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In New Labour’s knowledge-based economy, education is seen as central to 
reconciling the goals of economic efficiency with those of social justice.  Reconciling 
the two objectives is understood as a fundamental component of success in the new 
economy as neither goal is perceived as being realisable without having first attained 
the other.  Ensuring opportunities for all in education means that everyone is given 
equal chance to develop the skills and qualifications needed to succeed in this new 
economy.  This is fair because it means that no one is left out (so long as they exercise 
the corresponding responsibility to take up such opportunities), thus resulting in social 
justice.  Yet, it also addresses Britain’s long-term decline in skill levels, acting to 
improve its persistent low productivity levels against increasing competition from 
countries with low wage yet high skilled economies such as China and India.  This 
paper accepts New Labour’s understanding of the context within which it operates, as 
expressed in the summary above1 and presents the findings from a content analysis 
into the speeches of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown2, to investigate whether they have 
been strategic in their discussions about education.  The use of the term strategic here 
does not refer to whether Blair and Brown believe their assertions about education but 
rather, to how they have framed their discussions of education at particular times and 
to specific audiences.  Thus, the paper seeks to show how, at particular times; Blair 
and Brown have attempted to frame their discussions about education in ways that 
appear acceptable to the audience they are addressing.  In this way, both Blair and 
Brown can be seen as strategic because they are consciously shaping their discourse 
on education according to the context in which they are speaking and the audience 
they are addressing.  It is further proposed that such strategies should be considered as 
rhetorical manoeuvring because education is discussed in terms that prevent their 
opponents from being able to craft a sustainable rebuttal that is socially acceptable to 
the public (Krebs & Jackson 2007: 36).  For the purposes of this paper, New Labour’s 
opponents are understood to be those from the business and financial sectors and 
those from the left of the party generally characterised as ‘Old’ Labour3.  For this 
reason, the paper concentrates only on those instances where Blair and Brown employ 
discourses that prioritise the economic aspects of education and those prioritising the 
social aspects of education. 
 
The concept of rhetorical manoeuvre is adopted from its use in the rhetorical coercion 
model propounded by Krebs and Jackson (2007).  The model rests upon three 
assumptions that require clarification before the analysis can proceed.  The first 
                                                 
1 Contained within the summary of New Labour’s understanding of its context are three assumptions 
that this paper does not question although it acknowledges that these are contested.  Firstly, it does not 
attempt to establish whether a knowledge-based economy actually exists.  Secondly, it does not address 
the argument that success in such an economy would depend upon reconciling the goals of social 
justice with those of economic efficiency.  Finally, no attempt is made to demonstrate whether New 
Labour actually genuinely holds such beliefs or if these are professed deceitfully.   
2 The focus is on Blair and Brown because they are central to the New Labour ‘project’, having been 
involved from the start and in occupying the two most senior positions in government (Prime Minister 
and Chancellor of the Exchequer). 
3 The term ‘Old’ Labour implies a homogenous party of the past with distinct and identifiable interests.  
This notion has been shown to be problematic by Meredith 2003 and Rubenstein 2000. 
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assumption relates to Krebs & Jackson’s understanding of rhetorical strategies.  The 
rhetorical coercion model rejects the notion that analysing rhetorical forms can be 
explained in terms of actors’ attempts to persuade their audience.  To demonstrate 
such a strategy they argue, would require verification of the individual’s motives - a 
task deemed methodologically intractable by the authors (Krebs & Jackson 2007: 36).  
Thus, Krebs & Jackson contend that in order to demonstrate a strategy of persuasion, 
an actor’s motives must be known and verified.  In other words, to identify a strategy 
such as persuasion you need to know the actor’s reasons for adopting that strategy.  
However, this is not necessarily the case.  Austin’s speech act theory develops the 
concept of linguistic action, which demonstrates that to utter an utterance is to 
simultaneously perform an act.  This act is distinct from the act of saying something 
and is instead the act performed in saying something.  Essentially, Austin argued that 
to recover this dimension of linguistic action is to grasp what a speaker is doing in 
issuing a particular utterance (Austin 1980).  Thus, we can highlight where an actor 
performs the rhetorical act of persuading in saying something without recovering their 
motives.  Using this element of speech act theory, the paper analyses how Blair and 
Brown talk about education, the context in which they are speaking and the audience 
they are addressing and attempts to determine the action, or illocutionary act, that is 
performed in discussing education in that way.   
 
The second assumption arises from the constructivist position of the authors and is the 
understanding that actors are fundamentally strategic in that they pursue policies that 
they believe will further their goals (Krebs & Jackson 2007: 36, 45, McAdam et al 
2001).  Writing from a critical realist position4, this paper accepts that actors are 
strategic in pursuing their goals and understands strategy as a conscious attempt by an 
actor to frame their discourse according to audience and context.   
 
The third assumption contained within the rhetorical coercion model concerns the 
nature of the public or audience, that an actor directs their rhetorical manoeuvring 
towards.  The model argues that the actors’ search for public legitimation imposes 
limits upon both the way that such positions are articulated and the possibilities for 
acceptable stances towards this5.  Two difficulties arise from this assertion.  The first 
is that although certain speeches are made to specific audiences at particular times for 
example, Blair’s speech to the Abraham Moss High School in Manchester in 2002 
(Blair 2002a), in reality this same speech may be broadcast to mass audiences across 
the world.  This acknowledgement of the rapidity of contemporary media distorts the 
issue of whether actors, or in this example Blair, are undertaking rhetorical 

                                                 
4 Critical realism argues for a dialectical understanding of the relationship between structure and 
agency and of between the material and ideational.  This position shares many of the premises 
advocated in the constructivist perspective of the proponents of the rhetorical coercion model.  Such an 
understanding is expressed clearly in the strategic-relational approach developed by Bob Jessop and 
Colin Hay (Hay 2000, Hay & Jessop 1995, Jessop 1990, 1996).  The strategic-relational approach 
conceives actors as strategic and any strategic action they undertake as taking place within a 
strategically selective context.  That is, given a specific context, only certain courses of strategic action 
are available to actors and only some of these are likely to see actors realise their intentions (Hay 2002: 
209, Jessop 1990: 300).  For further information on the strategic-relational approach, see Hay 2000, 
Hay & Jessop 1995, and Jessop 1990, 1996. 
5 Moving beyond structuralist assertions over the existence of deep, underlying structures in everyday 
communication, the rhetorical coercion model connects with Foucauldian arguments about language as 
an important instrument of power (for further information see Foucault 1984, Hay 1999, Mills 2003 
and Shapiro 1984).   
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manoeuvres for the purpose of their immediate audience or for others wider than the 
proximal context.  This may include the possibility that actors undertake rhetorical 
manoeuvres in speeches to particular audiences for the purpose of the wider, global 
audience rather than for the immediate audience.  Secondly, as Krebs and Jackson 
point out, the rhetorical coercion model presumes that actors and their opposition are 
obliged to legitimate their stance to the same audience whereas in reality this may be 
more complicated in that actors may be playing to entirely different audiences or 
competing to define which audience is in fact relevant (Krebs & Jackson 2007: 59).  
 
To address this issue it is necessary to define what the term audience means.  Despite 
acknowledging the often simultaneous and global availability of policymakers’ 
speeches, this paper categorises audience according to both the immediate audience 
that the actor is addressing and the subject and content of the speech when using the 
term.  Thus, in the case of Blair’s speech to the Abraham Moss High School in 
Manchester, the audience here is taken to be largely educational interests.  This is not 
only because the immediate audience are the pupils and teachers of the school but also 
the content of the speech refers to the government’s investment into schools, the drive 
to raise standards and create more choice within the school system (Blair 2002a).  
Thus, both the immediate audience and the speech itself are concerned with education 
and specifically reform in schools.  This may seem an obvious point to make yet the 
picture becomes more complicated if we consider other examples.  One such instance 
is Blair’s speech to the University of Northumbria.  Making a speech to a university 
suggests that the audience may be educational interests however, if we look at the title 
and content of the speech ‘Stability or Boom or Bust: the economic choice’, we find 
that in fact the speech refers to economic issues such as tax and investment (Blair 
2000e).  Therefore, due to the nature of the speech the audience would be categorised 
as economic-related. 
 
Now that the approach governing the analysis has been outlined, we can set out the 
focus and structure of the paper that follows.  The paper is structured into three 
sections. 
 

1. First, the paper provides an overview and outlines the eighteen different 
discourses on education identified in Blair and Brown’s discourse since 1997.  
It examines how this discourse is broken down between the two figures and 
between the three terms that New Labour have been in power for (1997-2000, 
2001-2004, 2005-May 2007).  

2. Secondly, the paper analyses how Blair and Brown employ those discourses 
that prioritise economic objectives and shows that both figures consistently 
employ these discourses to audiences with direct business or financial 
interests, regardless of context.  The paper also shows how Blair also 
emphasises the economic aspects of education to audiences within the 
European Union (EU) and suggests that this can be seen as part of his moves 
to make the EU less regulated with labour markets that are more flexible and 
thus more competitive.  Furthermore, the paper highlights how Brown’s 
position as Chancellor affects his discourse in his decision to emphasise the 
economic aspects of education in his speeches to the Labour Party Conference 
and in his Budget speeches. 

3. Thirdly, the paper investigates how those discourses that prioritise social 
objectives are employed and shows that both Blair and Brown employ these 
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discourses to audiences from the voluntary or charitable sector.  However, 
Blair chooses also to emphasise the social aspects of education in his speeches 
to the Labour Party Conference.  Brown, in contrast, employs a more careful 
definition of the social aspects of education and distinguishes between those 
aspects suitable for employment to domestic audiences and those aspects that 
are appropriate to international audiences, specifically those to developing 
countries.   

 
Overview 
 
The paper identifies eighteen different strands of education within Blair and Brown’s 
discourse.  Ten of these strands attach education specifically to economic objectives 
such as increasing productivity or improving the workforce’s employability skills or 
talks about education as the bridge between economic and social objectives and eight 
couple education to social objectives such as the goal of social justice or personal 
fulfilment.   
 
Figure 1: Blair’s discourse on education 1997-2000 
 
 Number of Economic 

Discourses 
Number of Social 
Discourses 

First Term (1997-2000) 8 (33/23) 9 (29/15) 
Second Term (2001-2004) 7 (35/18) 7 (24/17) 
Third Term (2005-2007) 6 (16/10) 5 (12/6) 
 
Figure 1 illustrates the number of different strands employed by Blair across the three 
terms; this is the first number displayed outside of the brackets.  The first number in 
the brackets refers to the total number of references made to such strands and the 
second number to the number of documents that mentioned them.  From analysing 
both figures’ discourse since 1997, we find that in Blair’s discourse, the division 
between economic and social discourses is generally equal.  In the first term a slight 
bias in social strands is present (8:9) however, this is equalised in the second term 
when Blair drops one economic strand (the necessity of school reform to build skills) 
and two social strands (education as moral concern and education as empowerment).  
In the third term, this pattern continues with a further economic strand dropped from 
his discourse (education as means to reconcile social objectives) plus another two 
social discourses discarded (education as a tool for social control and education 
achieving fairness).  This trend has a clear impact upon the number of speeches that 
Blair makes referring to education and the subsequent number of references 
generated, both of which decrease perpetually.   
 
On one level, the equal balance between economic and social discourses in Blair’s 
speeches appears to contradict the argument that Blair is strategic in his discussions 
about education.  These findings show that Blair grants no overall priority to either 
discourse and refers to each strand equally.  Nevertheless, these findings do 
demonstrate depleting number of references to all of the discourses on education as 
time goes on.  This is made even more interesting when we consider this alongside the 
detail that the number of speeches made overall (including those that makes no 
mention of education) by Blair increased over time.  Thus, we are left with a situation 
when despite Blair’s total number of speeches in each period was increasing whilst 
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the number of these mentioning education were decreasing as were the numbers of 
references to each discourse about education.  This suggests that as time went on, 
education became less important to Blair and thus the need to refer to it in his 
discourse less necessary.  This may be due to the many international and military 
commitments that Britain was engaged in over the following two terms (Afghanistan 
2001, Iraq 2003) or due to domestic pressures (London bombings 2005, Cash for 
Honours 2006, Announcement that he was standing down 2006).  Since this paper 
aims to explain how Blair employs the concept of education it can only offer 
suggestions for the reason/s for this.  To do otherwise would require an additional 
analysis of Blair’s discourse to determine what such discourse was replaced with.   
 
Brown by contrast, consistently prioritises the economic aspects of education over 
those of the social aspects, despite increasing his references to a greater range of 
social discourses over time (see Figure 2).   
 
Figure 2: Brown’s discourse on education 1997-2000 
 
 Number of Economic 

Discourses 
Number of Social 
Discourses 

First Term (1997-2000) 7 (17/12) 1 (4/2) 
Second Term (2001-2004) 7 (26/12) 3 (5/5) 
Third Term (2005-2007) 7 (31/20) 5 (12/5) 
 
This shows that Brown is more likely to talk about the economic aspects of education 
to his audiences than Blair is and as Chancellor, perhaps we should expect that.  
However, although he retains the same amount of economic strands across the three 
periods, the composition of his discourse remains largely the same (with the one 
exception that at the end of the first term he substitutes the discourse on the necessity 
for school reform to build skills for education as way to build enterprise).  This 
suggests that Brown may have a more careful and precise definition of the economic 
aspects of education and that he places this in higher regard than he does with 
education’s social contribution.  Although the number of social discourses that Brown 
refers to increases each term by the same amount that Blair decreases each term, 
namely by two, such increases still fail to elevate the social discourses of education to 
the same level as those of the economic in his discourse.  There may be several 
reasons for this.  The first may be that the increasing numbers of references to more 
social discourses about education represent Brown’s growing realisation of the 
importance of the social aspects of education.  The second may be that Brown is 
attempting to broaden his remit in preparation for taking over from Blair in referring 
to a greater range of social discourses about education.  The third possibility may be a 
mid-point between these two positions.  That Brown’s further references to the social 
discourses of education actually represent a clearer picture of his own position on 
education and it is only as time goes on and Blair’s departure became more probable, 
that he felt there was space for him refer to these things.  To verify such proposition it 
would require in the first and third cases a greater prominence to be given to social 
discourses about education that would at least equal those of economic if not surpass 
them.  In the second case, no change would be expected in Brown’s discourse and 
economic discourses would continue to be dominant.  
 
Economic discourses of education  
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One way that may help us to ascertain which of these alternatives is correct is to 
examine the nature of Brown’s discourse both on economic aspects, which will we do 
in this section, and on social aspects, which section three concentrates on.  Looking at 
the economic discourses of Blair and Brown, we find that of the ten different 
discourses available, only half of these are emphasised by both Blair and Brown 
consistently across the period.  The other five discourses only appear sporadically.  
The five discourses emphasised consistently are those that talk about education in 
terms of: improving competitiveness, as a means to economic success, improving 
employability, because of the demands of the knowledge-based economy, and skills 
to improve productivity, and this suggests that they are crucial to New Labour’s 
understanding.  Only one other discourse is emphasised consistently by Brown and 
not by Blair and this is the discourse that talks about education as a means to reconcile 
economic and social objectives.  The five discourses refer to different aspects of a 
knowledge-based economy and so are not only consistent with one another but 
together form the coherent understanding of the modern economic environment that is 
internalised by New Labour.  Two of the discourses focus on the agency or micro-
economic level.  These discourses (education to improve employability and skills to 
improve productivity) emphasise the role of agents in taking up the education 
opportunities provided by government to improve their own employability or to fill 
areas with skill shortages.  The other three refer to the structural or macro-economic 
level.  These discourses (education necessary for the demands of the knowledge-based 
economy, education to improve competitiveness and education for economic success), 
refer to the wider goals of government policy such as improving competitiveness in 
order to ensure Britain’s success in the modern economy.  The fact that both Blair and 
Brown emphasise all five of these discourses consistently suggests that on the nature 
and purpose of economic policy, the two agree.   
 
If we look at how Blair and Brown communicate the economic discourses of 
education we find that across all terms, both figures choose audiences from the 
financial or business sector to frame their discussions of education in this way.  
Examples of such audiences include the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) 
(Blair 1997, 1998b, 2001c, 2003a, 2006, Brown 2002, 2005d, 2006a), Mansion House 
(Blair 1997b, Brown 1997a, 1999b, 2000, 2002a, 2004c, 2005g, 2006e), AVCO 
Trust6 (Blair 1998e), Chamber of Commerce (Blair 2001b, Brown 2005c), Goldman 
Sachs (Blair 2004c), E-Summit7 (Blair 2002), Knowledge 2000 Conference8 (Blair 
2000a), UK Internet Summit with employers (Brown 1999c), Scottish Business 
Forum (Brown 1998b), Mais Lecture (Brown 1999a) and for Brown the budget 
(Brown 1998, 1999, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006) and Pre-Budget speech (Brown 
2004a).  Thus despite Blair utilising four social discourses consistently and Brown 
employing one social discourse consistently, both figures reject these frames and 
instead exclusively talk about education in terms of its economic aspects to such 
audiences, regardless of the context.  This suggests rhetorical manoeuvring on the part 

                                                 
6 AVCO Trust PLC is a credit and finance company, which opened headquarters in Sunderland in 16th 
September 1998. 
7 The E-Summit was organised around the subject of entrepreneurship.  Blair made the keynote speech 
there in November 2002. 
8 The Knowledge 2000 Conference in March 2000 brought together government, business and 
employees to discuss economic issues. 
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of Blair and Brown because they appear to be consciously shaping their discourse to 
correspond with the likely interests of their audiences.  
 
Blair also consistently frames his discussion of education in economic terms in his 
speeches to the EU (Blair 1998a, 1998c, 1999g, 2003b, 2004b).  At the start of his 
premiership, Blair was keen to adopt closer relations with both Europe and America, 
where Britain would form a ‘transatlantic bridge’ between the two.  In part, this meant 
acknowledging and supporting the Europe’s commitment to social cohesion, 
symbolised in the signing of the social chapter of the Maastricht treaty (1997).  
However, in the main it involved him attempting to make Europe less regulated, more 
flexible and competitive.  Here it can be seen as an attempt to bring Europe’s model 
of capitalism closer to the more neoliberal economy of America.  Frequently, these 
arguments are contextualised in terms of Europe’s growing unemployment levels and 
the success of America in competing against other nations (Blair 1998, 1998c, 1999g, 
2003b, 2004b).  Thus, Blair’s continued emphasis upon the economic aspects of 
education to EU audiences should be seen in this context. 
 
Brown on the other hand chooses to emphasise the economic discourses in his 
speeches to the Labour Party Conference (1997, 1998a, 2005f, 2006d).  Although not 
appearing to be an appropriate candidate for rhetorical manoeuvring, we should bear 
in mind that as Chancellor, Brown would be expected to refer to such discourses in 
his speech to the Labour Party Conference more so than any other individual did. 
 
Blair also chose to frame his discussions about education in terms of its economic 
aspects to several other audiences.  However, most of these occurred during the first 
term, which if we recall was the period when Blair utilised the most amount of 
economic discourses on education.  Here we see him emphasising the economic 
aspects in his speech to the Labour Party Conference (1997a)9.  Other audiences 
included the Scottish Parliament (Blair 2000d), Chief Nursing Officers Conference10 
(Blair 2000), speeches launching specific policies or announcements (Blair 1999d, 
2004), and a conference of head teachers and teachers from outstanding schools (Blair 
2001d).  This demonstrates how eager Blair was in the first term to emphasise the 
economic contribution of education to a wide range of audiences and not just those 
from the financial or business sector as he later concentrated upon in the two 
subsequent terms.  A key platform with which New Labour fought and won the 1997 
general election victory upon was not only their credibility in managing the economy, 
symbolised in their manifesto commitment to stick to Tory spending plans for the first 
two years in government (Labour Party 1997) but also their credentials as the party of 
business (Osler 2002).  During the first term, it is highly likely that Blair was eager to 
reassure those audiences of the genuine modernisation of the party and that New 
Labour could be trusted in dealing with the economy and be seen as credible by 
financial and international markets (Burnham 2001).   
 
After the first term, and excluding those speeches already discussed, Blair is 
increasingly selective in choosing audiences to emphasise the economic discourses of 
education.  Although in his second term speech to a newly opened academy (Blair 
                                                 
9 However, if we take a closer look we find that this only featured one reference to the strand that 
talked about the need for school reform to widen skills base.   
10 The Chief Nursing Officer (CNO) is a senior civil servant who advises the government on nursing 
and helps to both develop and implement government health policy. 
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2004c) he emphasised the social aspects of education, in the third term his emphasis 
towards academies changed and he chose to the economic discourses of education 
(Blair 2005, 2006a).  This may simply reflect Blair’s change in perspective on the role 
of academies.  However, we should also consider context here.  From New Labour’s 
first announcement of the academy programme in 2000 there was huge opposition 
from both backbenchers within the party and commentators, school leaders and 
teachers outside the party.  Although opposition remained, recent reports showing the 
value for money and good progress of most academies despite being situated in 
deprived areas, such as that from the National Audit Office (NAO 2007), plus the 
Conservative Party’s recent announcement to support the programme has helped to 
stem the tide against the programme.  Thus, it is possible that in his initial speeches 
about academies Blair felt it necessary to emphasise social discourses about 
education.  Yet, once positive reports about academies were in the public domain, this 
invalidated many of the arguments put forward by opponents to the programme.  Such 
opponents had advanced arguments about academies being expensive and not offering 
any improvement to results, which were shown to be false in many of the cases of 
academies.  Thus, Blair may then have felt less compelled to justify academies in this 
way and so chose to refer instead to economic discourses of education11.  This can be 
considered an example of rhetorical manoeuvre because Blair is adapting his 
discourse according to context and audience.  Furthermore, this strategy prevents its 
opponents from being able to construct a sustainable rebuttal by rebuffing many of the 
arguments that opponents relied upon.  
 
Social discourses of education 
 
Analysing the social discourses of education we find that both Blair and Brown 
consistently employ these discourses, to those audiences who we may expect to be 
sympathetic to such views.  Included here are charitable and voluntary organisations 
such as the Women’s Institute (Blair 2000f), Fabian Society (Blair 2003e, Brown 
2006b), National Council for Voluntary Organisations (Brown 2000a), and the Peel 
Institute12 (Blair 2001e).  Also featured here are those speeches to mark specific 
events such as the Hugo Young Memorial Lecture (Brown 2005e), the special 
conference from the Coalition for Justice on ‘Making Globalization work for all’ 
(Brown 2004b) and the Muslim Council of Britain (Blair 1999e).  Discussions to 
these audiences are only framed from the social perspective of education, as is the 
case with those audiences from the business or financial sector.  At no point in any of 
these discussions do Blair or Brown make reference to the economic aspects of 
education, despite both utilising more economic discourses about this than those 
concerned with social aspects (see Figures 1 & 2) and moreover, Brown’s discourse 
being heavily prioritised by economic concerns.  Such partiality should be considered 
as rhetorical manoeuvring because, by presenting their discussions in this way, the 
two figures can divert their opponents’ criticisms by avoiding these issues and re-
asserting the social aspects of their programme.  These criticisms have focused on 
concerns over the level of involvement of the private sector and business in education 
provision and curriculum setting as well as concerns that education under New 
Labour is now centred on shaping individuals to the jobs that is available rather than 
jobs to the individuals.  Blair and Brown avoid these arguments and strategically 
                                                 
11 To verify such a contention would require a closer analysis of Blair speech to the academies and of 
those referring to the programme, which is beyond the scope of this paper.    
12 The Peel Institute is a registered charity for disadvantaged people operating in the Kings Cross area. 
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frame their discussions using concepts such as ‘social justice’, which not only has 
positive connotations but has also become conventionally accepted13.  For evidence of 
this, we need only to look at the Conservative Party’s newly formed Centre for Social 
Justice headed by Iain Duncan Smith MP.   
 
Another way in which Brown and Blair can be said to be performing rhetorical 
manoeuvres is through their choice and use of certain phrases.  Phrases such as 
‘fairness’ and ‘liberty’ are frequently employed in their discussions about education to 
those audiences that may usually be thought of as upholding traditional Labour values 
or deriving from the ideological left of the party.  For instance, Blair consistently 
refers to the social discourses of education in his speeches to the Labour Party 
Conference (Blair 1998d, 1999c, 2000b, 2003c) and his announcements of specific 
social policy initiatives (Blair 1999b, 2000c, 2001, 2001f, 2001g, 2002b, 2002c, 2003, 
2003d, 2003e, 2003f, 2004b, 2004c).  Using such phrases to talk about or justify 
aspects of their programme makes it difficult for their opponents to construct an 
acceptable response.  To do such a thing would require one of two things.  Firstly, the 
opponents could challenge the premises on which Blair and Brown’s claims rests and 
question their understanding of the concepts of fairness and liberty.  In doing so, they 
could illustrate the relative deficiencies of such an understanding and advance an 
alternative understanding (Krebs & Jackson 2007: 45-46).  Although possible, this 
strategy is not only highly unlikely as it would require each actor (Blair and/or Brown 
and the opponent/s) to have not only a thorough understanding of the debates 
surrounding such concepts but also to have available a well thought-out position of 
such issues (Krebs & Jackson 2007: 47).  Furthermore, this would require opponents 
not only to be given an opportunity to respond to the claims, but also a considerable 
amount of time so that such arguments could be put forward.  In the context of most 
speeches, this is not available.  Furthermore, even if such provisions were made, the 
opponent’s arguments would probably not be publicised in the media’s reporting of 
the speech.  The second option open to opponents would be to accept the basis of 
Blair and Brown’s understandings of such terms and to use these to contest their 
claims.  However, this is unlikely to be successful because it may require actors to 
justify their arguments on the grounds of being ‘unfair’ or ‘illiberal’.  Although this 
may appeal to some sections of the public, it is highly likely that advancing such 
arguments would not be acceptable to the public.  
 
A further element of rhetorical manoeuvre is evident in Brown’s use of the social 
discourses of education that is not apparent in Blair’s discourse.  He employs a much 
more restricted understanding of the social aspects of education that only makes 
consistent reference to one discourse (education as a solution to poverty).  This 
discourse is largely employed by Brown in his speeches to developing countries and 
particularly in relation to Africa suggesting that this is an important topic for him and 
one area that is likely, and indeed more so, to continue under a Brown premiership.  
Comparing this to Blair, we see that he makes consistent use of four discourses 
(education to liberate people’s potential, for personal fulfilment and prosperity and as 
a means to achieve social justice).  Brown however, rejects some aspects of Blair’s 
social discourse about education and does not refer to these even once over the period.  
                                                 
13 Although undeveloped at this stage, this line of argument is adapted from the work of Quentin 
Skinner who examines the ideological moves made by empirical theorists of Democracy such as Dahl 
who, in outwardly presenting their work as neutral can actually be shown to be advancing an idea; form 
of government through the use of various linguistic techniques (Skinner 1973). 
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These discourses are that education be used explicitly as a tool to cut crime and as a 
tool for social control, as well as those that emphasise the individualised aspects of 
education (liberate potential, personal fulfilment, personal prosperity).  Instead, 
Brown prefers to emphasise what could be said to be the collective goals of education 
(poverty solution, social justice and fairness).   
 
This difference is apparent up until the third term.  At this point, Brown begins to 
embrace the individualised concepts of empowerment, prosperity and fulfilment 
however, these are only employed at audiences either directly in developing countries 
or those that are concerned with them (Brown 2005a, 2005b, 2006c, 2007).  Thus, 
Brown’s concise understanding of the social aspects of education incorporates a 
distinction between those aspects applicable to domestic audiences and those that he 
considers appropriate to international audiences.  Such a distinction has implications 
on how Brown chooses to frame his discourse in relation to certain audiences, criteria 
of rhetorical manoeuvring.  However, it may also have implications upon the types of 
education policies he seeks to implement during his premiership, both in the UK and 
in developing countries as different objectives may underlie each. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has attempted to demonstrate the multiple ways that Blair and Brown have 
been strategic in their discussions about education since 1997.  The paper has shown 
how the concept of rhetorical manoeuvre, as developed in the rhetorical coercion 
model advanced by Krebs and Jackson (2007), is both useful in analysing this 
discourse and in explaining it.  The paper shows that while Blair makes use of a 
similar number of discourses about education that emphasise equally the economic 
and social aspects of education, Brown’s discourse initially prioritises the economic 
aspects and later broadens out to incorporate more social aspects.  In applying these 
discourses both Blair and Brown, choose to frame their discussions about education 
according to the audience that they are speaking to.  Thus, when speaking to 
audiences that would generally be considered interested in, or sympathetic to, 
arguments relating to the economy, such as those audiences from the business or 
financial sector, the two employ economic discourses about education.  Similarly, 
when speaking to audiences interested in, or sympathetic to, the social aspects or 
contribution of education such as the Labour Party Conference or audiences 
emanating from the charitable or voluntary sector, Blair and Brown employ social 
discourses about education.  This strategy enables Blair and Brown to divert and 
overcome their opponents’ criticisms in two main ways.  Firstly, by framing their 
discussions about education completely in those discourses that are likely to accord 
with the interests and views of their opponents, the two figures may avoid having to 
deal with the raising of such issues.  Blair and Brown then seek to assert these more 
agreeable discourses so that the space for objections to this programme is reduced, 
thus preventing their opponents from being able to craft a rebuttal that is acceptable to 
the public (Krebs & Jackson 2007: 36).   
 
In engaging in this strategy of rhetorical manoeuvre the paper proposes that Blair and 
Brown employ a number of rhetorical techniques including framing and justifying 
their arguments with the use of accepted social conventions such as ‘social justice’ 
and in the use of phrases such as ‘fairness’ and ‘liberty’ which make it difficult for 
opponents to rebuke. 
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