved, Social Democrats must take
stock of not only where they are coming from but also where they are heading.
The academic contributions in this volume shed light on some of the choices to be
made for Social Democrats in the Western world two decades into the twenty-
first century. This chapter begins with a brief historical backdrop, before taking
on a conceptual clarification of social democracy. Finally, the chapter addresses a
set of challenges the social democratic movement must grapple with and relates
these to individual chapters in the volume.

THE MIXED FORTUNES OF SOCIAL
DEMOCRACY SINCE 1989

After the end of the Cold War, social democratic parties in Western Europe espe-
cially, but also elsewhere around the world, started experiencing increasing vola-
tility in terms of both electoral support and membership numbers. Initially, the
future seemed bright for a ‘modernised’ or centrist type of social democracy. This
was especially the case after Tony Blair in 1997 and Gerhard Schröder in 1998
became heads of government in the United Kingdom and Germany, respectively.

2 DAG EINAR THORSEN



At the same time, themood in conservative and other centre-right parties across the
region grew ever more dismal and desperate.

Since the turn of the century, however, the political fortunes have shifted, at
least in Western Europe but also to varying degrees in other parts of the world
(Keating & McCrone, 2013; Manwaring & Kennedy, 2018). The electoral sup-
port for social democratic parties has dropped significantly in both Germany and
Scandinavia or collapsed altogether in other countries – such as Greece, France
and the Netherlands. In these countries, a number of recent and interrelated
developments seem to challenge the ideational and electoral basis for social
democratic parties and policies such as economic globalisation, European inte-
gration, demographic change, international migration, the automatisation of the
economy and climate change.

This decline of social democratic parties has also coincided with other political
trends, perhaps most notably the rise of right-wing populist politicians and
political parties (which, since 1990, have managed to become political forces to be
reckoned with in several countries, both inside and outside of Western Europe)
(Berman & Snegovaya, 2019). Another broad trend is the rise of new and
nontraditional parties on the left-hand side of the political spectrum – parties that
might be broadly construed as left-wing populists, green parties, New Left parties
(along with regionalist catch-all parties) and centrist parties without an easily
identifiable ideology or economic policy at their core.

Both these trends have led to the bloodletting of older parties, perhaps espe-
cially among the social democratic parties of Western Europe. This bloodletting
has taken place directly in the form of voters migrating from older centre-left
parties to new and more exciting alternatives – left, right and centre. There is,
however, a more subtle and indirect way of grinding down in play whenever new
parties have succeeded in setting the political agenda, exposing a perceived
shortage of new ideas or relevant solutions to new problems among the older
parties. Such developments have, in many instances, led to demobilisation among
supporters of the older parties. Both voters changing their allegiances to new
parties and voters becoming disenchanted with their old party and simply
refusing to continue voting as before will contribute to a decline in relative
support at the polls for a traditional party. For many social democratic parties in
Western Europe, both defections and disenchantment may have happened at the
same time, and to varying degrees, after the turn of the century.

There are, however, some counterexamples of parties resisting this trend. In
Portugal and Spain, social democratic minority governments were formed in
2015 and 2018, respectively. Here, it seems the Social Democrats have adapted
quite well to a changing political environment or at least adapted much
better than their traditional antagonists on the centre-right. The same goes for
Denmark, where the Social Democrats formed a minority government after the
parliamentary elections of 2019. Interestingly, this did not happen after a land-
slide in their favour but rather happened because other centre-left and left-wing
parties made significant gains, as the right-wing populists quite resoundingly lost
much of their support at the polls.
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The Labour Party in Britain was also an example of a social democratic party
doing fairly well or, at any rate, not as bad as the most pessimistic forecasters
would have it, at least for a long time. After 2010, it experienced not only a
considerable growth in membership numbers but also quite divisive and
unfriendly debates about where the party should go next. In the general election
of December 2019, the British Labour Party, under the flagging leadership of
Jeremy Corbyn, was completely unable to give Boris Johnson and his Conser-
vative Party any type of serious competition. Instead, the party ended up with its
worst result at a general election since 1935, without a shred of hope of returning
to a position in government any time soon.

Throughout Western Europe, it appears, however, that there is at least room
for social democratic parties to come back from being the opposition if they
manage to attract enough support from their traditional electorate and, at the
same time, gather enough support from other parties on the left-hand side of the
political spectrum. And yet it seems many social democratic parties in Europe
suffer from lingering self-doubt and hesitation and fail to be sufficiently attractive
to both once lost voters and potentially new voters or win working majorities
together with allied parties. A collective depression has simultaneously affected
many of these parties, making it harder for them to regain their former position
as a leading force on the political scene in their respective countries.

In the context of the European Union as well, Social Democrats seem unable to
build a common idea sufficiently different from the ideas coming from European
conservatives and liberals of what the future of Europe should be. In other words,
the centre-left of Europe is effectively unable to become a forceful alternative to the
centre-right parties presently dominating European politics. Instead, many social
democratic parties seem, for the most part, satisfied with being a mere partial
corrective measure to the political agenda of conservative or liberal parties and
leaders. Increasingly often, we even find SocialDemocrats in close cooperation with
ever so slightly more intrepid parties of the centre-right, forming the so-called grand
coalitions of older parties in government as a way of making sure that new
movements and political currents – left, right and centre – are kept at bay.

Outside Europe, there is quite a considerable variation as well, far too much
variation to describe thoroughly in the space of a single book and certainly not in
a single introductory chapter. In many mature democracies around the world, but
far from all, social democratic parties have for a long time been, and in most
cases still are, forces to be reckoned with in national politics. In other countries,
perhaps especially countries that have only recently undergone a process of
democratisation, it may be harder to identify political parties that, with some
degree of justice, could be described as belonging to a social democratic tradition
of thought or‘family’ of political parties. This is perhaps especially the case in
countries more characterised by conflicts between different ethnic or religious
groups instead of economic cleavages and class-based voting patterns.

In the twenty-first century, however, it has gradually become clear that many
of the political problems or challenges we are all faced with are truly global in
scope and consequence. There is simply less room for local or national politics,
and policy-making set completely apart from the global issues of the day.
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Hitherto unexpected existential threats or armed conflicts caused by environ-
mental degradation and relative deprivation, as well as a practically unfettered
type of international financial capitalism leading to a more brutal brand of
exploitation of workers and their families around the world are all inescapable
parts of the political agenda of this century. But so are also global solutions to
many of the problems facing mankind. Technological development in, for
instance, energy, robotics, medicine and genetic engineering may radically alter
what problems we have and will have—and which solutions to these problems are
available to us.

This also means that it will be exceedingly difficult for all political parties and
movements, not only those that claim to be Social Democrats, to restrict themselves
to facilitating political improvements behind the increasingly imaginary borders
between states and peoples. While the last century created a setting in which indi-
vidual states could form their own destiny and national politics could be the prin-
cipal factor shaping the lives of individual citizens in a country, that may no longer
be the case, at least not everywhere and not all of the time. For Social Democrats,
this may mean that they must return to being the kind of vaterlandslose Gesellen
(‘unpatriotic journeymen’), which conservatives and nationalists once claimed they
were. Social Democrats, if they are to remain a relevant political force in our cen-
tury, need to find their own solutions to the problems of an increasingly global age.
It would be a death trap for them to become increasingly nationalistic or conser-
vative in an age marked by globalisation and rapid social and technological
changes.

WHAT IS SOCIAL DEMOCRACY?
Different observers and analysts have defined the term ‘social democracy’, found
in the title of this book, in different ways. This volume contains contributions
with slightly different notions of what social democracy actually is and how it
compares to related terms such as ‘socialism’, ‘democratic socialism’ and ‘social
liberalism’ and usually more encompassing terms – for instance, ‘the left’ or ‘the
centre-left’. There is simply ‘no single binding definition’ (Gombert et al., 2009, p.
9). That being said, there seems to be no serious disagreement in the relevant
research literature about what social democracy actually is, except perhaps at the
very margins of the phenomenon.

In political science or political sociology, it is quite often taken for granted
that social democracy is an umbrella term for the ideas and policies of political
parties that in some way or another think of themselves as Social Democrats and
as belonging to the social democratic ‘family of political parties’ (Escalona,
Vieira, & De Waele, 2013). This understanding will, however, lead us quite easily
to the rather vacuous notion that social democracy is whatever Social Democrats
say or do, not entirely unlike what Herbert Morrison at one point allegedly said,
‘Socialism is whatever a Labour government does’.

Another problem with this kind of conceptual descriptivism is that it is not
necessarily all that easy to identify a set of political ideas shared by all or at least
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most political parties and movements; individual politicians and thinkers at some
point in time have found it useful to call themselves Social Democrats. Instead,
people and organisations that either have been perceived of or perceived of
themselves as belonging to a social democratic tradition of political thought
might not share that many common characteristics at all. Therefore, one might
perhaps profitably think of social democracy as ‘a widely extended family’
(Waldron, 1987, p. 127) under which, like for other ideologies or traditions of
thought, the members share little more than a vague collective identity defined by
social and political networks, slogans and empty generalities.

A more historical approach to the matter of what social democracy actually is
or should be might, therefore, be in order. A quick survey of the actual use of the
term reveals, however, that in the nineteenth century and up until the 1920s,
terms such as ‘communism’, ‘socialism’ and ‘social democracy’ were habitually
used as synonyms. Orthodox Marxists who wanted to install a ‘revolutionary
dictatorship of the proletariat’, under which a radicalised elite group was to
assume absolute power, and then change practically everything all at once quite
often called themselves ‘Social Democrats’. Socialists believing in gradualism and
working towards an incrementally more democratic and equitable society, on the
other hand, frequently belonged to the same organisations, political parties and
trade unions as the revolutionaries, occasionally even calling themselves ‘com-
munists’. In addition, a cluttered crowd of different political sects and groupings
self-identified as ‘Socialists’, sometimes even acknowledging that even others
belonging to other factions could be part of a wider socialist family as well.

After the Russian Revolution of 1917, however, these three terms slowly
became more distinct, so ‘social democracy’ became a term exclusively used for
gradualist and reformist brands of socialism, while ‘communism’ developed into
a term reserved for those revolutionary Socialists taking their cues from the
Bolsheviks of revolutionary Russia and, to varying degrees, those who later
followed the same path. The last concept, socialism, thus became a name for a
very broad category of political thought, under which one would be hard-pressed
to find an essential core belief which all Socialists share (Newman, 2005, pp. 1–5).
All across the world, the often sharp divisions between gradualists and revolu-
tionaries were also mirrored in an organisational split between communist and
social democratic parties, often resulting in outright hostility between the two
now increasingly different ideologies.

In our day, social democracy is the name for a set of political beliefs, or a
political ideology, created from a socialist tradition for political thought. For this
reason, many Social Democrats call themselves democratic Socialists or quite
simply Socialists, while others insist there is a difference between ‘social
democracy’ and ‘democratic socialism’. Usage of these terms also varies between
countries; the Social Democrats of Southern Europe, for instance, tend to call
themselves and their political parties ‘socialist’. In Northern Europe, however, it
has steadily become less common for Social Democrats to describe themselves as
Socialists – with or without the adjective ‘democratic’ in front, perhaps to avoid
ambiguity and distance themselves from authoritarian ideologies and systems of
government also called socialist. Thus, there is no clear-cut conceptual distinction
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between socialism and social democracy beyond the rather trivial observation
that ‘socialism’ is a wider category compared to ‘social democracy’ and the
relationship between these two categories varies with time and space.

Perhaps the most characteristic idea that sets social democracy apart from
other variants of socialist thought is the idea of a ‘mixed economy’. Social
Democrats have traditionally, even before the final separation between them and
the revolutionaries during the 1920s, wanted to build a broad coalition that could
take over the reins of government to create a more democratic, equitable and
egalitarian society. In so doing, they helped to build a mixed economic system, or
a regulated and planned market economy combined with a relatively prolific
welfare state. An economic system which is not one thing alone but rather
characterised by its pluralism and its heterogeneity or by its multiple ways of
organising work for the benefit of the community as a whole.

In such an economic system, both public and private ownership is part of the
mix.Neither formof ownership is thought of as an end in and of itself but as ameans
to the end of creating a society truly governed by the people rather than a small elite,
no matter how ‘elite’ may be defined. This perspective is also found in one of the
more general definitions of ‘social democracy’ by the political philosopher Roger
Scruton: ‘[T]he theoretical and practical attempt to reconcile democracy with social
justice through the use of state power’ (Scruton, 2007, p. 642).

Indeed, in the social democratic conception of the mixed economy, ownership
of resources, or what Marxists tend to call ‘the means of production’, is a less
important issue. It does not really matter to a social democrat if a particular
company or enterprise is owned by the state if it is cooperatively owned by the
workers of the company or the participants in a collective enterprise, or if it is
owned by rich people who have inherited their financial stakes in the company.
What matters to a social democrat is that the economic system as a whole is
organised to the benefit of the community. This sets Social Democrats apart from
other Socialists on the left, as well as from liberals and conservatives on the right-
hand side of the political spectrum – who both, for very different reasons, tend to
think of a particular way of organising the economy as an end in and of itself.

Two recurring catchphrases among Social Democrats, especially in Scandi-
navia, are ‘The market is an excellent servant but a poor master’ and ‘Results are
what matter’. If a regulated market economy with a high degree of private
ownership of capital is better than the alternatives at providing the community
and all of its members with material comfort, then we should have such a mixed
economy. If, on the other hand, experience shows us that a larger measure of
public or cooperative ownership is preferable to create a more prosperous,
equitable and egalitarian society, then we should have this kind of mixed econ-
omy instead. This is what the editors of this volume said about the matter some
years ago in the book The Nordic Model of Social Democracy:

In a mixed economy, the state can ensure that the consumption of resources is sustainable and
that the distribution of welfare and opportunities is fair, while a large proportion of goods
and services can be produced in the private sector, reflecting the economic laws of supply and
demand. This pragmatic approach to the question of public or private ownership is coupled
with a firm belief that democratically elected governments should intervene in the economy
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whenever necessary in order to defend the interests of the whole of society. And the reduction of
inequality, in order to create a society in which opportunity and individual liberty is more
evenly distributed, is perhaps the most basic and important of these interests. (Brandal,
Bratberg, & Thorsen, 2013, p. 9, p. 9)

Another idea characteristic of social democracy is the still quite radical notion
that the entirety of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) should
matter and be the basis for political action and reform all over the world (Meyer
& Hinchman, 2007, pp. 20–24). The articles of the UDHR, proclaimed by the
United Nations General Assembly in 1948, contributed significantly as the
inspiration behind the more recent Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
affirmed by the same body in 2015 (Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights, 2020). Both the UDHR and the SDGs set out a very ambitious political
agenda on a global scale as well as within the confines of individual countries.

Of course, lots of people who do not consider themselves Social Democrats
will claim to support the concept of human rights or sustainable development as
described by the United Nations. But, they will often claim that some of the
articles of the UDHR or some of the SDGs are more ‘fundamental’ than others
and even some of the rights and SDGs ‘may be right in theory, but they won’t
work in practice’.

From the left wing of the political spectrum, for instance, one occasionally
hears the idea that economic rights are more important than civil and political
rights. Freedom of speech and assembly is, according to this view, a luxury or a
lofty goal that should become a primary concern only when a society has suc-
cessfully combated poverty, hunger and environmental degradation. From the
centre-right, on the other hand, one can often see arguments claiming property
rights are more fundamental than the right to, for instance, earn a living wage in
return for one’s work or get access to basic education and healthcare or the right
to live in a safe and healthy environment. Sometimes, more principled liberals
and conservatives even claiming inequality, poverty and hunger may be the price
we would have to pay for living in a so-called free society, in which people are
free to own stuff and compete with each other for control over scarce resources.

The social democratic conception of human rights is more all-encompassing,
claiming instead that both the civil rights and the political rights associated with
being a citizen of a functioning democracy – as well as economic rights such as
access to work, health and education – are all fundamental rights that matter, and
equally so. There really is no way, according to this conception of human rights,
to have democracy or personal freedom without the level of material comfort
needed to enjoy these things. It is also not feasible or practical, at least not in the
long run, to sacrifice democracy or personal freedom in order to achieve greater
levels of material comfort or vice versa. Poverty, hunger, unemployment, disease
and ignorance are evils, and sources of inhibition which experience has shown us
are much harder to combat without democracy, civil rights and personal
freedom. And democracy or freedom is hardly sustainable without sufficient
access for all citizens to a decent standard of living. All human rights matter; they
are codependent and they are all ‘fundamental’.
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