Bagehot

Get it, or it will get you

Ed Miliband says he represents a “new generation”. But he is weirdly out of touch with austerity Britain 
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BACK in the 1970s, a third of Britons routinely tuned into the “Generation Game”, a heroically drab television game show. In the first stirrings of what would become a national mania for consumerist glitz, Britain gazed in helpless envy as modest prizes (a salad bowl, some towels, an electric teamaker) wobbled past on a conveyor belt.

The Labour Party used a similar ploy to cheer delegates at its annual conference in Manchester, just before Ed Miliband gave his first speech as its leader on September 28th. A film reminded delegates of what Labour achieved in 13 years of power. A dizzying succession of expensive public goods flashed across a giant screen. It soon became a bit of a blur: tens of thousands of extra nurses and police, thousands of new or rebuilt schools, free bus passes and television licences for old people, free school fruit, free museum admission, rises in benefits and the minimum wage. Just before Mr Miliband strode on stage, a slogan flashed on screen: “Don’t Let Anyone Say We Didn’t Make A Difference”. 

Delegates cheered. A more thoughtful MP called the film a “weird” response to election defeat. He was right. Voters know Labour made a difference; shiny public works are everywhere. Instead, the problem is that many think Labour spent the country into a hole. Perhaps in part because ordinary Britons themselves let spending rip in the boom, taking on scary mortgages and maxing out credit cards, swathes of the country feel something close to buyers’ remorse about the golden decade after 1997.

In his conference speech, Labour’s new leader asked his party to be “humble” about mistakes such as the Iraq war, the parliamentary-expenses scandal or the former government’s closeness to plutocrats and the City of London. In contrast, Mr Miliband told the party to be “proud” of its spending on schools, hospitals and aid for the developing world. In short: no remorse for the boom. And that puts Mr Miliband in a different place from some vital blocks of voters, especially in the south.

At the 2010 general election, Labour suffered its worst losses in the south and middle of England, winning just 49 out of 302 seats in those regions. Choose your route carefully, says Liam Byrne, a former Treasury minister, and you can drive from Edmonton in north London to the banks of the Humber at Grimsby before hitting a Labour seat. After this wipeout, Policy Network, a think-tank, commissioned a poll of southern voters. It found they trusted the Conservatives to run the economy by a margin of 44% to 16% over Labour. Most damningly, 47% of southerners thought public spending under Labour had been largely wasted. Such voters no longer see Labour as “fair” to working families, calling it a party for benefit claimants, unions and immigrants.

The crunchiest debates in Manchester involved the survivors of Labour’s southern wipeout. In fringe meetings far from the fuchsia-pink main stage they shared tales of doorstep rage from voters convinced that Labour largesse had passed them by. Mr Byrne, a Birmingham MP, quoted couples who told him they worked crushing hours, paid their dues, but earned just too much to receive state help—then pointed with rage to feckless neighbours “doing nothing and getting everything”. Such voters feel they are the victims of overlapping systems of selfishness, said Mr Byrne: above them, bankers and politicians looking after themselves; below them the work-shy or newly arrived immigrants tapping benefits. Fiona Mactaggart, a formidable Scot who represents Slough—one of Labour’s tiny clutch of Home Counties seats—put it pithily: voters thought Labour stood for “taking their money and giving it to people who are taking the piss”.

Mr Miliband knows this is a problem. “I get it,” he declared after beating his elder brother, David, to the leadership (notably with the help of votes from the trade-union movement). People feel they work long hours without reward and fret that immigrants are driving down their wages, Mr Miliband says. He vows that Labour will be on the side of the “squeezed middle”. Scorning tabloid bids to paint him as “Red Ed”, he admits that Labour would be imposing spending cuts if it were in power, and says he will not support “irresponsible” strikes.


A new generation, just like the old one 

Yet Mr Miliband’s courage is asymmetric. He is full of fierce plans for those squeezing the middle classes from above. He talks of using regulation to prod employers into paying higher wages. He wants whopping levies on banks and a formal probe into the fattest pay packets. But when it comes to those at the bottom of the system who enrage the middle classes, he offers coy platitudes or ideas that cost money. In his speech, a hint about tackling welfare fraud was qualified with anxious words for those in “genuine fear” of tests designed to catch cheats. Welfare reform is not about “stereotyping” the jobless, he waffled, but “transforming their lives”. On immigration, he suggested tougher labour standards would prevent employers undercutting locals’ wages.

Mr Miliband seemed happiest of all discussing his vision of the “good society”: ie, his riposte to David Cameron’s “Big Society”. Work is not all that matters in life, he mused; people wanted more time with their children, green spaces and “love and compassion”. For instance, Labour should back communities trying to stop chain stores invading their local high street. A new generation of “optimists” has taken charge of Labour, he said.

What was he thinking? The boom is over. Out in squeezed middle England, millions are terrified about their mortgages and jobs. Yet Mr Miliband wants to talk about work-life balance, the joys of quaint local shops and other expensive luxuries. Austerity has its own cultural codes: the “Generation Game” was loved precisely because it was cheap. Britain’s mood has changed. For now, Mr Miliband does not seem to get it. 

