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than as part of public expenditure. This Iooks good to 'middle England' 
which l ikes tax reductions - and lower public expenditure - and tends to see 
benefits as scroungers' rewards. Those newpapers which are most finely 
attuned to Conservative middle-class sentiments enthusiastically pick up 
the government's insistence on the responsibil ities that go with receiving 
benefits, the Obligation to search for paid work. The government for its part 
proclaims the end of 'something for nothing', has revived the Conservatives' 
slogan that benefits must be a 'hand-up' and no Ionger a 'hand-out' and, 
while emphasising the new opportunities offered, l ikes to stress the 
'toughness' and 'justifiable harshness' of the new welfare regime.59 The 
headline of the article reporting the new welfare Bil l  on 1 0 March 1 999 
shouts 'Welfare: The Crackdown'. 

Redistribution , if redistribution it is - the word itself is not part of the 
government's vocabulary - is thus being implemented in a way that is 
concerned to leave intact the government's strategy of building and 
maintaining social coal itions at the head of which is New Labour's embrace 
of 'middle England'. This is a wide (and difficult to define precisely) social 
stratum that stretches from the 'upper' middle-class and the top Ieveis of the 
l iberal professions all the way to those politically crucial sections of the 
skilled working class, whose partial desertion brought the Conservatives to 
power in 1 979 and kept them there for nearly two decades, and who 
returned to Labour in 1 997. 

To sum up: there is the enigmatic silence of government over the issue of 
income redistribution and the strange divisions among expert observers 
over whether there has been a programme of ,stealthy' (or more 
diplomatically - ,subtle') increases of some of the taxes traditionally 
favouring the best-off and of ,stealthy' (,subtle') redistribution in favour of the 
worst-off, and generally over the advantages and disadvantages of welfare 
policy by stealth and subtlety. But there can be no doubt that with a clutch of 
innovative social programmes, defin ite - if relatively small - steps have 
been taken to reduce the obscenely large gap of social inequality that has 
been allowed to open up over the last two decades, and that it is realistic to 
expect further such steps. At the same time, it is clear that, for all the 
progress made, welfare reform is still at an early stage and its final shape 
remains the subject of burning debate. 

This debate errupted dramatically to the dismay of Labour's political 
managers on 20 May 1 999: the welfare bill is intended to bring im
provements for some of the disabled, but a revolt of Labour Members of 
Parliament on one clause cut the government's majority from 1 78 to 40. lt 
provides for future savings of r 750 mil l ion (out of the r 1 00 bil l ion welfare 
budget) by severely l imiting access to benefit for hundreds of thousands of 
new claimants after April 2001 . Clearly, reform by redistribution from top to 
bottom earners commands wide support in Labour's ranks, redistribution 
between different sections of benefit recipients -, the poorest being 
subsidised by the poor' - does not. 
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