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superbudgethitstherich(andisn’tallmendacious)   

Mary Poppins economics and the fairness delusion  

“It’s something you say when you don’t know what to say” 

Jane, Mary Poppins (of ‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious’) 

 

It’s a good bet – indeed, it is such a certainty that no sane bookmaker would offer odds against it – 

that the budget debate will be dominated by issues of “fairness”. George Osborne and his colleagues 

will argue that the budget measures are “fair”, and opposition critics will contend that they are not. 

The view expressed here is that the “fairness” or otherwise of the budget, though important, is the 

wrong test. Instead, politicians, the media and the public should ask not whether the budget is fair 

but, rather, whether it is effective. Such is the scale of the British economic and fiscal malaise that 

the test of policy should be pragmatism, not sentiment. “Is it fair?” is the wrong question. The right 

question should be “will it work?”  

Just as the economy has been in uncharted waters since the financial crisis, so politics has entered 

into a new era. For most of the post-War years – when growth was the norm – the task faced by 

policymakers was the equitable apportionment of expansion. Since 2008, the very different (and far 

more difficult) challenge has been the sharing out of hardship. 

A by-product of this fundamental change has been an elevation of the concept of fairness almost to 

the sanctity of Holy Writ. No policy, it seems, can be accepted unless it can be deemed to be “fair” 

against very subjective criteria of fairness. By declaring that “we’re all in this together”, David 

Cameron conferred the imprimatur of official sanction onto the concept of fairness. The government’s 

critics needed no invitation to jump onto a “fairness” bandwagon which had long been promoted by a 

Labour administration which paid lip-service to “fairness” whilst at the same time professing itself 

“intensely relaxed” about a small minority becoming “filthy rich”. This inconsistency may have had 

limited relevance in a period of apparent prosperity, but it is all-important now that the focus of 

government needs to be on the delivery of growth. This is no time for woolly sentiment. Are we 

“intensely relaxed” – or are we angry and envious – when people succeed? 

The view expressed here is that policymakers need to set their compasses by pragmatism, not by 

emotion. There is nothing at all wrong with increasing the tax burden on “the rich”, so long as this 

boosts receipts to the Treasury whilst not undermining the outlook for the economy. The problem 

arises when hitting the rich neither raises revenue nor boosts economic output.  “Fairness” is at best 

a vague and subjective concept, whereas practical policymaking needs to emphasise the benefit for 

all over the punishment of a minority. In any case, “unfairnesses” in British society are so extensive 

that a policy agenda wholly geared to a righting of inequity would require complete reconstruction. 

When assessing the budget, commentators and the public need to ask, not “is it fair?”, but “will it 

work?”                            
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Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious and sentimental economics 

Even if your taste doesn’t run to musicals, media coverage of the recent death of Robert B. Sherman 

is likely to have reminded you of some of the songs that he penned with his brother Richard. Though 

movies for which the brothers wrote the scores included Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, The Jungle Book 

and The Aristocats, it’s a fair bet that the Shermans’ best-known composition, from Mary Poppins, is 

“Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious”. “If you say it loud enough”, the song assures us, “it always 

sounds precocious”.  

Though the word sounds jolly, and most people probably think they know roughly what it means – 

and it also prompted one of the cleverest sports headlines of all time
1
 - 

supercalifragilisticexpialidocious is, of course, a meaningless piece of nonsense. It could, 

nevertheless, be an apt signature tune for the current British debate over taxation, public spending, 

and broader social and economic issues.  

Of course, a film in which an Edwardian nanny flies around on an umbrella whilst Dick Van Dyke tries 

to sound like an extra from East Enders doesn’t bear too much resemblance to real life. Likewise, 

however, the current obsession with “fairness” has remarkably little in common with the real, practical 

issues with which policymakers are confronted. “Fairness” may be desirable, but it is not a policy. 

Just as no American politician would ever cast doubt on the virtues of motherhood or apple pie, the 

current climate of public opinion compels British policymakers to couch both policies and objections 

in the language of “fairness”.  

Since budgets are every bit as much political as they are fiscal, it is inevitable that the coming budget 

will be assessed through the prism of fairness. As if George Osborne didn’t already have enough to 

contend with in practical economic and fiscal terms, he will need to convince the country that his 

budget pays due obeisance to the deity of fairness. 

The view expressed here, unequivocally, is that resolving Britain’s economic challenges calls for 

pragmatic solutions, and that effectiveness is far more important than conformity with a 

“fairness” standard that is both ill-defined and deeply contradictory. To understand why, we 

need to look briefly at the practical challenge, and in more depth at ‘the fairness delusion’ in the 

context of the politics of austerity.  

The pragmatic challenge 

Properly speaking, the task facing George Osborne and his Treasury team is to generate economic 

growth as Britain struggles to emerge from the deepest and most protracted post-War economic 

downturn.  

Mr Osborne has been right to prioritise the reduction of the yawning fiscal deficit inherited from the 

Labour administration, but his own plans are predicated on rates of growth which seem as far away 

as ever. The Chancellor is right about not taking risks with interest rates, and he is right, too, that 

borrowing one’s way out of a debt problem is about as rational a course of action as handing a bottle 

of gin to an alcoholic.  

                                                 
1
 In February 2000, after Inverness Caledonian Thistle had beaten the mighty Celtic 3-1, the Sun reported that “Super Caley Go 

Ballistic, Celtic Are Atrocious” 
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But he does need to deliver annual growth of at least 2.5% within a rapidly-diminishing time period 

bounded by the remaining three years of the current Parliament. Failure to do this would derail the 

fiscal project (since the targeted reduction in the deficit depends far more upon revenue growth than 

upon spending reductions). Politically, failure to achieve growth could cause the electorate to deliver 

a negative verdict on his (actually quite modest) austerity programme. 

At root, the British economic problem is the direct result of an extended period in which public 

spending and private borrowing were allowed to become the dominating drivers of the economy
2
.  

Between 1999-2000 and 2009-10, public spending increased by 53% in real terms whilst, together, 

government and individuals borrowed an annual average of 11.2% of GDP between 2002-03 and 

2008-09. The real output of debt-driven CREF (construction, real estate and finance) businesses 

grew by 42% between 2000 and 2009, whilst the explosion in public spending created growth of 28% 

in the HEPA (health, education and public administration) sector over the same period.  Retailing, 

too, prospered in an era of debt-fuelled consumption. Meanwhile, output from industries outside 

these sectors decreased (by 10%), whilst manufacturing declined by 26%. 

Reflecting the total dominance of the debt and public spending drivers in the decade before the 

financial crisis, almost 70% of the entire economy is now accounted for by the aggregate of the ex-

growth CREF (40%), HEPA (19%) and retail (11%) sectors, whilst manufacturing represents barely 

11% of national output.  

Economic alignment skewed so massively towards ex-growth activities does indeed (as government 

recognises) require realignment but, given the sheer scale of the structural distortion, current plans 

amount to little more than fiddling at the edges of the problem.   

If government and its opponents alike have failed to come clean with the public on the sheer scale of 

the realignment which is required if robust growth is to be achieved, they have been even more 

mendacious where policy options are concerned.  

The reality is that three years of ultra-low policy rates, a massive devaluation of sterling, deficit 

financing (of about £515bn between 2008-09 and 2011-12), and the injection of £325bn (and 

counting) through QE have all failed to deliver growth. With the possible exception of tax cuts, every 

established fiscal and monetary policy has been tried, and has failed. Tools which have functioned 

well in the various post-War destocking recessions have proved to be a busted flush in the current 

deleveraging slump. No-one, on either side of the political divide, has yet come out and told the 

public that virtually every tried-and-trusted policy lever is no longer operative.  

What the government needs to do, then, is to realign resources away from ex-growth sectors and 

into industries which can deliver increases both in output and in employment. Since state-funded 

activities are a major component of the 70% of the economy which has become ex-growth, 

realignment needs to include cuts in public spending which go a lot further than anything thus far 

contemplated by government. Resources need to be transferred to growth-capable private sector 

activities.  

Above all, government needs to promote the formation and growth of small and medium enterprises 

(SMEs), historically the main drivers of job-creation. To do this, government needs to boost the 

national work ethic (by scaling out-of-work benefits back from a lifestyle option to the safety-net 

                                                 
2
 For more detail on the nature of the recession, see The Tullett Prebon UK Economy Primer, February 2012 
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originally envisaged by Beveridge), make it easier for firms to hire and fire employees, slash petty 

regulatory interference, and reduce such excessive imposts as business rates, perhaps creating 

nationwide business rate exemptions for small and/or new-start businesses.  

The measures which would deliver growth by freeing the economy from misalignment and rigidity are 

pretty easy to list, but implementing them is a completely different matter. The context here is the 

politics of austerity, and the biggest single brake on effective policymaking is the current woolly 

(but superficially persuasive) obsession with fairness over pragmatism. 

The politics of austerity 

For quite some time, we have been warning about the likely economic consequences of the politics 

of austerity. 

In the sixty years after the Second World War, when sustained economic expansion seemed the 

norm, the main task facing policymakers was the equitable sharing-out of prosperity. Tough though 

this can be, it pales into insignificance when set beside the challenge of allocating economic 

deterioration.  

It was utterly inevitable that austerity would lead to an increase in sectional selfishness. Though this 

is well illustrated by the determination of trades unions to defend every last penny of public sector 

pensions which look ever more anomalous with each successive deterioration in private sector 

pension provision, social polarisation has been evident right across the spectrum. 

The Prime Minister set the tone for the administration’s response with his catch-phrase that “we’re all 

in this together”. The phrase was, in itself, of debatable merit – should the prudent (such as savers) 

really suffer just as much as the previously-improvident? By throwing down the gauntlet to opposition 

politicians and triggering an unstinting search for instances in which economic pain is not being 

shared equally, David Cameron’s catchphrase did much to set the direction of the debate towards 

the undiscriminating pursuit of “fairness”.  

In terms of narrowly-defined inequality, it is never difficult to unearth examples of apparent inequity. 

Critics started with bankers – many of whom had indeed held on to highly-paid jobs, generous 

bonuses and lavish pensions despite the taxpayer bail-out – but did not stop there. The freeze on 

public sector pay was described as inequitable, a reasonable argument if one ignores both the 

public-private rates-of-pay differential of the previous decade and the widening chasm in pension 

provision. The escalation in FTSE 100 executive remuneration was another easy target for critics of 

the government.  

The Conservatives’ Liberal Democrat coalition partners have seemed to vie with Labour to plant the 

party flag on the political territory of “fairness”. Just as an earlier generation of trades union leaders 

seemed unable to complete a single sentence without using the word “aspirations” – and just as 

Labour ministers seemed congenitally incapable of avoiding the meaningless phrase “hard-working 

families” – today’s policymakers seem to include a reverential reference to “fairness” in every single 

policy pronouncement or objection. 

Despite the lesson taught by the 2010 general election, politicians seem incapable of grasping that 

the real political challenge posed by austerity is that of reaching out to “the squeezed middle”. 

Instead of following the obvious route of defending the interests of middle-income working people in 
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relation both to the wealthy and to the non-working recipients of taxpayer largesse, the pursuit of 

“fairness” has tended instead to focus entirely on a Robin Hood agenda of ‘taking from the rich and 

giving to the poor’.  

This is a doubly malign policy development, first because it relies upon a very narrow (and wholly 

subjective) definition of “fairness” and, second, because it enables the theoretical objective of 

fairness to outweigh the surely-more-important concept of pragmatism.  

Put simply, those who push the theology of “fairness” need to answer various questions. Can they 

define what “fairness” is in a way that gains general recognition? And are they prepared to accept 

lower economic growth, if that is the price of “fairness” as they define it?   

The fairness delusion 

Some aspects of fairness, mostly concerned with basic human rights, are capable of universal 

agreement. Almost everyone agrees that discrimination on grounds of faith, race or gender is utterly 

unfair, odious and unacceptable. Go beyond those very narrow and fundamental grounds, however, 

and the concept of fairness becomes not just vague but extremely subjective. 

It was once said that anyone asking four economists for advice would receive five replies, six of them 

from Keynes. Much the same applies to “fairness”. A high earner might say that a flat tax system – in 

which everyone pays the same rate of tax – would be fair. A person on low income would counter 

that rates of tax should rise in line with incomes. Perhaps the only really “fair” tax is one that is paid 

by someone else. 

The near-universal definition of fairness now in use in British politics assumes that fairness involves 

taking ever more from “the rich”. Even the Conservatives seem to pay lip-service to this subjective 

view, appearing to accept that repeal of the 50% income tax rate would need to be accompanied by 

some other levy on the better-off.  

If – simply as a working assumption – we assume that fairness can indeed be defined as “taking from 

the rich”, we face two problems. One of these is purely practical, whereas the other is philosophical.  

The practical problem is that levying ever higher taxes on “the rich” simply may not raise much 

money for the Treasury, and may at the same time have severe unintended economic 

consequences. For start, the number of “rich” people is very small, so that the amount which can be 

extracted from them is very limited. The 1% of highest-earning taxpayers already account for 30% of 

income tax receipts (or 24% of the combined total of tax and National Insurance payments).  

Past attempts to “squeeze the rich until the pips squeak” have tended to yield plenty of pips 

and squeaks but very little revenue juice. Unfortunately, imposing ever-greater fiscal pressure on 

the rich tends to reduce rather than increase their overall contribution to the Exchequer, not because 

they illegally evade (or, for that matter, legally avoid) taxes, but because they work less hard, give up 

altogether, or simply leave. Imposing higher rates of tax on wealthy UK-based non-doms seems an 

uncontroversial policy until one realises quite how many British jobs are supported by the average 

non-dom. Historic data shows that the Treasury has never been able to raise more than 42% of GDP 

in taxation, and that keeping the tax incidence above 40% tends to coincide with economic 

stagnation. 



page  

strategy notes | issue 36 

 6 

The attitude to “the rich” seems, in any case, to be highly selective, on the basis of the way in which 

they earn their money. Stephen Hester, whose multi-million-pound package has attracted much 

public opprobrium, is at least tasked with rescuing a £45bn taxpayer investment. Yet the multi-million 

earnings of others with far less important jobs – such as footballers, television ‘personalities’ and 

other celebrity-culture hangers-on – are not subjected to anything like the same amount of public or 

political condemnation. If Mr Hester were to earn the same salary by presenting a chat-show, he 

would be exempt from the criticism to which he has been subjected (and he would carry an infinitely 

smaller burden of responsibility as well). This discrimination, as well as being far from fair, seems far 

from rational.                                                      

In any case, a pursuit of “fairness” based on punishing “the rich” is unlikely to raise much money, and 

is curiously slanted against wealth-creators (such as industrialists) rather than against the profiteers 

of the tacky celebrity culture. Taken far enough, the vilification of bankers could undermine a critical 

industry – after all, for Britain to downsize banking would be about as rational as Saudi Arabia 

downsizing oil, or Iceland downsizing fish. If extended to corporate bosses more generally, such 

vilification could deter big business from investing in Britain. Taken to extremes, the pursuit of 

fairness is in danger of becoming a self-indulgent and an economically self-defeating obsession. 

In any case, if “fairness” is adopted as the gold standard for assaying social structures, where do we 

stop? How do the following examples measure up against any objective definition of “fairness”? 

- Is it fair that, with state education funding under pressure, private schools continue to benefit 

from generous charity tax treatment, and are exempted from charging VAT on annual fees 

which in some instances are close to £30,000? 

- Is it fair that labour laws, by protecting the “rights” of those in work, discriminate against those 

seeking employment (a phenomenon very evident in the escalation in youth unemployment)?    

- Where is the morality in imposing massive debts on the young people of today and tomorrow 

so that today’s generation can enjoy standards of living which continue to exceed real wealth 

generation? 

- Would it not be more moral for government to seek to reduce house prices, thereby both 

improving affordability for young people and reversing part of the “young-to-old” value 

transfer which has been part-and-parcel of the reckless expansion of property prices over the 

last decade and more?     

- How should students feel about annual tuition fees of up to £9,000, imposed upon them by a 

generation of policymakers who, for the most part, had their own university education funded 

by the state?    

- Is it fair to punish prudent savers and pensioners in order to prop up the improvident with 

ultra-low interest rates? For that matter, how moral is a policy of QE when it undermines both 

employer-funded pensions and self-funded annuity rates? 

- Should cash benefit rates have been increased by 5.2% at a time when public sector wages 

are frozen and median private sector wage growth is minimal? 

- Where is the fairness in granting both bonuses and generous pensions to Ministry of Defence 

civil servants safely ensconced in Whitehall, whilst no such generosity is shown towards 

soldiers risking their lives on the front line in Afghanistan?  
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- Is it fair for an out-of-work household to receive a lot more than £30,000 in cash benefits 

when the median working household income is £26,000? 

Though this list is just a very small sample of the inconsistency which is implicit in any policy agenda 

geared towards wholly subjective definitions of “fairness”, it should act as a salutary warning about 

making glib assumptions about “fairness”. 

The pragmatic test 

There is nothing morally wrong, in principle, with imposing higher tax burdens on “the rich”. There is 

no Holy Writ of economics which is transgressed by a 50% tax rate, or by a levy on “mansions” or 

other forms of wealth. But the test here needs to be pragmatism, pure and simple. Do such taxes 

raise much money? Do they strengthen, or do they undermine, wealth creation and the work ethic? If 

they don’t, then fine. But the imposition of a levy on the rich which raises little money but has 

negative implications for overall economic performance amounts to an indulgence of sentiment over 

practicality.   

Given the economic context – a yawning budget deficit, a bulging national debt, minimal growth, and 

a severely misaligned economy – the requirement now is for hard-nosed policies which actually work. 

Government needs to free up resources and shift them to growth-capable sectors, to reduce the 

fiscal and regulatory burden on SMEs, to enhance labour market flexibility, to promote the work ethic, 

to encourage responsibility and to start to turn the welfare system back from a lifestyle option into the 

safety net envisaged by its creators.  

It will be a bonus if such positive steps can be achieved in ways which seem “fair”. But, where the 

choice lies between pragmatism and extremely subjective notions of “fairness”, both government and 

the community as a whole need to choose the pragmatic option, not the sentimental one. 

“A spoonful of sugar” may indeed – as the Sherman brothers put it - “help the medicine go down”.  

But we do need the medicine, not just the sugar.        
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