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Abstract: More than seven years on from the financial crisis, the British economy is still struggling to
adapt to the failure of what Colin Hay identifies as ‘Anglo-liberal capitalism’, Britain’s relatively distinct
approach to pursuing economic growth in the pre-crisis period. The return of stable GDP growth in
2013 (in statistical terms) does not amount to a genuine recovery. It is clear that, despite occasionally
adopting the rhetoric of radical change, the Conservative Party in government since 2010 has sought
to reinforce key elements of the pre-crisis growth model. The hypothetical possibility that a
transformation of the growth model in the wake of the financial crisis would have yielded a faster,
fairer and more durable recovery can never be demonstrated. In any case, to assume that
transformation was a realistic possibility during the immediate post-crisis period is to overlook the
capacity of growth models to survive crises through embeddedness in the institutions and ideologies
of economic statecraft and indeed everyday economic life. The ongoing failure of Britain and other
Western economies to break through the impasse which crystallised in the 2008 crisis may mean that
growth model transformation is becoming more rather than less likely as time passes. British elites are
clearly struggling to translate the return of statistical growth into a tangible sense throughout society in
general that living standards are improving, opportunity is less scarce and the recovery is here to
stay.This paper explores therefore the political economy of growth model transformation in Britain,
focusing on the political narratives upon which a transformative politics might be based. It argues that
none of the narratives offered by the (broadly conceived) British centre-left, including the slowly
solidifying Jeremy Corbyn agenda, offer an effective alternative in this regard, in part because of their
failure to adequately account for the political economy of growth model resurrection. | posit value,
place and equality as the three of the major pillars of post-crisis discourse in British politics, in that
they express popular concerns about the state of post-crisis Britain and our economy. The
Conservative Party has effectively founded its key policy agendas, and their legitimation strategies, on
the sentiments encompassed within these pillars — albeit a partial reading of them. The left must also
tap into such concerns if a transformative agenda is to be constructed, because growth model
transformation will be impossible without appealing to millions of people not just to vote for centre-left
parties, but to mobilise in support of of counter-hegemonic practices in everyday economic life.

Paper presented at Political Studies Association Annual Conference, March 2016, Brighton

Please see http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/SPERI-Paper-27-The-Resurrected-Right-
and-Disoriented-Left.pdf for the original version of this paper, including responses by Martin Craig, Tony

Greenham, Rachel Laurence, Adam Leaver and Stewart Wood.

craig.berry@sheffield.ac.uk; @craigpberry



http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/SPERI-Paper-27-The-Resurrected-Right-and-Disoriented-Left.pdf
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/SPERI-Paper-27-The-Resurrected-Right-and-Disoriented-Left.pdf

Introduction

More than seven years on from the financial crisis, the British economy is still struggling to
adapt to the failure of what Colin Hay identifies as ‘Anglo-liberal capitalism’, Britain’s
relatively distinct approach to pursuing economic growth in the pre-crisis period.' The return
of stable GDP growth in 2013 (in statistical terms) does not amount to a genuine recovery. It
is clear that, despite occasionally adopting the rhetoric of radical change, the Conservative
Party in government since 2010 has sought to reinforce key elements of the pre-crisis
growth model.? Its proponents would argue — in the unlikely event that such an orientation
were acknowledged — that not to have done so would have presented an even greater threat
to British prosperity.

The hypothetical possibility that a transformation of the growth model in the wake of the
financial crisis would have yielded a faster, fairer and more durable recovery can never be
demonstrated. In any case, to assume that transformation was a realistic possibility during
the immediate post-crisis period is to overlook the capacity of growth models to survive
crises through embeddedness in the institutions and ideologies of economic statecraft and
indeed everyday economic life. The experiences of centre-left parties that have been in
power across Europe and North America since 2008 offer no meaningful examples upon
which to rest the case that events here could have unfolded significantly differently had
Labour clung on in 2010.

However, this does not mean that change is impossible. The ongoing failure of Britain and
other Western economies to break through the impasse which crystallised in the 2008 crisis
may mean that growth model transformation is becoming more rather than less likely as time
passes. British elites are clearly struggling to translate the return of statistical growth into a
tangible sense throughout society in general that living standards are improving, opportunity
is less scarce and the recovery is here to stay.

This paper explores therefore the political economy of growth model transformation in Britain,
focusing on the political narratives upon which a transformative politics might be based. It
argues that none of the narratives offered by the (broadly conceived) British centre-left,
including the slowly solidifying Jeremy Corbyn agenda, offer an effective alternative in this
regard, in part because of their failure to adequately account for the political economy of
growth model resurrection. | posit value, place and equality as the three of the major pillars
of post-crisis discourse in British politics, in that they express popular concerns about the
state of post-crisis Britain and our economy. The Conservative Party has effectively founded
its key policy agendas, and their legitimation strategies, on the sentiments encompassed
within these pillars — albeit a partial reading of them. The left must also tap into such
concerns if a transformative agenda is to be constructed, because growth model
transformation will be impossible without appealing to millions of people not just to vote for
centre-left parties, but to mobilise in support of counter-hegemonic practices in everyday
economic life.

! Hay C (2013) The Failure of Anglo-Liberal Capitalism (Basingstoke: Palgrave).

2 Berry C (2013) ‘Are we there yet? Growth, rebalancing and the pseudo-recovery’, SPERI Paper No.7.
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/SPERI-Paper-No.7-Are-We-There-Yet-PDF-
747KB.pdf



Growth model resurrection

The Conservative policy agenda since 2010

Before detailing how the Conservative Party has sought to resuscitate Britain’s pre-crisis
growth model, it is necessary to outline briefly what practices it encompassed. The model
built upon longstanding traditions of British economic statecraft, but also incorporated many
novel features relevant to overcoming problems associated with the management of
industrial decline in large parts of the economy. At its centre was the finance industry, as
both a direct engine of growth and indirect facilitator of economic activity more generally. Its
importance increased as the City of London benefited from the liberalisation of global capital
markets and the persistence of a light-touch regulatory regime. This growth both reflected
and enabled services sector growth more generally, as the manufacturing sector declined
throughout the postwar period, but the vast majority of service sector jobs were located in
low value-added industries.

Public sector employment became extremely important to the British growth model in the
immediate pre-crisis period, concentrated in certain areas, both to counter the decline of
manufacturing and to stimulate consumer demand. High levels of public services investment
were only made possible by increasing tax receipts from the finance sector, and an
enhanced role for private finance. Household consumption was a significantly more
important dimension of the economy than most comparable countries, but became
increasingly dependent upon household indebtedness, which economic policy supported in
myriad ways. The persistence of Britain’s non-interventionist industrial policy, openness to
foreign corporations, and a reversal of employment protection laws, became key elements of
the growth model, such as a significant trade deficit, the vulnerability of many regions and
industries to exogenous shocks, and limited earnings growth for low- and middle-income
households. A conservative approach to fiscal policy was also strongly reasserted during this
period.

The Conservative Party in government (initially in partnership with the Liberal Democrats)
has sought to re-establish some of the main features of this model. This is not to suggest
that it came to office consciously committed to this agenda, but when faced with the
catastrophic performance of the economy in 2011, it chose the path of least resistance (and
the one less disruptive to the prevailing distribution of wealth). In conjunction with the Bank
of England, they have continued with the ‘emergency’ measures associated with the Brown
government’s initial response to the crisis. Almost half of the asset purchases associated
with quantitative easing have taken place since the formation of the coalition government,
and the appointment of Mark Carney as Governor of the Bank in 2013 was a signal that
interest rates would remain low indefinitely. These measures act to maintain asset values,
most specifically shares in listed companies and property, enable banking sector
recapitalisation at a subsidised rate, and reduce the cost of personal debt. The privatisation
of the banks effectively nationalised in 2008 signals both that the Conservative Party
continues to believe that shareholder value is the most appropriate way to organise the
banking system, and that the pre-crisis activities of the British banking sector do not need to
be significantly altered. In general, the privatisation of public assets has been a crucial part
of the Conservative Party’s governing agenda, and will continue to be pursued as such.



The Help to Buy scheme was established in 2013 to further boost property values under the
guise of supporting first-time buyers and housing construction, following on from the similar
but more indirect Funding for Lending scheme, described by Larry Elliott as ‘perhaps the
single most important initiative taken by the government in the last parliament’.® It was
arguably at this point that pre-crisis growth model resurrection became established as the
coalition’s overriding economic policy objective. Alongside the introduction of automatic
enrolment individualised pensions saving (with key elements even further deregulated in
2014), the government’s support for home-ownership is part of a concerted effort to both
ensure consistent demand for financial services, and discipline individuals’ everyday
economic behaviour.* Significant cuts to out-of-work benefits, the intensification of benefit
sanctions, and the introduction of the Work Programme are all designed to compel more
people to enter the labour market, seeking and maintaining employment (and self-
employment) irrespective of pay or job quality.> Recent attempts to dilute employment
protections and trade union activities are designed to have a similar impact. Growth in many
low-value service sector industries has become dependent on such measures — and indeed
on large-scale economic migration, where government anti-immigration rhetoric has become
significantly detached from the policy reality.

As discussed below, fiscal consolidation has been at the heart of the Conservative Party’s
economic policy rhetoric. However, cuts to public spending have not been as radical as the
rhetoric suggests. Cuts have of course been severe in some areas, notably services
delivered by local government and out-of-work benefit entitlements. Paradoxically, some of
the most severe cuts have fallen on one of the areas the party has consistently promised to
protect, that is, the NHS, as ‘real terms’ budget protection deliberately ignores the rising
demands for healthcare. But cuts have been relatively mild elsewhere. Planned cuts to
investment budgets have largely been halted. Moreover, spending on welfare and debt
interest have hardly changed, or even increased, since 2010, partly as a result of the
weakness of the economic recovery producing limited rises in pay and much lower tax
revenues than anticipated.® There have been relatively few major changes in taxation, but
the tax system has generally become more regressive, with VAT increased while middle-
earners have benefited from increases to the income tax personal allowance. There have
also been cuts to corporation tax and property-related taxes, albeit some elements of this
agenda were partially reversed after the 2015 election.

Fiscal consolidation has not therefore been prioritised over all other economic policy
priorities; measures such as Help to Buy arguably increase fiscal risks, because a collapse
in house prices would effectively leave the state in negative equity as guarantors of
unserviceable mortgages. That said, cuts to local government, effective cuts in healthcare

® Elliott L (2015) George Osborne’s housing based revival stands on flawed foundation’, The Guardian, 4
October 2015. http://www.theguardian.com/business/economics-blog/2015/oct/04/george-osbornes-
housing-based-revival-stands-on-flawed-foundations

4 Berry C (2014) ‘Austerity, ageing and the financialisation of pensions policy in the UK’, British Politics, advance
online publication. DOI: 10.1057/bp.2014.19; Berry C (2015) ‘Citizenship in a financialised society: financial
inclusion and the state before and after the crash’, Policy and Politics, advance online publication. DOI:
10.1332/030557315X14246197892963

> Berry C (2014) ‘Quantity over quality: a political economy of “active labour market policy” in the UK’, Policy
Studies, 35(6): 592-610.

® Institute for Fiscal Studies (2015) ‘IFS analysis for the 2015 general election: Public spending’.
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and significant cuts in large delivery departments such as the Department for Work and
Pensions have made it difficult to maintain the pre-crisis role of the public sector in
supporting employment, consumption and the housing market in Britain’s economic
periphery. The agenda around devolving power to city-regions within England represents a
partial response to this dilemma. Yet the nature of the economic policy powers being
devolved will not enable local authorities to intervene in their economies in a transformative
manner, and it seems quite clear that the agenda is underpinned by a desire to both further
reduce fiscal risks on central government, and indeed to co-opt local councils into the task of
growth model resurrection, as they are forced to compete to offer overseas investors the
most favourable terms in terms of local taxation.

Conservative discourse since 2010

Because they are the product of political struggle far more so than any objective view of how
capitalist economies grow, growth models require persistent efforts to legitimise their key
features — never more so than following significant disruptions to previously regularised
patterns of wealth creation and distribution. The Conservative Party’s legitimisation strategy
builds overwhelmingly on the ‘austerity’ narrative, which — especially given the limited extent
of fiscal consolidation to date — is far more complex and operative than its headline
association with spending cuts might suggest.” Austerity is not simply, or even principally,
about a smaller state. Although applied differently in different contexts, its timeless
connotation is that of self-sufficiency. In the present moment, this can be associated with
concerted attempts to encourage or compel individuals to take greater responsibility for their
own welfare. This means working, no matter what, and engaging to a greater degree with
financial services through both debt and saving products. The cuts that have taken place
have largely chimed with this agenda. But self-sufficiency is also applied to the domestic
economy as a whole, as the profligate tendencies and moral hazards of the collectivist state
are deemed a risk to economic sustainability. Large-scale public sector employment has to
be curtailed, but at the same time the possibility of a radical interventionist economic policy
agenda is delegitimised.

The second recurring motif of Conservative discourse since the financial crisis is that of ‘the
global race’. Britain is depicted as being in direct competition with other similar countries,
and sometimes the BRIC economies; in attempting to win a race, it is vital that the
competitor is not ‘weighed down’ by unproductive characteristics, such as excessive social
spending. As such, the possibility that the austerity narrative might lend legitimacy to higher
taxation is impeded by the existence of the global race. Simultaneously, the possibility that
the global race might lend legitimacy to a more activist industrial policy in support of ‘national
champions’ is minimised by the austerity-reinforced argument against collectivism. Thus tax
cuts and deregulation are the only way to win the global race in a sustainable manner,
because a company that relocates to (or originates in) Britain only for subsidies, so the
argument goes, is not a company worth having.

Finally, the Conservative Party have repeatedly promised to ‘rebalance’ the British economy.
Efforts to address the geographical imbalances within the economy have been framed since
2014 by the related notion of ‘the Northern Powerhouse’. Although ostensibly a narrative
propelling economic change, and creating a more inclusive growth model, rebalancing has

’ Berry C (forthcoming, 2016) Austerity Politics and UK Economic Policy (Basingstoke: Palgrave).
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rather obvious conservative connotations. It suggests that economic ‘balance’ is an
attainable feature of capitalist, and moreover a form of balance once did exist within the
British economy. In conjunction with the austerity narrative, rebalancing discourse implies
that it is excessive collectivism that has disrupted this natural order — and the notion of
economic balance clearly overlaps with the notion of an austere self-sufficiency. Simply
defining a problem such as under-investment as an imbalance immediately delegitimises
any state-led efforts to address it. Rebalancing is necessarily an exercise in technocratic
fine-tuning.® As such, the Northern Powerhouse concept clearly circumscribes the role that
the North of England might play in a more balanced economy, implying that Northern cities
and regions must themselves grasp the contribution they can make to the British economy’s
endeavour to win the global race (through a limited devolution of some economic policy
powers), without addressing the structural disadvantages that create geographical
inequalities. By freeing themselves of public sector dependence, Northern cities can open
themselves up to naturally occurring dynamics of urban ‘agglomeration’.

Value, place and equality

The three pillars of post-crisis political discourse

The success of the Conservative Party’s key economic policy narratives in helping to restore
the pre-crisis growth model lies in part on the fact they build upon extant narratives within
British political discourse. The austerity narrative identifies New Labour as the chief
perpetrator of collectivist profligacy, yet builds upon the foundation of ‘prudence’ in fiscal
policy espoused by Gordon Brown. The global race narrative is a crude successor to New
Labour’s discourse around globalisation — a concept which indeed retains currency and
allowed the financial crisis to be depicted as exogenous rather than endogenous to Britain or
the Anglosphere.’ Rebalancing is newer as a discourse for public consumption, but has long
featured in elite discourse, ironically in relation to fears of an over-heated economy.

Yet they also enable the Conservative Party’s current agenda to touch upon what | consider
to be the three of the most important pillars of post-crisis discourse in British politics: value,
place and equality, none of which were particularly important to the pre-crisis period (but nor
were they entirely absent). The financial crisis and subsequent economic stagnation have
undermined perceptions — which had been brilliantly exploited by New Labour — that ‘things
can only get better’. The value and meaning of economic participation had been
underpinned by somewhat delusional assumptions about the emancipatory potential of the
‘post-industrialism’ and the onset of the digital age, in which opportunity and affluence were
attainable for all those ‘included’, and exclusion was explained by attitudinal deficiency rather
than structural disadvantage. The risks of participation were deemed minimal, because
capitalism’s inherent instability had been vanquished. The financial crisis has decimated this
outlook, leading to a greater recognition of capitalism’s unreliability, the triviality of much of

8 Berry C and Hay C (2014) ‘The Great British “rebalancing” act: the construction and implementation of an
economic imperative for exceptional times’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, advance
online publication. DOI: 10.1111/1467-856X.12063
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what now passes for productive activity, and even the sanctity of money as an expression of
value.

Secondly, people are now more concerned about the spatial organisation of their lives.
Crises destroy complacency about the basic building blocks of our lifestyles, of which
physical space is probably the most fundamental. Place, and associated concerns around
identity and belonging, has therefore become a key dimension of numerous political and
policy dilemmas. The most obvious examples are heightened anxiety about immigration and
membership of the European Union, which both reflect concerns about individuals’ and
communities’ ability to exercise control over their own social environment, even if they
manifest politically as rather spurious claims about economic impacts. More generally,
however, the crisis appears to have unleashed or unearth a wider set of anxieties about the
security of forms of spatial organisation — our home, our neighbourhood, our city, our country
— which were once taken for granted, or more precisely, we once assumed were immune to
the ebbs and flows of the wider economy.

Finally, equality, and related concerns around social justice and fairness, has returned to its
occasional role in British political discourse as a normative good which spans the ideological
spectrum. We no longer believe that the pie is growing inexorably, so the size of our slice
(and those we identify with) matters more. The extent to which people are prepared to
sacrifice their own interests in order to facilitate more egalitarian distribution of income,
wealth or opportunities is not clear; such calculations are of course the subject of political
struggle. At present, however, there appears to be both a strong sense among many people
that the distribution of such goods is improper and unfair. This has been reflected to some
extent in popular concern about the proliferation of food banks for those at the bottom, and
the revival of excessive remuneration for those at the top, but such sentiments have not yet
evolved into a coherent, progressive egalitarian agenda.

Value, place and equality in Conservative discourse

In post-crisis Britain, the right have been far more successful than the left in articulating
policy programmes built upon these pillars — albeit largely in a negative fashion. David
Cameron’s ‘big society’ notion was quickly discarded, but represented an early attempt to fill
the void of value opened up by the crisis by exhorting voluntaristic contributions to society.
Cameron also flirted with diversifying measures of economic progress by asking the ONS to
track levels of happiness, as well as output. Neither initiative should be anathema to
progressives, but in the hands of the Conservative Party they functioned only as
insubstantial replacements for growth model characteristics threatened by the crisis, that is,
a (limited) welfare state, and reliable growth.

The principal Conservative response to concerns about value has, however, involved
extolling the virtues of work. In harsher times, individuals can make a meaningful
contribution by simply taking care of themselves, and their families, even if their occupation
is not lucrative. Indeed, in this discourse, low pay and job insecurity actually reinforce how
valuable contributing through work is, in that it breeds and rewards individuals of exceptional
fortitude. Value is therefore still defined individualistically, but it is an individualism shorn of
notions of self-fulfilment, which in turns serves to legitimise the rollout of austerity. In this
context, it is logical that all measures to make work pay would involve the state taking less
from workers in the form of tax — or indeed benefits, in line with the original design of



Universal Credit — rather than empowerment within work. However, the inability of the labour
market to adequately reward people who work, rather than shirk, problematises the narrative.
It has been necessary therefore for the assault on in-work benefit recipients to intensify, in
solidarity with slightly higher earners, and for the Conservative Party to adopt the mantle of
low wage campaigners. The fact that George Osborne appropriated the concept of living
wage to describe a relatively modest increase in the minimum wage is a sign of the fragility
of the right’s post-crisis articulation of value.

The Conservative Party has responded quite ingeniously to concerns about money as an
expression of real value. While the monetary system was repoliticised following the financial
crisis, in that money is no longer seen, by some, as merely a neutral medium of exchange,
the Conservative Party has effectively re-depoliticised money by acknowledging its
contingency, but also maintaining that the monetary system is eye-wateringly complex and
only able to be managed by technocratic experts. This is how the form of quantitative easing
advocated by the Conservative Party has gone unchallenged, and the structure of the
banking sector remains a low-priority political issue (quantitative easing has of course also
been implemented elsewhere; one of the unique elements of its use in Britain is how
drastically it contrasts with the dominant imagery of austerity).

The Conservative Party have offered the electorate more convincing answers to concerns
about place than the centre-left. To some extent, this is due to the longstanding sentiment
that the Conservatives are more patriotic than centre-left parties. The party has reinforced its
commitment to perceived British interests with a hardened stance against immigration and
European integration (only partly reflected in actual policy), with popular fears about the
impact of these trends reflected in the rise of UKIP. Support for home-ownership also speaks
to its understanding of place-related insecurities. Building, again, on longstanding
associations, the home has been articulated by the Conservative Party in government as a
fulcrum of security in an insecure world. The more recent emergence of the devolution
agenda indicates that the largely defensive nature of this articulation of place has proven
relatively unsatisfactory. Above all, the Conservative Party has begun to more strongly
articulate a sense of Englishness, partly in response to the possibility of Scottish
independence. At the same time, it has begun to recognise the clamour for greater
recognition and control within the English regions, in response to a growing appreciation that
the growth model works for some parts of Britain more than others. By inviting Northern city-
regions to develop their own approaches to economic growth, albeit without devolving any
meaningful economic policy powers, the Conservative Party has both incorporated localist
sentiment while at the same time ensured that local economies will conform, for the most
part, to the partially salvaged national growth model.

The rediscovery of egalitarianism by the Conservative Party can be interpreted in both
positive and negative terms. There is, to some extent, an appreciation that pre-crisis Britain
was too unequal — the Conservatives have nodded rhetorically to this sentiment in some
aspects of their austerity agenda, although not entirely plausibly. More often, equality has
been articulated negatively, with austerity used to create a sense of greater scarcity.
Reforms to social security speak directly to the sense that there is something unjust about
some groups not having to make an equal contribution to the labour market in order to attain
a (perceived) comparable standard of living. Outcomes should be more equal, but primarily
among the imagined community of ‘taxpayers’. The Conservative Party’s quest to build a
property-owning democracy also touches upon egalitarian concerns, in a more positive way
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—yet in a way also that reinforces growth model resurrection — as equality is deemed to rest
upon a greater distribution of opportunities to own property.*°

The crisis and the British centre-left

Before discussing the various post-crisis narratives of the centre-left, a note on the
economics is required: what is the alternative growth model that a progressive narrative
might ostensibly legitimise? It would of course put finance in service of the genuinely
productive parts of the British economy, and initialise higher levels of public and private
investment in support of higher productivity, quality employment opportunities and, crucially,
enabling the development and adoption of technologies that can assist our response to the
existential challenge of climate change. Shareholder value would give way to norms around
the civic duty of private enterprise, enabling a longer-term orientation in relation to wealth
accumulation. Social and economic goods which cannot be provided by market mechanisms
— either because the market will not deliver equitable outcomes or, in many cases, because
the goods in question do not lend themselves to marketised forms of co-ordination — would
be co-ordinated collectively. The value of labour in the production process would be valued
much more highly, starting, but certainly not ending, with higher levels of remuneration.**

However, there are several reasons to challenge the assumptions inherent in my self-posed
guestion. Growth models are not so malleable that they can be replaced wholesale over a
short period of time. The model will in fact be constantly evolving, as new economic
practices and policy paradigms become institutionalised over time; insofar as growth models
crystallise patterns of wealth distribution, which might not be compatible with progressive
ideals, the centre-left should see part of its role as fostering a more open and flexible
approach to how production is organised. Ideally, this will involve challenging or broadening
the notion of growth itself.

As such, political strategy and economic policy must be conceived as two sides of the same
coin. Growth model transformation goes hand-in-hand with discursive and institutional
change, and new forms of political organisation. Although it maintains in its public discourse
the notion that ‘the economy’ is existentially distinct, in practice the right does not make the
mistake of assuming that economics and politics are separate disciplines requiring different
hegemonic strategies; its politics acts to create and constitute the economy it purports to
govern. The left must rediscover the same approach, reimagining British capitalism in its
own image. This means adopting and promoting alternative economic practices even when
not holding formal office, and developing alternative epistemologies for understanding the
nature and performance of the economy. A progressive growth model is not a priori to
political action, but rather emerges from broad-based resistance to and adaptation of the
existing model.

New Labour resurrection?

% Hoskin P (2015) ‘““We are warriors for the dispossessed”: Gove’s rallying cry for the Conservatives’,
ConservativeHome, 13 March 2015. http://www.conservativehome.com/thetorydiary/2015/03/we-are-
warriors-for-the-dispossessed-goves-rallying-cry-for-the-conservatives.html

" Hay C and Payne A (2015) Civic Capitalism (Cambridge: Polity).

9



Unfortunately, none of the narratives offered by the British centre-left since the financial
crisis — or more precisely, since the 2010 defeat — offer a convincing strategy for
comprehensively addressing concerns around value, place and equality. The New Labour
or Blairite narrative, reincarnated post-crisis and represented in the Labour leadership
election by Liz Kendall, accepts almost without caveat the Conservative Party’s
interpretation of value and equality, and as such offers no critique of austerity. Even if
Labour could return to power by presenting itself as a slightly more humane version of the
Conservative Party, it would not have developed the discursive resources to legitimate
growth model transformation. This scenario is highly unlikely, given the Conservatives’
perceived commitment to defending British interests, and more recent embrace of localism.

Specifically, the Blairites remain wedded to the notion of globalisation as benign rather than
threatening, offer no significant attempt to champion the home and, most importantly, have
no distinctive answer to demands for greater local self-determination. Kendall’'s argument
that power should be devolved to communities as well as councils is essentially
insubstantive, and does not provide a basis upon which to rearticulate the Conservative
Party’s (superficially) muscular rebalancing and Northern Powerhouse discourses.*? This
weakness is incongruous, given that most of the local elites Osborne is seeking to devolve
powers to in Labour heartlands are essentially Blairite in practice, if not always in principle.
But it is impossible for the left to construct a credible politics of place while maintaining the
value of the post-place sentiment that characterised New Labour in the pre-crisis period.

Blue Labour

The Blairite’s hollow rhetoric on place is a crude attempt to accommodate ‘Blue Labour’
thinking, which offers the centre-left’'s second major post-crisis narrative, into a pre-crisis
narrative. Under the political leadership of Jon Cruddas and intellectual guidance of Maurice
Glasman, Blue Labour originated on the fringes of the Labour Party in London, in the
Citizens UK and living wage movements. It is a narrative which is essentially only about
place; although it offers a radical critique of New Labour in this regard — including on
controversial issues such as immigration — it concedes to the Blairites and the right the
responsibility for respond to concerns around equality. Blue Labour is able, to some extent,
to address value, by championing radical community organisation outside the public sector,
but place always takes priority. Even the living wage has been articulated by figures like
Glasman and Cruddas as a means of protecting traditional communities, with the clear
resonance of the living wage with value and equality effectively eschewed (a trick not missed
by George Osborne). It is worth noting that Blue Labour’s has also emphasised the
importance of family, religious faith, and even love, in articulating how individuals can make
meaningful contributions to society (that is, a more substantive version of Cameron’s big
society). As important as these spheres undoubtedly are, they do not form a coherent basis
upon which institutionalised economic practice can be transformed. Early Blue Labour
interest in ‘the German model’ of capitalism seems not to have been pursued particularly
aggressively.

12 Kendall L (2015) ‘Labour was too timid to hand real power to the people’, The Observer, 7 June 2015.
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/07/labour-too-timid-power-to-people
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More recently, the Blue Labour narrative has begun to champion Englishness (following
UKIP’s lead)."® Cruddas appears not to have acknowledged in any meaningful way the
Conservative Party’s negative — but electorally attractive — approach to Englishness, which
consists of defending England against Scottish nationalism. Instead, he embraces
Englishness as a primarily cultural form, based on a reading of history that rightly locates
some radical socialist thought within a distinctively early industrialist, Anglo-Saxon tradition.
But this means that, strangely, while Blue Labour criticises the centralised Westminster
model, it has offered no critique of the Conservatives’ devolution agenda. In prioritising place
above all else, Blue Labour has no progressive anchor by which to challenge the right's
approach to place, and instead appears to see any and all forms of devolution, including to
England, as positive expressions of cultural Englishness, not noticing the conservatism at
their heart. The growing demands for an English Labour Party from Cruddas is gaining
ground within the party but will prove to be entirely irrelevant when seeking to converse with
the electorate. It has attracted support from the Blairites precisely because it leaves
untouched the technocratic control of economic policy centrally, and seems to function as a
purely presentational initiative. Do not expect to hear very much about ‘Cruddonomics’ in the
near future.

The Ed Miliband agenda

The narrative that accompanied Ed Miliband’s leadership of the Labour Party can be dealt
with quickly, insofar as it proved to be rather incoherent. Despite recognising the public turn
away from Blairite notions of value in the wake of the financial crisis, Ed Miliband ultimately
failed to offer a distinctive, progressive response to these concerns. He borrowed heavily
from Blue Labour’s sketchy articulation of value as radical community action, even
attempting to incorporate some rather innovative policies on small and co-operative
enterprises, but the narrative made little sense in isolation from the wider Blue Labour
position, with Miliband having rightly recognised the limitations and dangers of prioritising
place. It meant that Miliband offered a critique of capitalism’s tendency to create large
inequalities, but with little sense of how an alternative approach might mitigate this tendency.
As such, Miliband’s egalitarianism came to be seen as harmful, in that it stood in the way of
aspiration, which for most people had come to mean making the best of what is left of the
pre-crisis growth model. The result was that Miliband’s Labour Party increasingly ventured
into the Conservative Party’s negative territory on equality in search of a hearing among the
electorate. For instance, they refused to oppose key elements of the coalition’s welfare
reform programme, but in the process undermined its own raison d’etre: support for
increasingly ruthless benefit cuts essentially curtailed Miliband’s work-in-progress in fleshing
out Blue Labour thinking on value, by disabling any attempt to present Labour as the
guardian of familial and community life.

It became impossible for people to locate themselves within Miliband’s alternative order,
which fed fears that their contributions to society and the economy would be even less
rewarded under Labour than they were under the Conservative Party. However, although
ideologically and discursively incoherent, the success of Ed Miliband’s leadership was that
he was able (with the exception of Scotland) to maintain Labour’s 2010 position without
succumbing to either the Blairite or Blue Labour positions, both of which offer a more

2 Cruddas ) (2015) ‘Labour is lost in England’, speech delivered at Mile End Institute, 22 September 2015.
http://labourlist.org/2015/09/jon-cruddas-labour-is-lost-in-england/
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straightforward narrative, but would have involved jettisoning too readily key elements of
social democracy which might now be attractive to the electorate, to the long term detriment
of the centre-left.

Corbynomics

At present, it seems likely that Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of the Labour Party will ultimately
undo Ed Miliband’s achievements in this regard. Although the policy detail of Corbynomics is
yet to be determined, ironically Corbyn is likely to construct the most compelling ‘retail offer’
of all the centre-left pretenders, because headline policies on investment, public ownership,
public services and pay will be close to the electorate’s preferences. But this will not be
enough to wrestle control of post-crisis discourse away from the right. By failing to offer any
account of place, and refusing to acknowledge the instinctive appeal of the Conservative
Party’s largely negative egalitarianism, there is a sense that Jeremy Corbyn’s programme is
creditable but somehow unreal. It is through articulating popular concerns about place and
equality that austerity will be most effectively opposed; the electorate can already see, quite
plainly, that Corbyn et al are correct on the macroeconomics of austerity, or at least that the
Conservative programme requires greater scrutiny, but this hardly matters, because faith in
all grand macroeconomic plans has been undermined.

Corbyn’s economic policy agenda, particularly on monetary policy and the banking sector,
takes advantage of the dismantling of pre-crisis notions of value in a way that the
Conservative Party cannot possibly match. John McDonnell was right to attempt to cleverly
blunt the charge of profligacy by strongly endorsing a growth-led deficit reduction
programme, not unlike that advocated by Gordon Brown immediately after the crisis, and
championed, briefly, by Ed Balls during the 2010 Labour leadership contest.** Ed Miliband
could have been far bolder on this. It is remarkable — although perhaps only seems so in
hindsight — that the initial frontrunners in the 2015 Labour leadership contest, Yvette Cooper
and Andy Burnham, shunned the opportunity to articulate this argument. Yet Corbyn and
McDonnell offer only a high-brow vision of how the economy could function, not sufficiently
grounded in how it is currently experienced. In this sense, Corbyn has little means by which
to mobilise the kind of people whose livelihoods would be expected to embody a progressive
growth model.

The problem is far more profound than one of electability, but rather one of constructing the
human capital of growth model transformation. As Ken Spours observes in a pamphlet for
Compass, in Gramscian terms, Corbynism is a ‘primitive bloc’. He continues:

Moving beyond primitivism involves, among other things, recognising that bloc
autonomy can only be momentary and that the real aim should not be
independence and the comfort of political identity (although these may have a

“ McDonnell J (2015) ‘Jeremy Corbyn would clear the deficit — but not by hitting the poor’ The Guardian, 11
August 2015. http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/aug/11/jeremy-corbyn-close-deficit-poor-
labour-economy
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valid function in 2015), but the more difficult and longer-term exercise of
hegemony in the conditions of the 21% Century.™

It is simple to say, although admittedly much harder to achieve, but Corbyn needs urgently to
articulate a message that resonates with the millions of workers in low-value service
industries and small businesses, and the army of insecure under-employed young people
looking primarily to utilise their skills, and pay their bills, rather than smash the system,
whose lives would be transformed by an alternative growth model. These groups may not
like the Conservative Party, but they have clearly not yet been convinced to become willing
participants in reform. There are voices within Corbyn’s surprisingly young and diverse
shadow cabinet that can plot a way beyond this impasse — but Corbyn will need to find a way
to elevate them without undermining his own authority.

Liberal Democrat resurrection?

The Liberal Democrats were severely punished by the electorate for their role in the coalition;
from the left, for enabling austerity to be pursued, and also, it seems, from the right, for
wobbling in their commitment to austerity towards the end of the life of the coalition. It seems
unlikely, however, that Farron will succeed in restoring relevance to his party. It is quite
obvious that the election of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour leader pulls the rug from under
Farron’s feet to some extent, but the party’s problems are more severe. It is not possible for
the Liberal Democrats to position themselves as credible opponents of the key tenets of
austerity; Farron is far to the left of Nick Clegg on economic policy, but with only eight MPs,
he would not have been given the opportunity in public debates to demonstrate this even if
Corbyn had not usurped him as the left's provocateur-in-chief. This is a great shame,
because Farron offers a genuinely authentic, if slightly eccentric, un-Westminster voice.

However, the Liberal Democrats could have contributed to a centre-left renaissance, even if
maintaining its quintessentially Blairite posture on economic policy, by embodying a far more
sophisticated politics of place than Labour’s Blairites have offered. Clegg started to map out
what this might look like in government, primarily through his Northern Futures programme,
and it is tempting to think that this might have developed quickly, away from the confines of
coalition, and perhaps in conjunction with the abundant localist parties that have emerged in
Britain, to offer a genuine alternative to Osborne’s Northern Powerhouse. Unfortunately,
Farron cannot speak to this localising dynamic with any credibility. His politics is not
grounded in Clegg’s modest, metropolitan liberalism, but rather an evangelising mission
orchestrated centrifugally.

The Green Party and the centre-left

The Green Party, finally, challenges what it means to be centre-left, insofar as its politics is
not primarily about responding to capitalism, and as such the financial crisis was less
disruptive to the party’s extant narratives. Its core concerns nevertheless chime with some
aspects of post-crisis popular concerns. However, the potential centrality of green ideas to
the centre-left in British politics remains far from realisation. The Green Party essentially
treats climate change as a universal threat; although this may be accurate, from a scientific

B Spours K (2015) The Osborne Supremacy: why progressives have to develop a hegemonic politics for the 21°
Century, Compass. http://www.compassonline.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/The-Osborne-Supremacy-
Compass.pdf

13



perspective, it renders the party’s raison d’etre rather abstract. A more effective narrative
would locate environmental destruction within a broad and nuanced politics of place,
emphasising the threat of climate change to our physical security, and emphasise the
benefits of sustainable practices to everyday life. The Green Party also has a potentially
unique and important perspective on value, insofar as responding adequately to climate
challenge will require new production processes that will transform the life-chances of
millions of people. Yet this line of argument remains largely unarticulated.

The Green Party’s most compelling narrative is that in support of equality, but its
egalitarianism is rendered rather hollow because criticising individual behaviour forms such
an integral part of its politics — without demonstrating how alternative forms of consumption,
for instance, might be consistent with greater prosperity or security. The continuing divide
between social democratic parties and the green movement does more harm than good to
both — but it should be recognised that, just as it is fair to say that social democrats have
been blind to climate change for too long, the green movement would benefit enormously
from greater cross-fertilisation with the rest of the centre-left.

Conclusion

Anglo-liberal capitalism in Britain is in a vulnerable state. There is at least some likelihood of
another severe economic downturn in the near future, as low inflation turns into deflation,
productivity refuses to budge upwards even as the labour market tightens, and the alarming
signs of asset price bubbles are evident once again — but this does not mean that the left
can or should simply wait for the wheels to come off. A Labour Party squabbling over the
meaning of May 2015 have yet to learn the lessons of its 2010 defeat. Labour were not
blamed for the financial crisis simply because they were unfortunate enough to be in office in
2008, but because a progressive politics that does not encompass a critique of capitalism
will be held to account when capitalism falters; the effect will be the same whether Labour is
in office or not.

But critique alone is inadequate. Offering a credible path to an alternative growth model is
paramount, but the notion that an alternative can be constructed in the abstract, and
presented to the electorate as a series of retail offers, is wholly fallacious. Growth model
transformation requires large-scale mobilisation, both in solidarity with a centre-left political
programme, but also, just as importantly, in support of counter-hegemonic practices in
everyday economic life. This is only possible if critical narratives reflect popular concerns.
However, this does not mean that such sentiments, or the right’s definition of them, have to
be accepted at face value. The right can never fully address citizens’ concerns around things
such value, place and equality (which have been this paper’s focus) while constrained by its
commitment to a dilapidated growth model — each of these offers considerable scope for
rearticulation by progressive actors, but the left will not succeed unless they are addressed
in tandem.

It is clear that, while no prominent centre-left leaders have yet constructed a narrative that
can seriously challenge that of the right, the raw ingredients exist, albeit in a fragmentary
way. We need to recognise that crises of capitalism have a disorienting effect on progressive
political forces, just as much as they offer opportunities for articulating alternatives. All of the
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narratives discussed here bear the hallmarks of this disorientation. But while the left debates
and regroups, the right marches on. A growth model transformation encompassing the
democratisation of finance and money, empowerment within and through work, and forms of
citizenship which recognise the need for both local autonomy and a collectivist state, is both
urgently required — and eminently realisable. But a lack of opposition should not be equated
with abundant enthusiasm. Radical reform cannot happen under the radar, but rather
requires the left to make connections between the new order and individual livelihoods.
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