Labour's new leader: Red, ready or neither?
Ed Miliband, Labour’s new leader, might not be the ‘Red Ed’ of caricature. But he might not be electable, either 
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HISTORIANS are often mocked for seeing an inevitability in events that felt like messy happenstance when they actually occurred. The opposite intellectual error is to describe as surprising an outcome that was actually fairly predictable. Ed Miliband’s rise to the leadership of the Labour Party—which he claimed on September 25th, defeating his elder brother David not so much narrowly as barely—was nothing like as unexpected as folklore is threatening to record. 

True, David had long enjoyed leader-in-waiting status, and had toyed with challenging Gordon Brown as prime minister more than once. But it is easily forgotten that his brother dazzled at the Labour conference a year ago, outshining his colleagues on the main stage and the fringe circuit (“if the conference had a star…it was Ed Miliband,” concluded The Economist at the time). And a year ago, the joint head of Britain’s biggest trade union, Unite, declared the younger Miliband his favoured successor to Mr Brown: the first sign that the then energy secretary could count on the unions in a future leadership contest. When he announced he was running for the top job after Labour’s eviction from power in May, he was the second-favourite in a field of five. A campaign pitched to the left of David’s always stood a chance of seducing a party that had grown tired of suppressing its instincts for the sake of mere electability. 

However, the exact nature of Mr Miliband’s victory was alarming even for those who had supported him (henceforth, Ed will surely be the default “Mr Miliband”). David won more votes among Labour MPs and party members; his brother owed his victory to his popularity among trade unionists, the third chunk of the party’s electoral college. Even then his overall margin of victory was just 1.3%, after the second and subsequent preferences of those who voted for the other three candidates (Ed Balls, Andy Burnham and Diane Abbott, who finished third, fourth and fifth respectively) were counted. The Conservative-Liberal Democrat government has already begun gleefully to brand their new opponent as “Red Ed”, a man beholden to special interests and to the left of his brother, who advised Tony Blair as prime minister; Mr Miliband, during those years, worked for Mr Brown.

Many Labour MPs privately cursed the shape of the result during their party’s subdued conference in Manchester, which began the day after the leadership announcement. Mr Miliband’s nervous acceptance speech on the day of his victory did not fill activists with confidence, and David’s much better valedictory effort two days later fed an unmistakable mood of regret at the conference (even among the minority present who had actually backed Ed). Mr Miliband’s main speech on September 28th was more confident, if not altogether convincing.

The defeated Miliband considered fulfilling his campaign pledge to serve in the shadow cabinet if his brother became leader. But, as most suspected he would, he announced his withdrawal from front-bench politics on September 29th. His mind may have been made up by an embarrassing exchange caught on camera during his brother’s speech: David was seen disdainfully to ask Harriet Harman, the party’s deputy leader, why she was applauding the speech’s condemnation of the Iraq war, given that she had voted for it. This stoked fears of a new era of Labour psychodrama to rival the Blair-Brown years, with David’s every utterance scrutinised for signs of fraternal disloyalty. His departure may not be permanent, however: some believe he will come back, though others think he will seek a job in international diplomacy. 

His brother’s leadership, meanwhile, will be shaped by the decisions he takes in its first weeks. Labour MPs will soon begin voting on which of their colleagues should make it into his shadow cabinet. When the results are known on October 7th, Mr Miliband must choose who gets the crucial job of shadow chancellor. Then, on October 20th, George Osborne, the chancellor of the exchequer, will set out the results of the government’s spending review. Mr Miliband must decide whether Labour’s response is to stick with the plan drawn up by the previous chancellor, Alistair Darling, to halve Britain’s deficit in four years, as David Miliband seemed to favour. 

The alternatives are to move closer to the government’s position, which aims virtually to eliminate the structural deficit by the end of this parliament, or to propose something slower than the Darling plan. The former is not going to happen, given that Mr Miliband has described the government’s plan as “dangerous”. The latter is favoured by the party’s left, especially Mr Balls, who covets the shadow-chancellor role. The day before the spending review, Mr Miliband is due to participate in a union rally against spending cuts. For a politician accused by some of ignoring the deficit, it is a risky gesture. David was alone among the leadership candidates in refusing to commit himself to joining the protest. 

Although the Tories are delighted to be facing the younger Miliband, they are not complacent. Labour won 258 seats at the general election; large oppositions tend to go on to win power. The party is already neck-and-neck with the Conservatives in some opinion polls, before spending cuts have even been felt. And not all of Mr Miliband’s advantages are external. He has shown a gift for communication (albeit to audiences who already agree with him), and could attract left-leaning Lib Dems aggrieved by their party’s involvement in the coalition. He also has more experience of government than David Cameron did before becoming prime minister. 

Still, two very heavy doubts hang over the new Labour leader: one to do with policy, the other personality. His defenders are correct that he is no far-left ideologue. But his views on almost everything—political economy, foreign policy, criminal justice—are those of the metropolitan soft left. (On school choice and other market-based reforms of the public services, his thoughts are obscure.) Neil Kinnock did not lose two consecutive elections as Labour’s leader, in 1987 and 1992, because voters thought him a revolutionary socialist; they had in fact seen him face down his party’s extremists. But being just a bit to the left of most people was still electorally lethal. 

Mr Miliband’s rumoured take on these calculations is intriguing—and bold. The conventional wisdom is that, having tacked to the left to win the leadership, he will now race to the centre ground. But he apparently believes that a general election can now be won on a platform a few notches to the left of where Mr Blair triumphed in 1997, 2001 and 2005. His view is that 13 years of Labour government, and a recession that turned the public against financial elites, have nudged the centre ground leftward. 

The other doubt about Mr Miliband is whether he has the mysterious mix of gravitas, normality and charisma that marks someone out as a plausible prime minister. This may seem a superficial worry, but it has a habit of doing for leaders of the opposition; voters could never picture Mr Kinnock or William Hague, who led the Tories to crushing defeat in 2001, on the doorstep of 10 Downing Street. Some Tories believe that targeting Mr Miliband’s personality—his perceived lack of heft, his self-confessed geekiness—will be more fruitful than attacking his beliefs. 

A theory doing the rounds in Westminster is that the political cycle of the 1980s is back. The opposition, however good or bad, will enjoy mid-term popularity as the government forces through painful economic change. Closer to election time, though, that easy goodwill will vaporise as voters focus on the choice between the parties. If this is right, Mr Miliband is likely to lead the Tories in the polls in the coming years, and pick up eye-catching by-election victories while he is at it. Persuading voters to choose him over Mr Cameron as their prime minister will be much tougher. Given the extraordinary closeness of his victory over his brother, any sign that he is not quite up to it will leave a gloomy party wondering what might have been. 

