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Introduction 

The story of Ed Miliband’s leadership is a strange one to tell. On one hand it represents a sea 

change in Labour’s post-Blair ideological renewal– his successful conference speeches have 

enabled such a change revolving around One Nation Labour. But on the other it sometimes 

appears uncertain, awkward, even unconvincing. He has been miscast by his opponents in the 

role of ‘Red Ed’ and ‘Wallace’, he has been called geeky and otherworldly, and his style of 

communication is sometimes embarrassing for the audience to behold. Often he is repetitive, 

stuttered, and unable to articulate a convincing argument especially in media interviews. On a 

presentational level Miliband’s leadership rarely comes into focus except at key moments of 

national or political importance. Those occasional moments allow him to connect with his 

audience, but in the day to day banality of normal politics his style fails because he seems 

uncertain in his own argument. Not unlike someone who knows they have been promoted 

beyond their ability. 

 



The manner of his acquisition of the Labour leadership led to simmering questions over his 

integrity. Indeed, what can one really make of someone who ‘stabs his brother in the back’ 

thereby robbing him of the long-cherished leadership prize? Indeed, David Miliband was cast 

as the assumed heir to Blair that would carry forward the electorally convincing New Labour 

approach to social democracy through Next Labour. Under Brown all the eyes of the media 

were transfixed on David, waiting for that seemingly inevitable leadership challenge that 

ultimately never came. He was waiting for his chance to snatch the crown from the pretender 

Brown and continue what Blair had started. It was, so it seemed, a certain path for David 

Miliband and Labour.  

 

Ed stopped that. Ed’s intervention into the leadership election gave the movement an 

opportunity to say no to more New Labour by voting for a candidate more credible than 

Diane Abbott. Ed argued for more old-school social democracy and less new-school 

Blairism. His was a socialism that appeared more inwards looking because it was sympathetic 

to the old social democratic right. It was a message that did not wholly convince the PLP or 

the CLP, however the Unions found this more to their taste and so gave him enough support 

to secure the leadership. It was from these circumstances that Miliband’s leadership begun. 

Controversy, uncertainty, and the sense of betrayal felt by the elder brother.  

 

For the next two years Miliband’s political persona would, broadly speaking, be lamentable. 

It was held back by the absence of a clear ideological narrative – exactly why did he want to 

be Labour leader? – and a communications style that often jarred at PMQs and in the media. 

His opponents positioned him on the wrong side of the national interest by associating him 

with their recasting of Brown as the damner of the world rather than its savour. He did, 



however have brief moments of clarity which kept the detractors at bay. His condemnation of 

the rioters and his support for the action against Gaddafi. He also courted controversy by 

comparing the anti-cuts rallies to the American Civil Rights Movement and Anti-Apartheid 

rallies in South Africa. Yet it was his performance during the Hacking Scandal debate that 

brought his leadership into a moment of sharp and, most importantly, noticed clarity. He 

summed up the general mood of the House and broader country in its condemnation of the 

hacking of Milly Dowler’s phone by the News of the World. It also put a stop to the sale of 

the remaining shares in Sky to News Corporation. Such clarity presented him with an 

opportunity to begin articulating a positive narrative for Labour. However, before being able 

to do so he had to tackle the issue of his political persona.  

 

His persona had been set by his opponents in the first few years of his leadership. Red Ed and 

Wallace were designed to undermine his ethos, thereby casting him in the role of the new 

pretender. Put simply they argued that Ed was not a credible leader of the Labour Party and 

so certainly could not be a credible Prime Minister. As John Gaffney has very convincingly 

argued the negative persona was such a serious issue that his rhetorical ethos was absent and 

so action was necessary before he could credibly present an ideology renewal strategy. Thus, 

the 2012 party conference would be used to draw a line under those attacking his leadership 

and present his positive persona to the party.  

 

Communicating One Nation Labour 

The focus of this paper is how Miliband communicated One Nation Labour at the 2012 

Labour conference. This was selected as the case study because it was a watershed in 

Labour’s ideological history. It also was the conference where Miliband ‘introduced himself’, 



for lack of a better description, to the Labour conference and, hopefully, the broader 

electorate. It was his intention at this conference to establish his credential as the right person 

to lead Labour. This was necessary because jeering from the outside and disquiet from the 

inside was acting as an increasingly corrosive issue for his leadership. Consequently, an 

ethos-growing strategy was adopted where he was present his credibility and character as a 

way of building a clear and positive persona.  

 

To do that a series of media engagements acted as the forerunner to the conference. He 

contributed to publications likely to be read by conference delegates such as The New 

Statesman, whilst ideological sympathisers wrote articles on Miliband’s political style and its 

value in opposing the Conservative-run government. He also gave an interview at the start of 

the conference to the Andrew Marr Show, and invited Professor Sandel from Harvard to 

validate his intellectual analysis through a lecture to delegates. Each acted as introductory, 

ethos-building moments that would show the delegates that he was a safe leader with a 

coherent vision, two key things which critics argued he lacked. Of course the main show in 

town was his keynote speech. These smaller events were simply precursors for what would 

be the articulation of his developed ideological renewal strategy. 

 

His keynote, where he spoke extensively about One Nation Labour as a replacement for New 

and dogmatic Old Labour, was premised upon his ethos. Rhetorically this was because he 

was also striving to present his credibility. To do this he talked about his background, his 

family, and the importance of shared solidarity between individuals. He argued that his 

upbringing plugged him deeply into the aspirations of the Labour movement both in terms of 

social justice and collective security. He did this because he wanted his audience to trust in 



his political character which he could then use to present his argument for ideological 

renewal. It also helped to address one of the key questions that he faced vis-à-vis why he 

wanted to lead the Labour Party? Indeed, detractors argued that without a clear vision his 

leadership appeared pointless. One Nation Labour was an attempt to give it a point, thereby 

enhancing both his ethos and that of his argument. 

 

Miliband also laid the foundations for his argument by striving to celebrate Britain at its best. 

To do so he attempted to connect any residual ‘feel good factor’ surrounding the Olympics, 

and its sense of collective spirit, with the argument he intended to make. Indeed, he argued 

that the British people are best when they are united in a common cause, such as striving for 

Olympic glory or celebrating Britain’s social diversity. This helped lay the foundations for 

his One Nation argument which would be predicated along similar lines of social solidarity. 

For Miliband, One Nation Labour is about a sense of shared togetherness, not just in terms of 

national identity but also economic, social, private and public. These would be bound 

together with a strong welfare system that supports those in need, thereby creating that 

togetherness. 

 

He also critiqued the record of the Coalition by using Aristotelian ‘witnesses’. He used the 

example of a young woman he met who had sent a CV to over 137 employers and had 

received no reply for any. By drawing on the experiences of such ‘witnesses’ he is able to 

demonstrate that he is in touch with the electorate and their concerns. This was necessary 

because the negative persona that had been constructed by his opponents suggested that he 

was out of touch and often aloof when dealing with members of the public. By showing that 



he appreciated the plight of many in modern Britain he was able to grow his credibility with 

his immediate audience.  

 

Yet, of course One Nation politics is a very conservative idea. Indeed, he could not present 

this ideological shift without acknowledging its roots in Conservative history. Thus he used 

pathos to appreciate its roots by saying Disraeli’s speech took three hours to deliver with the 

aid of two whole bottles of Brandy, but that his immediate audience need not fear a repeat. 

Indeed, he said “I know a speech that long would probably kill you, and the Brandy would 

definitely kill me!” This approach successfully introduced roots of One Nation politics to the 

Labour conference by provoking amusement amongst his audience. Of course he then went 

on to argue Disraeli’s critique of Britain’s Two Nations has echoed through British history. 

Common causes, patriotic duty, and creating a sense where no one feels left out were values 

that Miliband contends the Labour Party has long stood for. He did this by arguing that 

Attlee’s administration, which is idealised by some in the Labour movement as the pinnacle 

of British socialism, had a streak of Disraeli’s One Nation argument through it. To do so he 

argued that ‘social solidarity, unity, and equality’ were ideological elements that both Disraeli 

and Attlee shared and that it would not be too much of a leap for the conference to accept that 

One Nation can be claimed by the left. This would also be enabled by the Conservatives 

retreat from One Nation politics by embracing neoliberalism as its default position. Given the 

Conservatives had, broadly speaking embraced the politics of social and economic 

competition and division, Disraeli’s ‘One Nation’ would be incompatible with their current 

aims and ideological objectives. Indeed, Miliband argued that ‘you can’t be a One Nation 

Prime Minister if all you do is seek to divide the country’. Thus, One Nation could be 

claimed by Labour to enable its own renewal strategy because its values are no longer 

Conservative. 



 

To ideologically claim One Nation he outlined three key political areas which would be part 

of One Nation Labour’s objectives. These were social welfare, education, and the economy. 

On the first he argued that to be One Nation, Britain had a responsibility to care for those 

unable to work. He used pathos and logos to make this argument because, for him, social 

policy contains within it an emotional dynamic that goes beyond simply balancing the books. 

Indeed, providing care for those with disabilities and those unable to work should be shown 

compassion by the state. One Nation Labour had, he argued, a responsibility to care because 

that is how social solidarity can be achieved. He did, however also argue that cuts would still 

need to be made however he justified these by saying they would fall upon the broadest 

shoulders rather than cutting the vital social care that helps make Britain the compassionate 

society that he argues it naturally is. 

 

On the second dimension he argued that the Coalition’s abandonment of those not going to 

university meant that 50% of Britain’s youth were not being properly supported. Here he 

again used himself as a ‘witness’ to argue that although it is right that as many as possible go 

to university, it is inversely wrong not to invest in vocational training for those who do not. 

This also included apprenticeships which, he suggested, could be boosted by closer private 

sector involvement. By drawing the private sector into skills training Miliband is arguing they 

could be drawn into creating One Nation through linking up training with jobs creation. 

Indeed, he also argued this would help create a new ‘culture of engagement’ that would 

compel the corporate sector to realise that successful trading in One Nation Britain requires 

more than simply making a profit.  

 



Finally he outlined how a One Nation economy would be supported by the financial sector. 

Here he used pathos to argue that ‘we need a One Nation economy and the first big mission 

of the next Labour government is to sort out our banks’. For Miliband the banks would exist 

to support the economy of the country rather than invest in risky enterprises that could trigger 

a crash. To do this he argued that they needed to be less of a casino operation and more 

concerned with helping create a One Nation banking sector through local investments, fewer 

international risk taking, and a greater sense of engagement with the domestic economy. This, 

he suggested, would enable the banks to become part of One Nation Britain. 

 

By combining public and private along these areas Miliband suggests One Nation can be 

created socially, educationally, and economically. Once he outlined these areas his speech 

returned to his own ethos and persona. He argued that “My vision of One Nation is an 

outward looking country. A country which engages with Europe and the rest of the world. I 

am incredibly proud to be the son of immigrant parents. I am incredibly proud of the multi-

ethnic diverse Britain”. To do that he argued the British countries must remain together under 

a single United Kingdom because ‘Team GB’ is stronger under a shared belief in social 

solidarity. He critiqued the SNP for lacking that sense of shared identity, suggesting their 

social democratic values lacked the most pivotal of components, that of togetherness. 

Without that they cannot be taken seriously as a centre-left party. He also used pathos to 

argue that Britain had a ‘soul’ that is predicated upon this shared sense of social solidarity 

that does not simply end at the border between England and Scotland. A key symbol of that 

soul was the National Health Service. Here he used a combination of pathos and ethos to 

argue that “the NHS is based on a whole different set of values that the people of Britain 

love. Not values of markets, money and exchange but values of compassion, care and co-

operation. That is the magic of the NHS; that is why the British people love it”. Those values 



are solidarity, care, and cooperation which, he continued, underscored his One Nation vision. 

This is not a literal nation, but rather an ideal of how he believes the United Kingdom can and 

should be held together as One Nation. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion Miliband’s One Nation conference speech had two objectives. First, to secure 

his leadership by combatting the negative persona constructed by his opponents and second 

he aimed to present a convincing renewal strategy that could take the party beyond New 

Labour. He predicated this strategy upon classic social democratic values and the idea of One 

Nation politics. This has given his leadership a rhetorical and ideological outline that enables 

him to present a positive persona. However, before ending this paper, it is necessary to 

acknowledge some important caveats. Although this strategy proved convincing with the 

conference, it has enjoyed less success with the electorate. In part this is because the 

conference is a sympathetic audience which enables him to rely upon his ethos. However, 

outside of the conference chamber the Commons and the media are far more combative. 

Indeed, the combative arenas do not play as well to his strengths because his persona has not 

been as well established outside of the movement. The electorate is still asking ‘who is he’, 

and ‘why should we believe him’ which makes an ethos-driven rhetorical approach 

problematic. This reduces the capacity of One Nation Labour to resonate beyond the party, 

which gives the overarching impression of a party with little to offer, even though internally 

it may appear to be in the process of renewing.  

 

Bibliography 



Bagehot, (2010) ‘Ed Miliband is elected Labour leader by the Union vote’, The Economist, 

25 September 2010. Available from: 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/bagehot/2010/09/ed_miliband_0. Accessed 3 December 

2013. 

 

Burns, J. (2010) ‘British Labour Party looks to rebuild’, The New York Times, 16 May 2010. 

Available from: http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/17/world/europe/17britain.html?_r=0. 

Accessed 1 December 2013. 

 

Cameron, D. (2011) Prime Ministers Questions, 9 March 2011. Available from: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zMdsOqGASRE. Accessed 28 November 2013. 

 

Crines, A. (2013) ‘The Rhetoric of the Coalition’, Representation, 49 (2), pp. 207-218. 

 

Cowley, J. (2012) ‘He’s not for turning’, New Statesman, 5 September 2012. Available at: 

http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/politics/2012/09/ed-miliband-he%E2%80%99s-not-

turning. Accessed 3 December 2013. 

 

Das, S. (2011) ‘The graphs that should worry Ed Miliband’, Left Foot Forward, 15 December 

2011. Available from: http://www.leftfootforward.org/2011/12/the-graphs-that-should-worry-

ed-miliband/. Accessed 28 November 2013. 

 

Deedes, H. (2012) ‘Labour has the wrong leader. But not the wrong Miliband’, Mail Online. 

24 January 2012. Available at http://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2091073/Ed-

Miliband-Labour-wrong-leader.html. Accessed 3 December 2013. 

 

Dorey, P. & Denham, A. (2011) ‘‘O, brother, where art thou?’ The Labour Party leadership 

election of 2010’, British Politics, 6 (3) pp. 286-316. 

 

Gaffney, J. & Lahel, A. (2013) ‘Political performance and leadership persona: The UK 

Labour Party conference of 2012’, Government and Opposition, Earlyview.  

 

Hayton, R. (2011) ‘At long last, Miliband finds his voice… but now he has to make sure that 

his message is heard’, Yorkshire Post, 16 July 2011. Available from: 

http://www.yorkshirepost.co.uk/news/debate/columnists/richard_hayton_at_long_last_miliba

nd_finds_his_voice_but_now_he_has_to_make_sure_that_his_message_is_heard_1_357989

5. Accessed 1 December 2013. 



 

Heffernan, R. (2011) ‘Labour’s New Labour Legacy: Politics after Blair and Brown’, 

Political Studies, 9 (2) pp. 163-177. 

 

Kirkup, J. & Prince, J. (2010) ‘David Miliband favourite to be next Labour leader’, The 

Telegraph, 3 May 2010. Available from: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/election-

2010/7671883/General-Elections-2010-David-Miliband-favourite-to-be-next-Labour-

leader.html. Accessed 27 November 2013. 

 

Kite, M. (2010) ‘Ed Miliband: Self-confessed maths “geek” with talent for diplomacy’. The 

Telegraph, 25 September 2010. Available from: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/labour/8025055/Ed-Miliband-Self-confessed-

maths-geek-with-a-talent-for-diplomacy.html. Accessed 3 December 2013.  

 

Miliband, E. (2012) Speech to the Labour Conference 2 October 2012. Available at 

http://www.labour.org.uk/ed-miliband-speech-conf-2012. Accessed 29 November 2013. 

 

Smith, A. (2010) ‘David Miliband launches campaign on ‘Next Labour’ theme’, LabourList, 

17 May 2010. Available from: http://labourlist.org/2010/05/david-miliband-launches-

campaign-on-next-labour-theme-full-speech/. Accessed 27 November 2013. 

 

Watt, N. (2012) ‘Ed Miliband the leader steps into the limelight’, The Guardian, 2 October 

2012. Available from: http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/oct/02/ed-miliband-labour-

leader-limelight. Accessed 27 November 2013. 

 


