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W
hen Keir Starmer took the 
stage at the Labour Party’s 
2020 virtual conference 
in September, both the 

world and his party were very different places 
than one year previously. Standing behind 
a podium adorned with the motto ‘a new 

leadership’, Starmer used his first conference 
speech as Labour leader to firmly distance 
himself from his predecessor, Jeremy Corbyn. 
Starmer sought to place an identifiable gap 
between his leadership and his predecessor’s. 

‘Never again,’ the leader declared, ‘will 
Labour go into an election not being trusted 
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Leadership
Just how different is Keir Starmer from his predecessor, Jeremy 

Corbyn? Christopher Massey examines the new Labour Party leader’s 

first months in office and finds that while the policy platform has 

remained similar, public perceptions are starkly different. 

on national security, with your job, with your 
community and with your money. That’s what 
being under new leadership means’. However, 
whilst this approach seems to have resonated 
with the public, how much has changed in 
Starmer’s Labour Party below the surface?

Despite Starmer’s pronouncements, few 
alterations have been made to Labour policy 
under his leadership. His careful criticisms 
of the Conservative Government, and quiet 
abandonment of a small number of Labour 
policies have only partially masked the 
commitment he made to uphold the majority 
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of Labour’s 2019 election manifesto during his 
leadership campaign. Thus, beyond changes 
to presentation and the relative unity which 
he has brought his party, it is unclear what 
exactly ‘Starmerism’ is or how it differs from 
Corbynism in policy terms. 

Starmer’s presentational changes and 
his internal realignments have been far 
more pronounced. His ‘new leadership’ has 
established a tentative centre-left majority 
within Labour’s key organs and rehabilitated 
the party’s standing with the general public. 
By September, Labour enjoyed an opinion 
poll lead over the Conservatives for the first 
time in 14 months. Yet, this coincided with the 
public’s eroding confidence in Boris Johnson’s 
leadership during the COVID-19 crisis. Until 
this point, the Tories had maintained a 
healthy lead. In addition, Starmer’s seemingly 
successful realignment of the party continues 
to be threatened by the party’s left, who 
have become increasingly hostile to his 
leadership. Thus, even with Starmer’s initial 
polling successes, the challenge before the 
new Labour leader is one that Gordon Brown, 
Ed Miliband and Corbyn failed to meet in the 
decade before him, to be the only Labour 
leader in the last 46 years, outside of Tony Blair, 
to win a general election.

Starmerism?
During the early months of his leadership it 
is not clear what exactly ‘Starmerism’ stands 
for. Starmer was only elected as an MP in 
2015 and spent most of his parliamentary 
career within Corbyn’s Shadow Cabinet. To 
frame himself as the ‘real’ continuity candidate 
during his leadership campaign, Starmer 
stated, ‘I don’t think anybody would call me a 
Corbynista, but I’m a socialist’. Yet, during his 
first months in post, Starmer has struggled 
to articulate what his leadership means for 
Labour in policy terms beyond stating that 
he is not Corbyn. Despite this, he has been 
well received by the public and the party’s 
key figures. Ed Miliband lauded the new 
leader’s ‘great start’ and Gordon Brown gave 
Starmer’s first few months ‘ten out of ten’. A 
more nuanced assessment is provided by 
Blair, who argues that whilst Starmer has 
made Labour ‘politically competitive again’, 
there are ‘a whole set of questions over policy’ 
outstanding. Similarly, Starmer has been well 
received by the media, but questions about 
what Starmerism looks like are aplenty.

Beyond small signals of change and a 
smattering of patriotism, little in Starmer’s 
early tenure has definitively showcased a 
drastic shift in Labour’s ideological or policy 
positions. During April’s leadership election, 
Starmer stood on a platform advocating 
higher tax for top earners, the abolition of 
universal credit, and the common ownership 
of rail, mail, energy and water. Starmer’s ‘Ten 
Pledges’ remain broadly comparable to his 
predecessor’s two manifestos. In July, Starmer 
began to shape his own agenda, backtracking 
on introducing a wealth tax, and signalling 
that he would not seize shareholder assets 
for nationalisation as indicated in Labour’s 
inclusive ownership fund proposals of 2019. 
Yet, beyond these outliers, only moderate 
distance has been placed between Starmer 
and Corbyn in policy terms. Starmer’s policy 
director, Claire Ainsley, argues that whilst 
policies do matter, they need to be ‘viewed in 
the context of what and whom the electorate 
thinks the party or candidate stands for.’ 
Consequently, despite standing on similar 
platforms, public perceptions of Starmer and 
Corbyn have been starkly different.

Starmer and the left: 
Inside Parliament
Notwithstanding the relatively minor shifts 
in Labour’s policy position in Starmer’s early 
months, his leadership has provoked a strong 
reaction from Labour’s left who fear a reversal 
of Corbynism. Within the Parliamentary 
Labour Party (PLP), the sacking of the left’s 
2020 leadership candidate, Rebecca Long-
Bailey, from the Shadow Cabinet in June, 
brought Starmer into direct conflict. Long-
Bailey had shared a controversial Independent 
interview in which the actress Maxine Peake 
claimed the brutal US police tactics that left 
George Floyd dead, sparking the global Black 
Lives Matter protests, were the direct result 
of Israeli training. (Peake later retracted the 
claim.)

Starmer’s decision to sack Long-Bailey was 
immediately condemned by senior left-wing 
MPs, including John McDonnell, Claudia 
Webb and Jon Trickett. McDonnell even 
shared a link on Twitter to a petition calling for 
Long-Bailey’s reinstatement which eventually 
garnered more than 20,000 signatures. The 
Socialist Campaign Group met with Starmer 
to protest Long-Bailey’s removal, but the 
leader stood by his decision. A YouGov survey 

indicated that 47 per cent believed he was 
right to sack Long-Bailey, with only 12 per 
cent thinking Starmer was in the wrong. 

Another area of contention was Labour’s 
financial settlement and apology issued to 
seven former members of staff. These staff 
had been interviewed in a BBC Panorama 
documentary on anti-Semitism in 2019. This 
incident indicated the new trajectory of 
Starmer’s party. Under Corbyn’s leadership, 
Labour had issued a press release stating that 
the whistle-blowers had no credibility as they 
had always opposed his leadership and had 
worked to undermine it. Stunningly, Corbyn 
was suspended from the Labour Party on 
29 October 2020 following his response to 
the publication of the Equalities and Human 
Rights Commission’s Report into Labour’s 
tackling of anti-Semitism. 

The most public act of defiance to 
Starmer’s leadership from within the PLP 
came in September when 18 left-wing 
Labour MPs broke the party whip and instead 
of abstaining, voted against the Overseas 
Operation Bill. Whilst most of these rebels 
were backbench MPs, including Corbyn, 
McDonnell and Long-Bailey, three were junior 
shadow ministers. As a result of their rebellion, 
Nadia Whittome, Beth Winter and Olivia Blake 
were all sacked from the Shadow Cabinet by 
Starmer. This act drew further condemnation 
from the left, particularly outside of 
Parliament. 

Starmer and the left:  
Outside Parliament
Criticisms of Starmer’s leadership have also 
been prominent outside Parliament. Left-wing 
alternative media platforms such as Novara 
Media, Skwawkbox and The Canary have 
substantially changed their tone about the 
Labour Party since Starmer’s election. These 
three websites were bastions of support for 
Corbyn’s leadership. Novara Media now speaks 
of ‘Starmergeddon’, whilst The Canary and the 
Skwawkbox have increased their attacks on 
the new Labour leader.

Since Starmer’s election, the position of 
Labour’s left-leaning trade unions has also 
shifted towards opposition. Following the 
party’s apology to seven former members 
of staff in July, Len McCluskey, the leader of 
Unite, stated that the settlement was an abuse 
of members’ money, and threatened to review 
his union’s funding of Labour. In addition, the 
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From Foot to Kinnock
Number  
of Polls

Average 
Labour Lead

Swing to 
Labour

1 April 1983 to 1 October 1983 69 -16
11.7

2 October 1983 to 2 April 1984 32 -5.3

From Kinnock to Smith

17 January 1992 to 17 July 1992 103 0.02
9.1

18 July 1992 to 18 January 1993 36 9.12

From Smith to Blair

20 January 1994 to 20 July 1994 36 21.76
0.3

21 July 1994 to 21 January 1995 29 22.06

From Blair to Brown 

23 December 2006 to 23 June 2007 40 -3.22
3.84

24 June 2007 to 24 December 2007 67 0.62

From Brown to Miliband

24 March 2010 to 24 September 2010 219 -6.26
8.51

25 September 2010 to 25 March 2011 185 2.25

From Miliband to Corbyn

11 March 2015 to 11 September 2015 143 -0.96
-7.87

12 September 2015 to 12 March 2016 146 -8.83

From Corbyn to Starmer

3 October 2019 to 3 April 2020 121 -12.19
4.65

4 April 2020 to 4 October 2020 96 -7.54

Table 1: Polling Data from Six Months Prior, and Six Months 
After, a Change in the Labour Leader (1983-2020)

Table 2: Monthly Polling Data Since 
Keir Starmer’s Appointment as 
Labour Leader on 4 April 2020

April 2020

May 2020

June 2020

July 2020

August 2020

September 2020

19.9

10

11.88

16

5.12

17

6.26

19

5.64

14

2.37

19

Number of Polls

Average Deficit to the 
Conservative Party
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Fire Brigades Union warned Starmer against 
watering down any of his Ten Pledges. 

After playing a huge role in Corbyn’s 
election, left-wing campaign organisation 
Momentum has pivoted to become active 
opponents of his successor. Momentum’s 
co-chairs, Gaya Sriskanthan and Andrew 
Scattergood, signified this shift in a Tribune 
article, stating:

We must and will lead criticisms of 
Keir Starmer, especially if he continues 
to attack the Left, dismiss vibrant 
social movements for systematic 
change, such as Black Lives Matter, 
and abandon the radical policy that so 
many Labour members, and much of 
the wider country, want.

Momentum has condemned Starmer on 
several issues: for describing Black Lives Matter 
as ‘a moment’, for sacking left-wingers from 
the Shadow Cabinet, and for slogans and 
platitudes at Labour’s 2020 virtual conference. 
Sriskanthan has been particularly scathing, 
accusing Starmer of trying to shut down 
democratic debate and attempting to ‘destroy’ 
the left. Tensions reached such a level in 
August, that the local Momentum branch in 
Starmer’s constituency called for a vote of no 
confidence in his leadership. However, despite 
these claims, Ipsos MORI recorded that 77 per 
cent of Labour’s members were satisfied with 
Starmer’s leadership. 

Realignment of the National 
Executive Committee
An identifiable difference in Starmer’s early 
tenure has been the realignment of Labour’s 
National Executive Committee (NEC). Faced 
with a left-leaning Executive upon his 
election, Starmer made rapid changes and 
shifted the balance of the Committee from 
left to centre-left. Following their election, 
he and Angela Rayner replaced Corbyn and 
McDonnell. In addition, Starmer removed 
three Corbyn-supporting MPs from the seats 
reserved on the NEC for the Shadow Cabinet 
and appointed three soft-left MPs in their 
place. Through these changes, coupled with 
the victory of ‘right’ candidates at three by-
elections in April, Starmer achieved a stable 
centre-left majority on the Executive. 

Starmer’s NEC majority allowed him to 
appoint his preferred candidate, David Evans, 

as Labour’s next General Secretary. At the 
NEC, Evans received 20 votes whilst the left’s 
candidate, Byron Taylor, captured 16. Without 
Starmer’s rapid reversal of Corbyn’s majority 
at the Executive, it is almost certain that the 
left would have succeeded in appointing their 
candidate as Labour’s most senior member 
of staff. Despite his initial successes, the 
future of Starmer’s internal majority on the 
NEC is uncertain. The retirement of several 
trade union General Secretaries, alongside 
biennial elections to the NEC constituency 
section, threaten Starmer’s pursuit of internal 
consensus. 

Starmer’s first six months
Despite a reluctance to shift Labour’s policy 
direction at an early stage of his leadership, 
the public perception of the new Labour 
leader indicates that he is seen as substantially 
different to his immediate predecessor. In 
June, Starmer recorded a net satisfaction 
rating of +31, the highest score achieved by 
an opposition leader since Blair in 1994-95. 
Although this fell to +22 in August, as a result 
of a small rise in the percentage of those 
dissatisfied with his leadership, Starmer’s 
results still compare favourably to Boris 
Johnson’s, who achieved a net-1 satisfaction 
rating in the same month. In contrast, in 
September 2019, Corbyn posted the lowest 
leadership satisfaction rating, -60, since Ipsos 
MORI began recording the statistic in 1977. 

Starmer’s leadership and personal 
popularity have also revived the Labour’s 
polling fortunes. By extrapolating data from 
Mark Pack’s PollBase (2020) alongside results 
from nine opinion poll companies, Table 1 
indicates that Starmer has begun to close the 
gap to the Conservatives. 

The average swing to Labour from the last 
six months of Corbyn’s regime to the first six 
months of Starmer’s, was a solid 4.65 per cent. 
This displays a marked improvement from 
both the deficit left behind by Corbyn and his 
predecessor’s performance when succeeding 
Miliband. Indeed, Corbyn is the only Labour 
leader since 1983 to take his party backwards 
in the first six months after his election. 
Starmer has taken Labour forwards, but not 
quite as far as either Kinnock and Miliband, 
whose journeys both ended in defeat, or 
Smith whose tenure ended tragically early. 
Despite Starmer’s positive start, overall Labour 
remained an average of 7.54 per cent behind 

in the polls throughout his first six months at 
the helm. 

A closer examination, however, as shown 
in Table 2, showcases that Starmer has 
dramatically improved Labour’s position since 
his election in April 2020. His first two months 
of office saw Labour post double-digit deficits 
to the Conservatives in national opinion polls, 
but Starmer’s party significantly reduced the 
gap between July and August. Encouragingly 
for Labour, their best performance was posted 
in September with an average deficit of only 
2.37 per cent; this month also saw Starmer’s 
party record their first majority in a single poll 
since July 2019.

A new era?
Keir Starmer has begun a new era of 
modernisation through internal and external 
changes to the Labour Party’s structures and 
presentation. In the eyes of the public, these 
shifts have distanced the party from Corbyn’s 
regime and have undoubtedly improved 
Labour’s polling position. However, in the 
early months of his tenure, there is a lack 
of clarity on how different his leadership 
is from his predecessor’s in policy terms. 
Starmer’s continued commitment to his ‘Ten 
Pledges’ indicates a party with Corbynist 
policies and Starmerist presentation. Yet, 
these presentational differences should 
not be understated. Despite a lack of policy 
changes, there is no doubt that Starmer’s 
party is perceived very differently than his 
predecessor’s. Starmer has recorded the 
highest satisfaction rating for a Labour leader 
since 1995 and, in September, returned 
Labour to the top of the national opinion polls 
for the first time in over a year. These early 
results showcase not only how far Labour has 
come in a short period of time, but also just 
how far the party still must travel. 
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