Giving full justice to the dramatic swings and nail-biting tensions of
an extraordinary summer in UK politics, Nunns tells a story that, until
now, has received widespread attention but little understanding.
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How this remarkable twist of events came about is the topic of Alex
Nunns’ highly readable and richly informed book. Drawing on firsthand interviews with those involved in the campaign, including its
most senior figures, Nunns traces the origins of Corbyn’s victory in
the dissatisfaction with Blairism stirred by the Iraq War and the 2008
financial crash, the move to the left of the trade unions, and changes in
the electoral rules of the Labour Party that turned out to be surreally
at odds with the intentions of those who introduced them.
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Jeremy Corbyn’s election to the leadership of the Labour Party sent
shock waves throughout British politics. Corbyn, a lifelong socialist,
was a rank outsider who had difficulty even getting on the ballot. Yet
he ended up trouncing his opponents, winning 60% of the vote. The
establishment was aghast. The official opposition to the government
now had as its leader a man who, according to the Daily Telegraph ,
planned ‘to turn Britain into Zimbabwe.’
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loom large. Indeed, May said it was the reason she had
called the election, insisted that she needed a mandate
for her stance, and even accused the EU of interfering in
British democracy. During this time the Tories polled
consistently in the upper 40s. It was only following the
launch of the manifestos, when the conversation moved
onto domestic policy and terrorism, that the
Conservative Party began to fall in the polls. Meanwhile,
on the Labour side, there was a snowball effect as a
movement cohered behind the party. That experience,
together with the role of Labour’s manifesto and the
campaigning contribution of its members, were written
out of the story if the result was determined by voters'
pre-existing Brexit positions.
Fieldhouse and Prosser themselves wrote that “Labour’s
campaign success demonstrates that the 2017 election
was not exclusively about Brexit”—an implicit rebuke to
the strident framing of their own article. Further, they
found that “the main reason that Labour gained so
much in the campaign at the expense of the other
parties is the strong performance of Jeremy Corbyn”—a
leader who was regularly accused by fervent Remainers
of being a secret Brexiteer.
Perhaps the desire to make a bold, attention-grabbing
claim about “the Brexit election” led Fieldhouse and
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Prosser to present their findings in a way that seemed
confusing and contradictory. In any case, the detail of
their analysis did not provide the vindication that antiCorbyn, pro-EU commentators believed it did.
Ed Fieldhouse and Chris Prosser, ‘The Brexit election?
The 2017 General Election in ten charts,’ British Election
Study, 1 August 2017, https://archive.is/xXclh.
On the correlations between Leave and Remain seats
and Tory and Labour votes see:
John Burn-Murdoch, Billy Ehrenberg-Shannon and
Aleksandra Wisniewska, ‘Election 2017: how the UK
voted in 7 charts,’ Financial Times, 9 June 2017,
https://archive.is/5uRCB.
‘The end of the Long 90s,’ Flip Chart Fairy Tales, 16 June
2017, https://archive.is/s3X7M.
As one study concluded: “The Conservatives did indeed
tend to make gains in areas where there had been a
higher Leave vote in the EU referendum, while Labour
tended to make gains in areas where there was a higher
Remain vote. Significantly, however, the
correspondence is more pronounced between the
Remain/Leave vote and change in vote share over the
longer-term between 2005 and 2017… compared to the
change between 2015 and 2017… To the extent that the
Brexit vote was associated with voting patterns in the
2017 election, it was more due to its being a symptom of
the long-term social and political changes that preceded
it—rather than being the focus of an immediate Brexit
realignment of English, and British, politics itself.” Will
Jennings and Gerry Stoker, ‘Tilting Towards the
Cosmopolitan Axis? Political Change in England and the
2017 General Election,’ The Political Quarterly, 25 July
2017, https://archive.is/OIyUY.
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The widening of the gap in political allegiance between
people who were hostile and people who were relaxed
about immigration may have been accelerated by the
referendum, but not in an even manner. There were
much more dramatic shifts on the hostile side of the
divide, where the Conservatives made big gains,
probably due to gobbling up UKIP voters, while the
impact was relatively muted for Labour. According to
psephologist John Curtice, quoting data from the British
Social Attitudes survey, among the segment of the
population that was most negative about the cultural
impact of immigration Labour lost 5 points in 2017, but
it made gains with all other segments. The Tories,
however, jumped 20 points among those most negative
about the impact of immigration. It was a similar story
with other measures designed to assess the political
consequences of attitudes to immigration: Labour’s
gains in vote share did not differ much between people
who were willing to do a deal on immigration to secure
free trade and those who were not, whereas the
Conservatives gained hand over fist among people
opposed to such a deal. ‘Professor John Curtice - How
has Brexit reshaped British politics? (full lecture),’
University of Birmingham channel, YouTube, 16
October 2017, 28 minutes,
https://youtu.be/eTwCZ6oifFQ.
Lord Ashcroft, ‘How did this result happen? My postvote survey,’ Lord Ashcroft Polls, 9 June 2017,
https://archive.is/YKPpe.
The more than 5 million figure is based on polling
evidence that 42 per cent of Labour’s 2017 voters
(representing around 5.4 million people) had not voted
for the party in 2015. See note 5 above.
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This is according to a TUC-commissioned poll that
asked respondents to pick their top three issues.
Although some caution is necessary because the
subsample size was not large, the gap between the NHS,
which was picked by 76 per cent of the voters Labour
gained, and Brexit, which was chosen by just 28 per
cent, was significant. Among those who considered
voting Labour but chose not to, Brexit was a far more
prominent issue—suggesting that voters for whom
Brexit was very important tended not to move towards
Labour because of it, but rather away. ‘2017 TUC Postelection poll,’ Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, June
2017, p. 16, https://archive.is/Ydt13 (download the
‘detailed presentation of key findings’).
Further evidence that the voters Labour gained in 2017
could not be defined by their opposition to Brexit was
provided by the British Election Study, in its finding that
the party’s campaign converts were “less in favour of a
soft Brexit” than its existing supporters. Ed Fieldhouse
and Chris Prosser, ‘The Brexit election? The 2017
General Election in ten charts,’ British Election Study, 1
August 2017, https://archive.is/xXclh.
Thirty-six per cent of 18-34-year-olds listed Brexit as
one of their top three issues compared to 47 per cent of
35-54-year-olds and 63 per cent of 65+s. ‘Post general
election 2017 poll for the TUC,’ (an interactive website—
select “Important issues” and Subgroups: Age to see the
relevant graph), Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research,
June 2017, https://archive.is/E5fFo.
For the change in Conservative and Labour
performance between 2015 and 2017 among people who
voted Leave and Remain see ‘Professor John Curtice How has Brexit reshaped British politics? (full lecture),’

University of Birmingham channel, YouTube, 16
October 2017, 25 minutes,
https://youtu.be/eTwCZ6oifFQ.
Looking at it another way, according to Lord Ashcroft’s
polls, the Labour vote was only somewhat more skewed
to Remain in 2017 than it had been in 2016. Sixty-four
per cent of the party’s 2017 support voted Remain, 31
per cent Leave. At the time of the referendum, the
proportions were 63 per cent Remain, 37 per cent Leave.
Other parties experienced much bigger shifts, in
particular the Conservative Party, whose support was
much more Leave dominated in 2017 than it had been a
year earlier. Lord Ashcroft, ‘How did this result happen?
My post-vote survey,’ Lord Ashcroft Polls, 9 June 2017,
https://archive.is/YKPpe.
For comparison with 2016 see Lord Ashcroft, ‘How the
United Kingdom voted on Thursday… and why,’ Lord
Ashcroft Polls, 24 June 2016, http://archive.is/yVZrc.
For Labour’s gains from other parties see the chart ‘A
political realignment’ in John Burn-Murdoch, Billy
Ehrenberg-Shannon and Aleksandra Wisniewska,
‘Election 2017: how the UK voted in 7 charts,’ Financial
Times, 9 June 2017, https://archive.is/5uRCB.
Labour gained far more votes from previous non-voters
than from switchers from any single other party. The
Conservative rise in vote share, in contrast, came
almost entirely from UKIP—gains and losses from other
sources cancelled each other out. “Without the switch
from UKIP, the Conservative vote would have been
more or less the same as it was in 2015,” concluded
John Curtice. ‘Professor John Curtice - How has Brexit
reshaped British politics? (full lecture),’ University of
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Birmingham channel, YouTube, 16 October 2017, 44
minutes, https://youtu.be/eTwCZ6oifFQ.
John Burn-Murdoch, Billy Ehrenberg-Shannon and
Aleksandra Wisniewska, ‘Election 2017: how the UK
voted in 7 charts,’ Financial Times, 9 June 2017,
https://archive.is/5uRCB.
According to John Curtice, using British Election Study
data, Labour’s share of the vote among ‘social liberals’
grew by 13 points at the 2017 election, while it also
increased by 5 and 8 points among ‘social
conservatives’ and people in the middle respectively.
Curtice contrasted this pattern with that revealed when
voters were divided up by whether they were ‘left,’
‘centrist,’ or ‘right’—categories that he defined mainly by
economic attitudes (‘left’ people being more in favour of
state intervention and equality, ‘right’ people being the
reverse). In 2017, Labour gained 13 points among ‘left’
people, 11 points among ‘centrists,’ and 5 points among
‘right’ people. On this basis, Curtice argued that “the
Labour Party did advance relatively strongly amongst
left wing voters but actually did almost as well among
what might be called Blairite Labour supporters, and
this raises some doubt about the idea that the Labour
Party’s success is a consequence of Corbyn’s left wing
position… The element of Labour’s appeal that is much
more clearly related to people’s willingness to switch
differentially to the party is actually its distinctive social
liberalism.” This contention was one element in
Curtice’s broader proposition that Brexit had been
“disruptive” to British politics, pushing ‘social liberals’
towards Labour, which partly accounted for its betterthan-expected election result.
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Several questions might be raised. For one, as Labour’s
vote share appeared to rise by the same amount—13
points—among both ‘social liberals’ and ‘left’ voters, it is
not clear why its ‘left’ gains should be considered so
much less significant—especially as Labour started from
a higher base of support among the group. More
fundamentally, the sharp distinction Curtice drew
between ‘left’ voters and ‘social liberals’ is somewhat
artificial at a time when liberal attitudes to social issues
form an increasingly prominent part of left wing
identity. It is questionable how useful such a dichotomy
is when evaluating Corbyn’s appeal in particular.
Curtice implied that while Labour’s success with ‘left’
voters could be credited to Corbyn’s politics, its
popularity with ‘social liberals’ was more related to
other factors, not least Brexit. But Corbyn’s longstanding social liberalism—in favour of human rights,
gay rights, feminism, against racism—is what
underpinned his credibility with the broad swathe of
progressives that came together to form the Corbyn
movement in 2015. Should it therefore be surprising that
a Corbyn-led Labour Party did particularly well among
‘social liberals’ when it was led by a social liberal and
propelled by a movement of social liberals?
‘Professor John Curtice - How has Brexit reshaped
British politics? (full lecture),’ University of Birmingham
channel, YouTube, 16 October 2017, 44 minutes,
https://youtu.be/eTwCZ6oifFQ.
A lower percentage (58 per cent) of voters as a whole
said the same, suggesting the support that Labour won
came from people disenchanted with the status quo.
There were votes in being radical which may not have
been available to a leadership that had attempted to be
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moderate. ‘2017 TUC Post-election poll,’ Greenberg
Quinlan Rosner Research, June 2017, p. 22,
https://archive.is/Ydt13 (download the ‘detailed
presentation of key findings’).
It was either Julia Hartley-Brewer or Susie Boniface.
Alex Nunns, ‘The Labour conference that the media
failed to report,’ Red Pepper, 2 October 2017,
https://archive.is/NlQTR.

