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Build Back Boris 

A paint-by-theory guide to what it may mean 

 

Summary 

 This report looks at the UK’s post-Brexit attempt to Build Back Boris 

 It paints key questions this strategy needs to answer: are higher wages the result of higher 

productivity, or vice versa? Does higher growth drive productivity, or vice versa? Can 

industrial policy work? Will ARIA hit the right notes? What about supply chains? Is 

protectionism acceptable? Where does the UK fit in the shifting geopolitical map of 21st 

century production?  

 We try to colour in what Build Back Boris might logically mean today, if it is not just a 

deliberately abstract painting 

 The Bank of England meanwhile seems to think tighter monetary policy is needed 

imminently to brush out inflation risks – wrongly, in our view 

 

“I’m always making a comeback but nobody ever tells me 

where I’ve been.” – Billie Holiday. 

Build Back Better? 

Even before the Covid-19 pandemic hit, there was already 

widespread discontent in Western societies at a decade of 

low growth, low productivity, low real wages, and high and 

rising wealth and income inequality. (Which we covered in 

“A Decade of What, Exactly?” back in late 2019.) All of this 

has only been exacerbated by the polarising impact of the 

virus, as well as by rising geopolitical tensions with an 

ascendant and increasingly assertive China.  

Moreover, current global supply chain strains, and the 

linked “not-so-transitory” spike in energy and overall 

inflation, bring even greater urgency to this process.  

The universal promise is to now “Build Back Better”; for 

“shared prosperity”; and even in China, for “common 

prosperity” (on which, see here).  

Specifically, President Biden is attempting to force up to 

$5.2 trillion in fresh economic stimulus into the US 

economy; the EU raises up to around €800 billion until 2026 

for NextGenerationEU; President Macron has pledged €30 

billion of new spending on industry for France alone; and 

Japan’s new Prime Minister Kishida has pledged to 

abandon market-friendly Abenomics, and to instead 

embrace a “new capitalism” focused on “redistribution”. 

“Churchill! With his cigars, with his brandy. And his ROTTEN 

painting! Rotten! Hitler, THERE was a painter! He could paint 

an entire apartment in one afternoon! TWO COATS!” – Franz 

Liebkind, The Producers (1969) 

‘Build Back Boris’ 

However, perhaps the best wrapped-in-the-flag bearer of 

this search for a new economic model, and hence the one 

we will focus this report on, is the post-Brexit United 

Kingdom under Prime Minister Boris Johnson.  

The British have no longer just “lost an empire and are yet 

to find a role,” as Dean Acheson noted in 1962, but have 

now lost the EU too. They have also lost their traditional 

laissez-faire economic philosophy. The ruling Conservative 

Party recently announced the aim of a “high wage, high 

skill” economy – and an even blunter unofficial message of 

“F**k business” has also been bandied about to firms 

wishing to return to the neoliberal status quo ante. 

PM Johnson was recently captured painting on holiday, in 

what many believe was a deliberate attempt to mimic his 

political hero, Churchill (see Figure 1). Yet perhaps he was 

also trying to sketch out what “Build Back Boris” is going to 

look like. This, after all, has never been clearly articulated. 

In this report, we will use an artistic visual analogy to paint 

by numbers (and theory) in order to see what such a policy 

may have to logically mean. 

http://mr.rabobank.com/
mailto:michael.every@rabobank.com
mailto:stefan.koopman@rabobank.com
https://research.rabobank.com/markets/en/documents/278460_2287313_decade-of.pdf
https://research.rabobank.com/markets/en/documents/296075_Pro-Fund%20or%20Profound%20Revolution.pdf
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=franz+liebkind+churchill&ru=%2fsearch%3fq%3dfranz%2bliebkind%2bchurchill%26cvid%3d6402de6ef0df482cae52f2e55ed132e2%26aqs%3dedge..69i57.14911j0j4%26FORM%3dANAB01%26PC%3dU531&view=detail&mid=6A58DA13D1396A00C8436A58DA13D1396A00C843&&mmscn=vwrc&FORM=VDRVSR
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=franz+liebkind+churchill&ru=%2fsearch%3fq%3dfranz%2bliebkind%2bchurchill%26cvid%3d6402de6ef0df482cae52f2e55ed132e2%26aqs%3dedge..69i57.14911j0j4%26FORM%3dANAB01%26PC%3dU531&view=detail&mid=6A58DA13D1396A00C8436A58DA13D1396A00C843&&mmscn=vwrc&FORM=VDRVSR
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=franz+liebkind+churchill&ru=%2fsearch%3fq%3dfranz%2bliebkind%2bchurchill%26cvid%3d6402de6ef0df482cae52f2e55ed132e2%26aqs%3dedge..69i57.14911j0j4%26FORM%3dANAB01%26PC%3dU531&view=detail&mid=6A58DA13D1396A00C8436A58DA13D1396A00C843&&mmscn=vwrc&FORM=VDRVSR
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/historical-journal/article/abs/dean-acheson-and-the-special-relationship-the-west-point-speech-of-december-1962/85DBA80C460E651B7A3981B511ECFF44
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/uk-politics-58814707
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/uk-politics-58814707
https://www.thenational.scot/news/16310206.eu-diplomats-reveal-boris-johnson-said-f-k-business-brexit-fears/
https://twitter.com/PoliticsForAlI/status/1448232196049969152
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“The Internet’s impact on the economy has been no greater 

than the fax machine’s… ten years from now, the phrase 

‘information economy’ will sound silly.” – Paul Krugman 

First Brush Strokes 

Figure 1: Churchill and his “rotten” painting 

 

Source: Life magazine (1946) 

One thing we already know: a high wage, high skill 

economy means high real wages: raising wages just to 

catch up with inflation is not enough. As such, a high wage, 

high skill economy also means high productivity.  

Recall that GDP growth is the product of increased physical 

capital, increased labour, and, crucially, greater efficiency. 

Economists call this total factor productivity (TFP): the part 

of output growth that can’t be explained by input growth. It 

is also called the Solow residual, after he showed in a 

seminal article that half of economic growth cannot be 

accounted for by increases in capital or labour alone. 

Of course, due to Brexit there is already a UK supply-side 

revolution – far less (cheap) EU labour, which Covid is 

exacerbating domestically. This clarifies and complicates 

matters: the path ahead for Build Back Boris will have to 

involve more investment, and more productivity. 

This is a daunting task, as the UK has not been a high 

investment, high productivity economy since Churchill was 

last in power!  

Let’s start with investment: the UK share of investment in 

GDP is far from impressive at just 17.7% in 2021H1 (Figure 

2), which is well below the peak of 21.6% seen in 1968, and 

the worst among its G7 peers. Even getting back up to 20% 

of GDP, which is around half the level that China 

(over)invests would be a major structural shift. 

Figure 2: Rather gross, not so fixed 

 
Source: Macrobond 

Partly as a result of low investment, the data for 

productivity are even worse. Indeed, the decade average 

labour productivity growth per person employed (the 

orange dotted line in Figure 3) was just 0.6% y/y in 2019 vs. 

1.0% in 2009, 2.2% in 1999, 2.0% in 1989, 2.5% in 1979, 

3.0% in 1969, and 2.9% in 1959. Can this trend be reversed 

with the swish of a BoJo brush? The 2020 surge says 

perhaps… but 2020 was hardly a normal year.  

Figure 3: The UK’s rotten post-Churchill productivity 

 
Source: Macrobond 

Likewise, the long-run UK factory productivity is far from 

impressive and looked better under Winnie (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Hardly a Winnie record over the long-term 

 
Source: Macrobond 

So, what kind of picture should Boris paint? 
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/1926047
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1926047
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“The key thing about wealth in a capitalist economy is that it 

reproduces itself and usually earns a positive net return.” – 

Robert Solow 

A Little Abstract 

The fact that TFP is still called the Solow residual today tells 

you that economics doesn’t have a good theory on 

productivity, let alone explains why it has slowed over the 

past two decades. Which theory describes the correct 

response to the current UK dilemma of a spike in energy 

costs, which threatens carbon dioxide production, which 

threatens potential fizzy drink, beer, and meat shortages?  

Figure 5: Ham, Solow? 

 

Sources: Wikipedia, Getty Images, Rabobank 

Solow would say throw open the UK to foreign capital, 

goods, and labour to solve all these problems. However, 

this is very much against both the global and the Brexit 

zeitgeist – most so on the labour front. The government’s 

recent suggestions of a temporary lifting of new rules on 

cabotage, to allow foreign truck drivers to relieve supply 

bottlenecks, has proved unpopular. It suggests an 

immediate backtracking from ‘high wage, high skill’ and is 

seen as too piecemeal to attract labour from abroad given 

a more generalised shortage of blue-collar workers.  

Moreover, the UK has pursued the Solow model since the 

1980s with no positive effects on investment, productivity, 

or skilled labour. If BoJo paints what we see in Figure 6, it 

represents an economic and political U-turn. Clearly, even if 

there is a vast structural gap between what the economy 

needs in terms of investment and labour, and what is 

currently being supplied, something else needs to be tried. 

Perhaps BoJo might then want to paint an Old Master: 

Petrus Johannes Verdoorn? 

Figure 6: ‘More of the same’ is a long walk off a short pier 

 

Source: Getty Images 

Verdoorn's Law states that in the long run, productivity 

generally grows proportionally to the square root of 

output. According to the law, faster growth in output 

increases productivity due to increasing returns, not the 

other way round.  

Figure 7: The Verdoorn of Perception 

 

Sources: Wikipedia, Getty Images, Rabobank 

So is the answer just to cut rates? No. The UK cannot rely 

just on loose monetary policy to drive productive 

investment: it merely generates higher asset prices that 

work against Build Back Better rebalancing. Moreover, UK 

rates may already be on the verge of being raised – though 

Verdoorn would argue that is actually a long-run positive.  

Neither can the UK rely just on fiscal policy, which is 

actually being tightened at present. Indeed, with supply-

side inflation already a problem, looser fiscal policy is seen 

as to create more short-term inflation. So how to proceed? 

Which way should the brush flow? 
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“Where should I go?" – Alice.  

"That depends on where you want to end up." – The Cheshire 

Cat. 

Effect and Cause? 

One possible approach, leaning on Verdoorn, was recently 

highlighted by a World Economic Forum (WEF) blogpost. 

The authors of ‘The secret of productivity growth is not 

technology’ argue that the answer, ironically for a Tory 

government, is labour. They stress: 

 Technology fuels productivity growth but tight labour 

markets provide the spark for this growth because firms 

typically need to make better use of technology when 

hiring new employees is not possible; 

 The tight labour market conditions that can spur 

productivity growth tend to be localised and so 

economies benefit in different ways and at different 

rates; and 

 Policymakers should view tight labour markets as both a 

risk and an opportunity to see productivity grow. 

It is generally assumed that productivity and wage growth 

rise in tandem over the long run. Orthodox laissez-faire 

theories, once championed by the Tories, suggest causality 

runs from higher productivity to higher wages. As a 

consequence, British macroeconomic policies have long 

been shaped by models which suggest efforts to push 

unemployment below an indeterminable equilibrium rate 

merely accelerate inflation, not productivity. 

Figure 8: The wage share has only partially recovered  

 
Source: Macrobond 

The alternative hypothesis is one of reversed causality, with 

wage-led growth driving productivity. An increase in the 

wage share of income boosts demand and increases 

capacity utilization, just as higher labour costs incentivise 

firms to invest in labour-saving technologies. This means 

the overall capital stock is recycled at a faster rate, and the 

economy progresses through “learning by doing”. It’s a 

virtuous cycle, in theory. 

This line of reasoning goes back to Keynes saying “anything 

we can actually do, we can afford”, or the endogenous 

growth processes described by Kaldor and Verdoorn. It 

suggests that low growth, low productivity and low real 

wages is in part a political choice. 

While real wages have picked up since 2014, as a slow but 

steady tightening in the labour market coincided with the 

introduction of the National Living Wage, and rose more 

markedly during the dislocations of 2020, they are still just 

past their 2008 level. As of now, rising inflation (and taxes) 

risks undermining much of this growth.  

Figure 9: Real earnings have just passed the pre-GFC peak 

 
Source: Macrobond 

The alternative productivity theory directs the government 

to let the economy ‘run hot’ (hours worked are still down 

more than 3% relative to end-2019); to push for further 

(real) increases in the National Living Wage; to centralise 

wage-bargaining to ‘de-atomise’ the workforce; and to 

fund increases in training and education that raise skills. As 

such, yes, the potential answer looks a lot like ‘labour’ – but 

recall that the Tories are more comfortable throwing 

money at the ‘Red Wall’ than returning it to Labour. 

Figure 10: This wall is mine! 

 

Source: Rabobank 

The downside risk is obvious: all the UK gets is higher 

inflation and stagnant productivity: and can BoJo really 

reshape society at the stroke of a Downing Street brush? 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/08/the-secret-of-productivity-growth-is-not-technology/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/08/the-secret-of-productivity-growth-is-not-technology/
https://www.ft.com/content/0a6fac84-ca12-43ae-8f28-e01b94c43fe6
https://www.ft.com/content/0a6fac84-ca12-43ae-8f28-e01b94c43fe6
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“Nothing rectifies out-of-control market failures like a 

healthy dose of government intervention and mountains of 

bureaucracy.” – George Carlin 

Green Heat 

For a “high wage, high skill” economy to be sustainable, it 

needs to operate in tandem with policies that change its 

structure away from low-value added services industries, 

once seen as an important driver of jobs growth, and 

towards higher-value added ones. But how?  

Laissez-faire clearly does not work for the UK, as has been 

shown over time: capital concentrates in the City, not in 

labs or factories. As such, an increasing wage/skill/high-

value-added share of GDP requires a more active industrial 

strategy which explicitly aims to rebalance towards areas 

that are able to ‘future-proof’ the economy.  

Figure 11: A picture of perfectly healthy productivity 

 

Sources: Wikipedia, Getty Images, Rabobank  

As Mazzucato (Figure 11) pointed out in 2013, a failure to 

recognise the role of the government in driving radical 

innovation threatens prosperity. As she still writes, the 

Washington Consensus –the post-1989 global neoliberal 

capitalist growth model– must be replaced by the Cornwall 

Consensus; the G7 promise to revitalise the government’s 

economic role and to Build Back Better (and Boris). 

Unfortunately, the UK has been trying to do this since 

Wilson in the 1960s, who warned that if the UK was to 

prosper, a “new Britain” would need to be forged in a 

“scientific revolution” to achieve “for the whole people better 

living standards than those enjoyed by tiny privileged classes 

in previous epochs”. But, he warned, change would have to 

reach every corner of the country: “The Britain that is going 

to be formed in the white heat of this revolution will be no 

place for the restrictive practices or for outdated methods on 

either side of industry.”  

Suffice to say, this did not happen, and productivity fell 

back in the 1970s, as inflation surged and a balance of 

payments crisis struck. So is it déjà vu all over again?  

The Tories see the urgent need for a more proactive state 

role in creating and shaping markets –not too distant from 

Polanyi’s thesis– hoping that new technology achieves scale 

and remains close to home. It’s why state aid was a source 

of friction during EU-UK negotiations, and why the 

reclaimed ability to create a less prescriptive regime is seen 

as a key benefit of Brexit. In an ideal world, the Subsidy 

Control Bill, still in committee stage and not fully detailed, 

could create a regime that helps nurture the industries of 

the future while avoiding wasting public money, breaching 

international agreements, and stifling competition. But it’s 

easy to paint an ideal picture. 

Figure 12: Green is good? 

 

Source: Getty Images, Rabobank 

With the COP26 global climate summit looming, and 

seeking to frame itself as the leader of the green revolution, 

the Tories just published a Net Zero Strategy, which builds 

on last year’s Ten Point Plan. It contains a degree of state 

ambition that would have been inconceivable a few years 

ago, and reveals public money and top-down directives are 

needed to catalyse greening and address the market 

failures of the carbon economy. News of Ford’s £230m 

investment in an electric vehicle component production 

facility, partially funded by the government, is a good 

example. Other funding will be allocated to speed up 

development of next-gen nuclear technologies, while a 

decision on a new large-scale nuclear plant is pending.  

While this sends the right policy signals to attract or 

increase private investment in some areas, it remains a 

piecemeal approach. First, the government, businesses, 

and consumers are all still expecting one of the others to 

pick up the tab: after all, artists rarely think about money. 

(Though actually they do far more than is presumed!) 

Second, the issue of supply chains remains unaddressed. 

https://marianamazzucato.com/books/the-entrepreneurial-state/
https://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/a-new-global-economic-consensus-121101801339_1.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Great_Transformation_(book)
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3015
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3015
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-strategy
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936567/10_POINT_PLAN_BOOKLET.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/technology/ford-invest-around-300-million-build-electric-car-parts-uk-plant-2021-10-18/
https://www.reuters.com/technology/ford-invest-around-300-million-build-electric-car-parts-uk-plant-2021-10-18/


6/13 RaboResearch | Build Back Boris | 25-10-2021, 12:50 

 Please note the disclaimer at the end of this document. 

“If you rely too much on the people in other countries and 

other companies, in a sense that’s your brain and you are 

outsourcing your brain.” – Bill Gates 

Red, White, and Who? 

What the WEF paper does not state is that an ultra-tight 

labour market needs to ensure capital does see a surge of 

imports, indirectly representing lower cost foreign labour. 

The risk is otherwise that a cycle of higher wages just 

means larger trade imbalances – as Wilson’s “White Heat” 

led to the 70’s meltdown.  

Because the current account position is always national 

savings minus national investment, higher UK investment to 

drive rebalancing, means UK savings need to rise faster in 

order to prevent the country from running larger external 

deficits. That requires an enormous surge in productivity, to 

allow more to spend and leave yet more to save. Indeed, as 

Klein and Pettis show, running an external surplus usually 

reflects a country having higher structural savings, often 

caused by an increase in repressed consumption and 

inequality, the latter of which Boris is trying to address. 

As such, if the aim is to see investment, productivity, and 

wages leap, and for the UK to move from net importer to 

more balanced trade, logic implies that either state 

subsidies and/or tariffs or non-tariff barriers may be 

needed to protect British industry. (Klein and Pettis also 

argue capital controls are needed to prevent excess savings 

flowing in to finance purchases from economies with 

matching excess goods production.)    

Figure 13: This is not just a UK choice: it’s other countries’ too 

 
Source: Macrobond 

This would take Brexit in a direction away from a free-

trading ‘Global Britain’. (Although note that the 19th 

century free-trading Britannia had the advantage of being 

the world’s only industrialised power for a long period, and 

the world’s preeminent military power with a vast empire 

even when its industrial muscle had weakened: the analogy 

hardly fits the UK today!) 

Figure 14: Trying out a new red, white, and blue? 

 

Sources: Getty Images, Wikipedia, Rabobank  

Of course, protectionism has a bad name and a poor track 

record vis-à-vis productivity. Import substitution failed 

many emerging markets, and eventually accelerated the 

adoption of the neoliberal Washington Consensus. Yet East 

Asian exporters like Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and China 

all successfully used export- and investment-led strategies 

to protect nascent or strategically important industries. 

True, this entailed trade-offs, such as structurally lower 

levels of consumption as a share of (higher) GDP; and it is a 

model with a finite shelf life. Nonetheless, it helped them to 

move rapidly up the industrial value chain. 

Beyond US tariffs on China, protectionism is also clearly 

evident as a policy trend again today in developed 

economies. We have seen a slew of actual and proposed 

state subsidies for key industries, such as semiconductors in 

the G7, and “resilience” and “onshoring” are seen as key 

parts of a Build Back Better industrial policy.  

Might the UK follow the same path of shutting out foreign 

goods in key sectors while welcoming foreign technology 

to produce them, and then encouraging an outward rather 

than purely domestic focus for its producers, to ensure they 

remain exposed to foreign competition?  

If it does, it will arguably not be alone. And if it doesn’t, 

‘Build Back Boris’ will have to grapple with a slew of rival 

economies that do, which will make it far more likely that 

any higher UK wages would be spent on imported, not local 

products (and support offshore, not onshore employment). 

Of course, such a policy would still have to find a way to sit 

alongside the UK’s new free trade deals that are aimed at 

replacing trade with the EU, such as the one just struck with 

New Zealand, and floated deals with Australia, India, and, 

perhaps one day, the US. The same is also true for a desired 

shift in focus towards the Indo-Pacific.  

Yet here we also see other important brushes at work – 

geopolitics, and national security, both of which have 

potential implications for ‘Build Back Boris’.  

https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300244175/trade-wars-are-class-wars
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“Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. 

Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.” – Sun Tzu 

Where Beagles Dare 

The UK has recently signed up to a new tripartite defence 

agreement with Australia and the US, AUKUS, which 

commits it to deep defence technology collaboration. It 

also seeks deeper cooperation with India, explicitly linking 

economic partnership with defence and security, or Japan. 

This is all part of the new “Indo-Pacific tilt”. 

Figure 15: Defence spend at multi-decade lows; risks, at highs 

 
Source: Macrobond, World Bank 

Given rising tensions in this region, realpolitik is likely to see 

future deals –even if on more ‘managed trade’ terms–

increasingly between members of the same ‘team’, given 

the technology spill-over into supply chains and national 

security, and vice versa. The UK therefore seeks to defy 

economic gravity and geography by nudging its businesses 

to diversify currently very Euro-centric supply chains 

towards Asia.  

Figure 16: (No Fiscal) Rule, Britannia! 

 

Source: Getty Images, Rabobank 

The UK also draws inspiration from DARPA, a US defence 

agency created during the Cold War to bridge the gap 

between the “front end” (e.g., government-funded research 

for AI, nuclear power, electronics, space, or quantum 

computing) and the “back end” (i.e., private-sector 

development of commercially viable products).  

DARPA can claim at least partial credit for the invention of 

GPS, drones, the internet, weather satellites, mRNA 

vaccines, and many items that now seem ubiquitous to 

daily life. Allured by its success, the UK is currently 

establishing its own version, ARIA, which is intended to be 

based on similar principles.  

However, radical innovation costs a lot of money, doesn’t 

follow normal procurement rules, thrives in a 

freewheeling culture, and then might deliver nothing. At 

some point, UK ministers may well try to exert oversight, 

tighten strings, and require “deliverables”. This kind of 

short-termism –driven by a 24/7 news cycle, focus groups, 

non-stop polling, and control-freakery– curbs risk-taking. 

Moreover, ARIA is said to have been the brainchild of 

former Chief Adviser Cummings, who left No.10 on 

particularly bad terms. Predictably, the infant agency is 

already attracting criticism for its lack of progress. 

Even worse, it is expected that Chancellor Sunak will renege 

on the government’s commitment to spend £22bn annually 

on R&D by 2024-5 when the new Budget is presented on 

Wednesday (see the box on page 9). Note also that the 

specific target year has already been dropped in the 

Innovation Strategy, published earlier this summer. 

Finally, the Conservatives target total R&D investment to 

reach 2.4% of GDP by 2027, up from a paltry 1.8% in 2019. 

While this increase would just align the UK with the OECD 

average, the path towards this target is getting steeper by 

the day. The longer term goal of a further increase to 3% 

appears elusive.  

Figure 17: 2.4% target --the OECD average-- seems far away 

 
Source: Macrobond, OECD 

  

https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/britain-india-must-deepen-defence-economic-ties-uks-truss-2021-10-21/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/advanced-research-and-invention-agency-aria-statement-of-policy-intent/advanced-research-and-invention-agency-aria-policy-statement
https://parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/f98eea33-8b79-4d87-b502-870df7d67835
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1009577/uk-innovation-strategy.pdf
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 “Art is a lie that makes us realize truth.” – Pablo Picasso 

Abstract – By Design? 

So, Build Back Boris needs to answer many key correlated 

questions:  

 Are higher wages the result of higher productivity, or vice 

versa? 

 Does higher growth drive productivity, or vice versa?  

 What is the stance on industrial policy? 

 What will be done about supply chains? 

 Is protectionism acceptable? Where, if so? 

 How does this fit with national security/geopolitics, which 

will draw the map of 21st century production? 

 Is there fiscal appetite for R&D risk-taking? 

For now, the only answers available are abstract. Indeed, 

what we see looks more like an ad hoc dribble of responses 

to sectoral shortages, and political opportunism, than 

joined-up thinking, long-term strategy, and coherent vision. 

Figure 15: A masterwork of a masterplan? 

 

Sources: Getty Images, Rabobank 

If we were going to try to paint-by-numbers to produce a 

portrait of a logically consistent Build Back Boris, we would 

end up with: 

1. Increased public investment to address bottlenecks, 

aiming for supply to adjust to demand, rather than vice 

versa; 

2. Increases in the National Living Wage above the rate 

of inflation to allow for a wage-led growth cycle; 

3. Decoupled investments from the political cycle for 

education, skills, training, R&D, decarbonisation, and 

innovation; 

4. Higher defence spending / and commercial innovation 

of new technologies, DARPA style; 

5. Tariff/non-tariff barrier state protection of –and 

engagement with– nascent/growing/key ‘resiliency’ 

industries; and 

6. Using the new geopolitical architecture to deepen 

trade relations with faster-growing trade blocs. 

Is this an original painting? Hardly! It copies many elements 

from other development strategies past and present and, as 

already noted, even from the other side of the British 

political aisle.  

Indeed, acting like art critics (sans the black roll-neck 

sweaters), we can see that while the UK is going solo, it is 

not going ‘Solow’.  

Instead, geographically, we see US, Japanese, and Chinese, 

and (whisper it!) even German influences. Intellectually, 

there are only traces of Ricardo; more of the Smith who 

argued, “The government of an exclusive company of 

merchants is, perhaps, the worst of all governments for any 

country whatever”; strong underlying elements of Kaldor 

and Verdoorn; a peck of pickled Porter’s ‘Competitive 

Advantage of Nations’; a handful of Hamiltonian infant-

industry theory; a potpourri of Polanyi; un peut of Pettis; 

splashes of maritime geostrategists Mahan and Corbett; 

and naturally, a thick veneer of Dr. Pangloss.  

All of this is then wrapped, like British fish and chips, in 

what Boris hopes will be good newspaper coverage, as he 

deliberately aims to ape Churchill.  

After all, as Picasso said: “Good artists borrow, great artists 

steal.” 

It’s certainly not as if the neoliberal paradigm offers much 

of an alternative for the UK: even the neoliberal 

establishment keeps saying Build Back Better as a mantra. 

True, the cynics have a valid point that the total of Build 

Back Boris is very likely to may be far, far less than the sum 

of its many parts. Yet many critics --who, as Wilde said, 

know the price of everything and the value of nothing-- 

have yet to paint their own image of what they would do 

instead. 

Figure 16: The critics’ detailed alternative to Build Back Boris 

 

Source: Getty Images 
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“Art is not a mirror to hold up to society, but a hammer with 

which to shape it.” – Leon Trotsky 

But Will It Sell? 

Contrary to public image, artists really do want their work 

to sell: everyone has to eat. Yet when it comes to drawings 

and paintings, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 

For it to work in any form, let alone the iteration we 

suggest, Build Back Boris requires the unequivocal backing 

of the Foreign Office, the Department for Business, Energy 

and Industrial Strategy, the Treasury, and the Bank of 

England. But selling it to them means being able to explain 

to yourself first. That’s another good reason why it’s worth 

painting it out in full, rather than throwing paint at the 

canvas and seeing what sticks. 

Figure 17: “Look at the Brexit I drew, Daddy!” 

 

Sources: mylifeandkids.com, Rabobank 

It will also need to be sold to financial markets. That may 

prove a tall order, even with the rapidly-shifting sands of 

what is and isn’t ‘normal’. Look at how wobbly long-dated 

gilts have been to a fairly slight change in the monetary 

policy outlook. And how would GBP react? 

As importantly, it also needs to be something that can be 

sold to the British public. Are Tory voters really going to 

rally behind a policy that looks to have been drawn up by 

Labour of the 1960’s? Then again, a recent Labour Party 

report argued the opposition needs to “relentlessly promote 

the party’s image as for working people”; demonstrate “how 

every penny it invests will save money in frontline services”; 

and show how Britain can “stand more firmly on its own two 

feet” following Brexit. That hardly represents a stylistic shift 

from cubism back to (neo)classical fine art. 

Bonkers of England? 

Frightened of what a period of elevated supply-side 

inflation could do to inflation expectations and to 

(already eroded?) public trust in its inflation-fighting 

credentials, the BOE appears on the cusp of raising 

interest rates. It appears to be saying “I don’t know much 

about art, but I know what I don’t like.” 

After talking up the prospect of an early rate hike several 

times, and using weekend appearances to accentuate 

their seriousness, policymakers have convinced traders 

they will add some 100bp to the policy rate ahead.  

In our view, a tightening in line with these expectations 

would lead to a policy error. Given the lag with which 

monetary policy acts, it may dampen demand further 

just as supply recovers, possibly leading to an 

undershoot of the inflation target. That could potentially 

depress the incentives for supply to deal with a ‘hot’ 

economy. The bond market seems to flag this risk too, as 

the curve flattened considerably. 

Having the central bank on side is logically going to have 

to be part of Build Back Boris – so watch this space. 

Figure 18: This is *not* easy policy 

 

Source: Bloomberg, Rabobank 

Secondly, talk ahead of this week’s Budget is that the 

combination of high RPI inflation –which raises payments 

on index-linked gilts– and the spectre of a higher policy 

rate –which the state effectively pays on the APF gilts– is 

making Chancellor Sunak nervous.  

Whilst expounding ‘the Treasury view’ is standard fare 

ahead of Budgets and Spending Reviews, Sunak was one 

of the few at the Tory conference to espouse old-school 

Conservative values, pointing at the ‘immorality’ of 

continued borrowing. Will he deny the PM the paint and 

brushes to complete his Build Back Boris masterpiece?  

Watch that space too – and consider very few famous 

artists traditionally work as part of a creative team.  

https://www.politics.co.uk/news/2021/10/19/new-report-calls-on-labour-to-set-out-clear-identity-to-win-voters-back/
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