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Since the last edition of Look Left has been published, we have seen a 
General Election, the election of Keir Starmer as leader of the Labour Party and 
the emergence of the deadliest pandemic in living memory. In Oxford, we have 
also seen the longest strikes in the history of higher education, and renewed 
calls for the statue of Cecil Rhodes at Oriel College to fall. I am proud that OULC 
has posited itself in solidarity with both our striking staff and the Rhodes Must 
Fall Campaign. 

That being said, there is a long way for the party to go. There is a certain 
level of indignation toward the party that I am feeling at the moment, often 
leading to feelings of hopeless paralysis that the Labour Party into which I have 
invested so much of my time, energy and optimism is failing those people that 
it was formed to protect. 

But I hope that this edition of Look Left provides some grounds for opti-
mism for the future. In this edition, we have an interview with two former OULC 
members, Rosie Sourbut and Brahma Mohanty, who ran for Parliament in the 
2019 General Election as well as a piece on the war on workers’ rights in Britain 
today. It has been a privilege to be able to provide a space for the broad-church 
of leftists at Oxford to be able to write about the issues of the day, from bound-
aries under lockdown to the disbanding of DFID. It is only by thinking, writing 
and organising collectively that the left shall be able to succeed in Britain, and 
that the socialism of the Labour Party and beyond shall be realised.  

I must here extend my congratulations to our former co-chairs Meg How-
ells and Grace Davis who have recently gotten engaged. All of us at OULC wish 
you the very best for your future together. 

In solidarity, 

Connie Bostock - Editor-in-Chief of Look Left, TT2020
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Meg and I certainly picked a doozy of a term to be Co-Chairs: Michaelmas 2019 was not only a Freshers’ 
term, with all the additional events that that entails, but it was also the 100th anniversary of the founding of 
OULC, in 1919. As if that wasn’t enough to be getting on with, the prospect of a snap election loomed over us, and, 
inevitably, one was eventually called for 9th Week. While this meant all our events and organising were swept 
away (big RIP for the Ed Miliband Centenary Dinner) at this point we had more or less resolved ourselves to being 
Election Co-Chairs, and hit the campaign running.

One event we managed to get in before the election hit was the talk by Steven Longden from Abolish Eton. 
The room was packed out with supporters, opponents and the undecided alike and from the impassioned nature 
of the debate, it was clear the campaign was hitting a nerve. I remember in particular one questioner asking 
whether Longden thought the campaign was too combative; after all, it was not the fault of middle-class parents 
for wanting the best for their kids. To this Longen replied that, while accepting the point, for some of the kids that 
he teaches, if you were to ask them this question, with the kind of deprivation and disadvantage they experience, 
‘abolish’ Eton would be, if anything, too 
polite a phrase. A compelling response if 
there ever was one.

Most of our term was dominated 
by the election, and while the result was 
obviously not the way we wished to end 
our term as Co-Chairs, OULC can take 
comfort in the knowledge that we put 
our all into the campaign, partly reflect-
ed in how well the Labour vote held up 
in Oxford East. For the last three to four 
weeks of the campaign, we were running 
campaigning sessions every day, mostly 
in nearby marginals. Suffice to say this 
was pretty exhausting and my (already 
neglected) degree was thoroughly side-
lined. I would get up at around 8am and 
head to the station, get home around 
6pm and plan out the next trips and 
maybe squeeze in a few hours of read-
ing. Over the campaign, I campaigned in 
about ten constituencies, the highlight of 
course being Uxbridge; the prospect of unseating Boris himself got over 30 of us out, taking whole streets in one 
go, while the rain pounded down.

I think general elections have always brought out the best of the Labour Party, and the absolute chaos 
of travelling around the country with great comrades, getting lifts from strangers (even in the back of a motor-
home!), meeting current (and hopefully some future!) MPs, and getting drenched to the bone will be among my 
best memories of my time at Oxford. 

The absolute farce of this government and its failed response to the Covid 19 epidemic shows that we have 
no time to wallow. We need a Labour government as much as ever, and OULC will continue, as it has for the past 
100 years, to play its part in that.

Jay Staker and Meg Howells
Co-Chairs for Michaelmas Term 2019

Co-Chair Summary: Meg and Jay
MT19

Co-Chair Summary: Lottie and Euan 
HT20

Lottie and I were co-chairs in what feels like a lifetime ago and was a very different world! We thoroughly 
enjoyed our term as co-chairs and were able to host a variety of wonderful events. From weekly campaigning, to 
standing with the UCU on the picket lines and at their rally, to demanding divestment from St John’s College and 
supporting the efforts of those students who occupied the Quad. OULC remains an organisation committed to 
making meaningful change and standing up against injustice.

Our term also enjoyed wonderful speakers and I think it’s fair to say Lottie’s and my own biases as history 
students came through, with us hosting four historians! Oxford historians, Ben Jackson and Ross Mckibbin helped 
our members to understand where the Labour party might go next and what its future in Scotland might look like. 
Labour Women’s historian Nan Sloane forced us to reconsider some of they myths of Labour history, which have 
diminished the significance women have always played in our movement. We also had John Boughton who talked 
about his book Municipal Dreams which was a wonderful history of social housing.

Every Hilary also sees the Annual John Smith Memorial Din-
ner and this year was no different. We were joined by our wonderful 
MP for Oxford East and now Shadow Chancellor, Annaliese Dodds 
and the brilliant parliamentarian, Wes Streeting MP. This was a won-
derful dinner enjoyed by all and importantly, after our party’s devas-
tating loss in 2019, there was a real sense of hope for what the future 
might bring.

Finally, Lottie and I’s term saw the return of Beer and Bick-
ering which was a great success and along with our welcome drinks 
and centenary celebrations, this was an incredibly fun term to be co-
chair for and I sincerely hope that others share in this belief.

We have been so impressed by the passion and commitment 
of our successors, Connie and Ali. They have worked in radically 
changed times and kept alive the beating heart of OULC has a com-
munity motivated by values of action, education and friendship. We 
wish all our members good health and security and we look forward 
to seeing each other soon.

All our love,

Euan Huey and Lottie Sellers
Co-Chairs for Hilary Term 2020
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Making history by being the co-chairs of OULC during the first-ever virtual term was not something that 
we expected when we were elected at the end of Michaelmas 2019. That being said, we have taken the strange 
conditions in which our term has been conducted in our stride, and heavily relied on the digital technologies of 
the 21st Century to try and provide some form of a normal OULC term. And despite the completely unforeseeable 
context in which this term went ahead, we managed to achieve a series of things to be deeply proud of in addition 
to putting on an insightful set of events (ranging from laid back socials to hard-hitting speaker events on issues 
that we all should care about).

A central motivation for all that we did throughout the term was providing support and standing in sol-
idarity with our members (and non-members) in what was an extremely difficult time. As such, we ended up 
drafting and circulating open letters on systemic racism facing students in Oxford and beyond and on the univer-
sity’s treatment of disabled students (particularly on the issue of lecture recordings).

We also persistently aimed to provide a safe space for those involved in the club to discuss their thoughts 
and ideas on issues of pressing importance by launching OULC’s very own book club “Books and Roses”. We read 
and discussed literature on topics ranging from racial injustice to postcolonialism and empire to black feminism 
and womanism. It turned out to be a really open and 
friendly discursive environment; it was quite spiriting 
that we were still able to share our ideas with each 
other especially when we were all apart and scattered 
across the planet. And we certainly hope that Books 
and Roses will remain a fixture in future OULC term-
cards!

In addition to Books and Roses, we managed to 
put on a host of (digital) socials and speaker events and, 
in doing so, kept OULC’s sense of community strong. 
Our socials kicked off with the equally enjoyable and 
chaotic Doxbridge quiz which was a great opportunity 
to get to know young Labour activists at other univer-
sities. Quiz socials remained a fixture throughout the 
term and Beer and Bickering continued its return after 
Euan and Lottie brought it back from the dead in Hi-
lary. The Labour movement is built on solidarity and 
camaraderie and that’s one thing we’ve tried very hard to preserve during our time as co-chairs by running sev-
eral social events.

And this is without mentioning our deeply enjoyable and informative speaker events. From speaking can-
didly to Jon Trickett, Laura Smith and Ian Lavery about Labour’s struggles in the North to discussing Rhodes Must 
Fall with Dr Priyamvada Gopal to talking about environmental destruction in the climate change panel event; 
there was something for everyone. We certainly hope everyone enjoyed attending these fascinating discursive 
and engaging chats as much as we did.

And now it is time for us to sign off. We know that we’re leaving the club in a great place in the safe and 
able hands of Matthew and Sophie; Michaelmas will be a challenge with new freshers coming into a university 
that probably won’t have left social distancing behind. However, they will definitely be up to the challenge. And 
we hope that some of the things we have tried and trialled in this most remote of Trinity terms stay with the club; 
that Books and Roses remains a fixture in future and that this is the first and last term conducted wholly on Zoom!

In solidarity,

Connie Bostock and Ali Al-Zubaidi
Co-Chairs for Trinity Term 2020 

Co-Chair Summary: Connie and Ali 
TT20
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The Intertwined History of the LGBT+ 
Community and the Labour Party

By Beth Nott, PPE student at Brasenose College

To many of our generation, it seems like LGBT 
rights are completed. We have equal marriage, equal 
adoption rights, protection against discrimination and 
yearly pride parades in major cities. Taking this atti-
tude, however, conceals both the incredible history 
of LGBT activism and those rights not yet secured. In 
this essay, I will be looking at the history of those who 
fought for LGBT rights, both within the community and 
allied to it, through the lens of the socialist movements 
that were the foundations of the British Labour Party 
and on to the current day, and briefly taking a look at 
those parts of the movement where we still have room 
to grow. For succinctness (and my own personal sani-
ty), I will only be looking at socialist and LGBT move-
ments in Britain, and those around the world that di-
rectly impacted British politics, since the time when 
the word socialism was coined.

19TH CENTURY
The very earliest socialists were the 19th centu-

ry utopian socialists, notably Charles Fourier and Rob-
ert Owen. Marik (2004) suggests that, through their 
ideals of equality of the sexes and abolishment of con-
structs like marriage and private property, utopian so-
cialists were open to non-traditional couplings such as 
homosexual and polyamorous ones, for example Fou-
rier recognised what we would today call a fluidity of 
sexuality and gender expression (Fourier, 1971). Love 
was to be the lifeblood of the new utopia – one follow-
er of Owen proclaimed that “the love of human kind at 
large finds its highest expression, and is…brought to fo-
cus in the free and unthwarted union of individuals of 
different sexes” (Brooke, 2011). However, when early 
LGBT activists, such as Karl-Heinrich Ulrichs and Mag-
nus Hirschfeld, approached Marx and Engels for their 
support of LGBT emancipation in the 1860s, it is said 
that both lashed out in disgust at the thought of homo-
sexual rights (Marx & Engels, 1988). This detour from 
the history of British socialism is to point out that so-
cialism and LGBT liberation do not inherently go hand 
in hand; instead many leftists, Marx included, are and 
were influenced by the heterosexist cultures surround-
ing them, forgetting the goal of socialism is liberation 
for all from the chains of capitalist society – LGBT peo-
ple included.

Moving forward to the beginning of the 20th 
century, we meet Edward Carpenter – a socialist, poet, 
philosopher, gay rights activist (Smith, 2000), and in-
troducer of Britain to sandals (The Open University, 
2020). Carpenter was a significant figure in the Fabian 
Society, a socialist organisation which was one of the 

founding movements of the British Labour Party. His 
works Homogenic Love and its Place in a Free Socie-
ty (1894) and The Intermediate Sex (1912) were both 
widely influential. The former was the fourth in a se-
ries of pamphlets on gender and sexuality, but unlike 
the preceding three could not find a publisher so was 
initially circulated privately. A quote from Homogenic 
Love resonates even today, expressing the alienation 
LGBT people feel in a society that others them: 

“It is difficult for outsiders not personally experi-
enced in the matter to realise the great strain and ten-
sion of nerves under which those persons grow up from 
boyhood to manhood – or from girl to womanhood – who 
find their deepest and strongest instincts under the ban 
of the society around them, who before they clearly un-
derstand the drift of their own natures discover that they 
are somehow cut off from the sympathy and understand-
ing of those nearest to them, and who know that they 
can never give expression to their tenderest yearnings 
of affection without exposing themselves to the possible 
charge of actions stigmatised as odious crimes” 

(Carpenter, 1894, p. 36). 

Carpenter was also very active in new socialist 
circles, during the early years of British socialism when 
the scene was in turmoil. While conventionally middle 
class, after studying at Cambridge he began lecturing in 
Leeds with the University Extension Movement – with 
the wish to expand adult education to the working 
class. After Leeds, he taught at Nottingham, Hull and 
Sheffield – finding that the Movement mainly attracted 
the wives and daughters of the upper class. Becoming 
more involved in socialist movements, he participat-
ed in the so-called “Bloody Sunday” demonstration in 
Trafalgar Square in 1887 against Irish repression, and 
publishing a pamphlet arguing that rent should go to 
“a common fund for roads, the care of old people and 
higher wages” (Thain, 2009). Carpenter argued that 
the root of homophobia was capitalist society’s rigor-
ous control of women’s sexuality (in order that male 
rulers could keep track of their heirs) and strict gender 
roles and the discrimination that resulted against LGBT 
people. His solution to this is, of course, a classless soci-
ety where these incentives would melt away. 

The Labour response to the trial of Oscar Wilde 
in 1895 was lacking, to say the least. The leader of the 
Independent Labour Party (the precursor to the mod-
ern parliamentary party) argued that homosexuality 
was the “filthy abomination” of the rich, a symptom of a 
degenerate bourgeois system (ibid.). 

After this, sexual politics in socialist movements 
were pushed to the side somewhat – Fabians, including 
Sidney Webb, pragmatic about the problems Labour 
would face in office, argued that socialists should study 
“the facts of modern industry rather than the aspira-
tions of socialists” (Marsden, 2014). 

20TH CENTURY
Under the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 

1885, homosexual activity between men1 was illegal, 
but few arrests were made until the infamous trial of 
Oscar Wilde in 1895. After this, in the first half of the 
20th century, arresting gay people became vogue. Ar-
rests for homosexuality (buggery, gross indecency and 
indecent assault) shot up from 622 in 1931 to 6,644 
in 1955 (Lewis, 2016). During this time, Churchill at-
tempted to suppress press coverage of convictions as 
to prevent a repetition of the sensationalist news cov-
erage of the conviction of Lord Montagu of Beaulieu in 
1954, but was convinced by Maxwell Fyfe that a “dis-
passionate inquiry” would be preferable (ibid., p. 6). 
This inquiry would turn out to be the famous Wolfend-
en report.

It should be noted here that liberation for LGBT 
people in the first half of the 20th century was not 
based on ideas of human rights, instead focusing on 
citizenship, privacy and individual freedom of choice 
under a laissez-faire system. Even after the Stonewall 
uprising of 1969, LGBT liberation movements were 
based on the socialist values of collective equality and 
liberation, rejecting the liberal individualist approach. 
Only in the 1980s was the language of human rights in-
corporated into the struggle (Stocks, 2015). 

Over the course of three years, from 1954-7, the 
committee heard over 200 witnesses, with opinions 
ranging from that homosexuality should continue to be 
criminalised (mainly from those in law enforcement) 
to that homosexuality was innate and should cease to 
be pathologized at all (the view of sexologists). At the 
end of the process, “[t]he final report recommended 
that homosexual sex between consenting males over 
the age of 21 in private be decriminalized” (Stocks, 
2015, p. 9). While the Wolfenden report was not with-
out its critics, who alleged that it favoured middle-class 
masculine gay men and saw a very strict gay/straight 
dichotomy, it is undoubtable that it went a long way 
to, quoting Lewis, “pave the way for all that followed: 
decriminalization, gay liberation and the raft of twen-
ty-first-century reforms culminating in gay marriage” 
(Op. cit.). 

Parliament got round to debating the conclu-
sions of the report a year later, and the man who com-
missioned the report, Maxwell Fyfe, was now in the 

House of Lords. Allegedly, he didn’t want to be “the 
man who made sodomy legal”, and it had become clear 
that Macmillan’s Conservative government had “no in-
tention of acting on Wolfenden’s recommendations on 
homosexuality at this point or indeed in the foreseea-
ble future” (Elliott & Humphries, 2017, chapter 5 par-
agraph 8).

It took the election of a Labour government to 
finally pass the recommendations of the report. During 
Wilson’s first government of 1964-1970, Labour MP 
Leo Abse introduced the Sexual Offences Bill, a private 
member’s bill co-sponsored by Conservative Peer Lord 
Arran (Iglikowski-Broad, 2017). Society’s attitudes 
had changed by this time: a 1965 poll in the Daily Mail 
showed that 63% of people did not believe that homo-
sexual acts in private should be criminal (ibid.). The 
Bill was put to a vote, with no whip on either side of the 
chamber as it was seen as a vote of confidence, passing 
The Labour party response was not all it should have 
been, however; then-home secretary Roy Jenkins said 
in the debate that “those who suffer from this disabil-
ity [homosexuality] carry a great weight of shame all 
their lives” (Dowell, 2007). It may further come to a 
shock to many readers that those in support of the bill 
included Margaret Thatcher and notable racist Enoch 
Powell, not those generally associated with this kind of 
legislation. Their reasoning is libertarian: that the gov-
ernment should not intervene in purely private matters 
such as this. In the end, the Bill passed with 101 votes to 
16 after a long night of debates (Parliament.uk, 2020). 
While undoubtably a win for the LGBT community, this 
victory cannot be purely attributed to the Labour party, 
and we should recognise that the Tories can sometimes 
do good things. 

However, we should not view the passing of the 
1967 Act as the end of criminalisation of LGBT people. 
The Act explicitly only permit private acts of homosex-
uality, and as such the crime of public indecency con-
tinued to be used against gay people. Arrests for public 
indecency actually increased after the Act was passed 
(ibid.). The fight was not over. 

The HIV/AIDs crisis in the 80s and 90s hit the 
LGBT particularly hard. The pandemic of today shows 
the lengths government will go to to protect the public 
against a deadly virus, provided they show sympathy to 
the people who are dying. In contrast, the AIDs epidem-
ic was seen as exclusively a “gay disease”, and Thatch-
er’s government was very happy to let our community 
die in some kind of moral retribution for our sins. “In 
the epidemic’s early years health administrators often 
found themselves battering their heads against a brick 
wall trying to convince Conservative politicians to take 
the epidemic seriously” (Rayside, 1992), while La-
bour councils (especially in metropolitan areas) were 
“provid[ing] conselling and other services for gays and 
lesbians”. 

1. The inclusion of lesbianism in this legislation was 
defeated on the basis that it would give “unnecessary public-
ity to the subject” (Weeks, 1976)
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Immortalised by the incredible film Pride 
(2014) is the story of how Labour resolved in their 
1985 Annual Conference to criminalise discrimination 
against LGBT people, due largely to a block vote from 
one key union – the National Union of Mineworkers. 
This was in solidarity with the LGBT movement, espe-
cially the group Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners 
(LGSM), based out of the London bookshop Gay’s the 
Word (still open today as the only LGBT bookshop in 
England, founded by socialists), who supported them 
monetarily during the miners’ strikes of 1984-5, even 
when their support was not welcomed by the miners 
themselves. This historic moment in the history of the 
LGBT community within the Labour party could not 
have been possible without the solidarity formed be-
tween oppressed groups supporting each other when 
nobody else would (Kelliher, 2014).

Also in 1984, Chris Smith became the first MP to 
come out while in office. He narrowly won the seat of 
Islington South and Finsbury in thr 1983 General Elec-
tion. At a protest in Rugby against the Conservative-run 
council allowing discrimination on the basis of sexuali-
ty, he was asked to deliver a speech as shadow National 
Heritage minister (later renamed Department of Cul-
ture, Media and Sport), where he delivered the follow-
ing unplanned coming out: “My name is Chris Smith. 
I’m the Labour MP for Islington South and Finsbury, 
and I’m gay.” (Campbell, 2005). He received a 5 minute 
standing ovation. Smith later became the first openly 
gay cabinet member, serving under Blair as Secretary 
of State for Culture, Media and Sport. Smith also be-
came the first MP to come out as HIV positive in 2005, 
helping show that, as the spokesperson for HIV charity 
Terrence Higgins Trust put is, “it is possible to live with 
HIV and you can lead a normal life” (Grice, 2005).

One major step back for LGBT people in Britain 
came with the introduction of Clause 28 of the Local 
Government Act of 1988, colloquially known simply as 
Section 28, that required sex education to “uphold the 
values of ‘normal family life’” (Rayside, 1992). This pre-
vented the “promotion of homosexuality” in schools, 
including not allowing schools to “promote the teach-
ing in any maintained school of the acceptability of 
homosexuality as a pretended family relationship” (Lo-
cal Government Act, 1988). Before this point, councils 
around the country had been fiscally supporting LGBT 
groups, notably that the Greater London Council and 
10 boroughs in London are estimated to have issued 
more than £600,000 in grants to small LGBT groups 
in 1984 (Sunday Telegraph, 1985). With Labour coun-
cils all over the country doing bits for LGBT rights, the 
Conservative party ramped up their homophobic cam-
paigns, saying that Labour would put books in schools 
that taught children as young as 5 the ins and outs of 
gay sex.

An anti-Section 28 demonstration took place 
in Manchester, led by left-wing gay rights campaign-
er John Shiers, attended by 25,000 people. Section 28 
led to the formation of groups like Stonewall (UK) by 
Ian McKellen and OutRage!. Although no-one was ever 
prosecuted under the law, the effects on education are 
innumerable. There will not be a single teacher of our 
generation that was not in some way affected in what 
they talked about by Section 28, as it was only repealed 
in 2003; it is not hyperbole to say that every LGBT per-
son in the UK grew up under its shadow. Shropshire 
County Council halted its funding of an LGBT youth 
group, citing Section 28 as the reason, and it was far 
from the only LA to do so (BBC, 2000b). Speaking 
personally, homosexuality wasn’t talked about in my 
primary school until an early proto-No Outsiders pro-
gramme was started – and swiftly repealed by conserv-
ative parents. 

Section 28’s repeal wasn’t without pushback, of 
course, even though most of its guidelines had already 
been covered by further legislation. Notably, Theresa 
May said at the time that an early defeat of the repeal 
was a “victory for commonsense”, while Blair called it 
a “piece of prejudice”, saying “the government will not 
stop doing what is right” (BBC, 2000a). 

It should be noted here that liberation for LGBT 
people in the first half of the 20th century was not 
based on ideas of human rights, instead focusing on 
citizenship, privacy and individual freedom of choice 
under a laissez-faire system. Even after the Stonewall 
uprising of 1969, LGBT liberation movements were 
based on the socialist values of collective equality and 
liberation, rejecting the liberal individualist approach. 
Only in the 1980s was the language of human rights in-
corporated into the struggle (Stocks, 2015). 

21ST CENTURY
The next piece of legislation promoting the 

rights of LGBT people as equal to the rest of society was 
the equalisation of the age of consent. The recommen-
dation of the Wolfenden report was an age of consent 
at 21, while the age of consent for straight people (and, 
to a lesser extent, lesbians) was 16, so the Sexual Of-
fences Act 1967 set it at 21 for male homosexuals. A lat-
er amendment under Major’s government reduced it to 
18 in 1994 under the Criminal Justice and Public Order 

Act 1994, but it took until the Sexual Offences (Amend-
ment) Act 2000 under Blair for it to be equalised to 16 
(the Act was later repealed in 2004). This was mainly 
due to the pressure from the European Court of Human 
Rights, which, in the case of Sutherland v. United King-
dom, found that a non-equal age of consent violated the 
European Convention on Human Rights (Sutherland v. 
United Kingdom, 1997-2001). 

Blair’s government also successfully secured 
equal access to adoption, with the passage of the Adop-
tion and Children Act 2002, which removed the re-
quirement for couples adopting to be married, allow-
ing same-sex couples to adopt on equal terms. In 2018, 
around 12% of adoptions in England were by same-sex 
couples (Besanvalle, 2018). 

Marriage equality was next on the checklist, and 
it would not have been possible without the Labour 
government majority in the 2000s. The Civil Partner-
ship Act 2004 was the first legal recognition of same-
sex relationships in the UK, giving most (but crucially 
not all) of the same rights as opposite-sex marriages. 
The first couple to have a civil partnership held their 
ceremony on the 5th of December 2005, with the usual 
2-week waiting period waived due to the terminal lung 
cancer of one of the men, who tragically died the next 
day. More encouragingly, the first couple to get “mar-
ried” after the customary wait period were Grainne 
Close and Shannon Sickles, who are, by all accounts, 
still together to this day and have a child together 
(Archer, 2017). 

It should be noted that these strides would like-
ly not have happened as they did without the influence 
of the European Union. As aforementioned, the focus 
on human rights was not introduced into the LGBT 
movement until the 80s, and it was actually the rulings 
of the ECHR and EU law that the language of “sexual 
orientation” was introduced. The rights to family life 
introduced in the ECHR and enshrined under the Hu-
man Rights Act 1998 gave us the language to talk about 
the rights to marry, the creation of families and privacy 
– “much of the rights discussion regarding LGBT+ peo-
ple in the UK occurred through the European courts” 
(Stocks, 2015, p. 7). For example, it was the ECtHR rul-
ing in Goodwin & I. v. United Kingdom that the inability 
for transgender people to alter their birth certificates 
and marry in their chosen gender that really enabled 
the development of the Gender Recognition Act (2004).

The Gender Recognition Act of 2004 (GRA) is 
not without its problems. Although it allowed trans 
people to marry in their chosen gender, this was only 
provided it made the marriage heterosexual, and it has 
been noted that the GRA enforces an extremely binary 
view of gender (ibid.). The GRA also required a med-
ical diagnosis in order for trans people to be legally 
recognised. Reform to the GRA has been called for by 
charities like Stonewall, who participated in a public 

consultation in 2018 calling for a reformed GRA that 
“Requires no medical diagnosis or presentation of 
evidence for trans people to get their identity legally 
recognised; Recognises non-binary identities; Gives all 
trans people, including 16 – 17-year-olds, the right to 
self-determination, through a much simpler and more 
streamlined administrative process” (Stonewall, 2019). 
A draft bill to this effect has been presented to the Scot-
tish Parliament, but no such legislation has been intro-
duced in Westminster, with six consecutive Tory Wom-
en and Equalities Ministers dragging their feet on this 
reform (Parsons, 2020). Reform to the GRA to include 
self-determination was in Labour’s 2019 manifesto.

The fight for equal marriage took another 9 
years. The Civil Partnership Act left same-sex marriage 
a devolved matter, with England and Wales getting 
there first with the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 
2013 (and the first marriages taking place in March 
2014), and Scotland not far behind, with the Scottish 
Parliament passing the Marriage and Civil Partnership 
(Scotland) Act in 2014 (and the first marriages tak-
ing place in December 2014). However, LGBT people 
in Northern Ireland have been fighting since then to 
get similar measures passed – Grainne and Shannon, 
mentioned above, being Northern Irish, fought their 
case to the Northern Irish Court of Appeal, which was 
dismissed. A majority in favour of the introduction of 
same sex marriage in Northern Ireland had existed in 
the Assembly all the way back in November 2015, but 
the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) had blocked it for 
over 4 years using a “petition of concern” (Belfast Tele-
graph, 2020). With the Stormont Assembly suspended 
for over three years between 2017 and 2020, activists 
looked to Westminster to find justice. In July 2019, La-
bour MP Conor McGinn made an amendment to the 
Northern Ireland (Executive Formation etc) Act 2019 
to legislate same-sex marriage in Northern Ireland, un-
less the Stormont Assembly reformed by 21st October 
(this bill also legalised abortion in Northern Ireland, 
another long run and hard won fight). It did not, and 
marriage equality was passed, with the first marriages 
taking place in February 2020 (Coulter, 2020). Unfor-
tunately, this Act does not allow civil partnerships to be 
automatically converted into marriages; a consultation 
for this is set to begin later this year – which means 
that, despite their effort for the movement, Grainne 
and Shannon still will not be married.

FUTURE
LGBT rights have exploded, even just in the life-

time of our generation. However, we must not be com-
placent: the fight is not over. While we enjoy many of 
the same legal freedoms of our straight and cisgender 
siblings in the UK, we should not forget that it is still 
a crime to be gay in 70 countries, and punishable by 
a life sentence in 7 and by a death sentence in 9 coun-
tries (Amnesty International, 2020). Even at home, it 
is still not possible for gay men to give blood if they’ve 

 Figure 1 (Broxton, 2017)
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had oral or anal sex in the last three months – even if 
they use condoms, or are on PrEP. In Northern Ireland, 
this wait is 12 months. As aforementioned, we need re-
form to the GRA in order for it to recognise the rights of 
non-binary individuals and cease to require a medical 
diagnosis. Some activists have also been pushing for a 
removal of gender markers on identification, as it is not 
a useful diagnostic tool for emergency medical assis-
tance. For example, a trans man on testosterone with 
an F on his ID does not have the same medical needs 
as a cis woman, and a trans woman on estrogen with 
an F on her ID also has different medical needs to a cis 
woman. Furthermore, gender markers that do not line 
up with presentation are catalysts for abuse – a third of 
survey respondents in the US have faced harassment or 
violence after showing an ID that did not match their 
gender presentation (Walker, 2019). Under current 
hate speech legislation (the Criminal Justice and Immi-
gration Act 2008), hate speech against people on the 
basis of sexual orientation is criminalised, but there is 
no equivalent ban on hate speech against people on the 
basis of their gender identity (although this is partial-
ly covered by the Equality Act 2010). We also need to 
be very careful about what happens after Brexit, as the 
protections offered by the ECtHR are no longer guaran-
teed, and there was talk of scrapping the Human Rights 
Act post-Brexit. The Labour Party cannot be compla-
cent on LGBT issues, however, as this allows us to as-
sume we are beyond discrimination. The cases of MPs 
like Jess Phillips who self identify as “gender critical” 
and do not respect the rights of trans women as equal 
to the rights of all women, despite calling herself a fem-
inist (Oxford PPE Society, 2020), should not be over-
looked and we should not be complacent. Phillips isn’t 
an isolated case, either, which shows that Labour needs 
to do more to protect the rights of our trans siblings. 

The fight is not over, but in the 21st century we 
can be assured that the Labour Party is solidly on the 
side of the LGBT community, and will continue to sup-
port each other in solidarity against any future oppres-
sion.
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All of us who spent long hours trudging through 
marginal seats in miserable weather this winter be-
lieved in the 2019 manifesto – and believed in it enough 
to spend our free time convincing voters to believe in it 
too. It was bold, uncompromising, and above all nec-
essary. That we could see so clearly just how people 
needed a radical Labour government made it all the 
more bitter when they expressed their disagreement. 
Few would have predicted after the disappointment of 
election night how quickly we would be proven right, 
and no-one could have predicted how it would hap-
pen. Yet somehow, a microscopic virus has done what 
busloads of canvassers failed to do. The 2019 mani-
festo looks ever more prescient as governments cast 
around for novel solutions. Ideas which were the butt 
of jokes when proposed by Labour have been rolled out 
without fanfare, buried in the daily tide of emergency 
schemes and dire statistics. Of all the policies proposed 
in It’s Time for Real Change, many of those which have 
already been enacted – and those which may yet prove 
to be visionary – concern the NHS and social care.

The tone of the election was unsubtle: nuanced 
policy proposals were figuratively (and occasionally 
literally) bulldozed aside by vacuous slogans. When 
the discussion could be wrested away from Brexit, the 
NHS appeared frequently, but only in broad strokes or 
else factually questionable proposals. Would it be sold 
to Donald Trump? Who was responsible for the imag-
es of children sleeping on piles of coats? Would there 
be 50,000 new nurses - and what constitutes a ‘new’ 
nurse anyway? Despite the lack of discussion, Labour’s 
manifesto contained six pages of detailed proposals for 
both health and social care. These varied from increas-
ing funding and structural reforms to more ambitious 
plans to integrate health and social care, and even a 
national drug manufacturer. On the 12th of December, 
it seemed that these policies would be shelved. COV-
ID-19 would not only make them once again relevant 

but actively necessary to help re-orient 
the NHS to deal with an 

unprecedented emer-
gency.

To the public, 
the NHS may seem 
like one organisation 
– all the workers who 
we clap assiduously 

every week have the 
same three blue and 
white letters on their 
ID badges – but this 
disguises a great deal 
of organisational com-

plexity. The NHS is made up of 211 clinical commis-
sioning groups. These CCGs are the buyers in the NHS’ 
internal marketplace, run by GPs and purchasing ser-
vices for the local area they cover. The sellers supplying 
them can be hospital trusts, GP practices, charities, or 
even private healthcare providers. Marketplaces are 
supposed to increase competition and improve servic-
es – instead, they add an extra layer of bureaucracy and 
cost. By forcing services put ‘out for tender’, those which 
could easily and cheaply be provided by the NHS itself 
must instead be offered for a lengthy bidding process. 
This opens them up to legal action when private com-
panies are unhappy with the results. Labour promised 
to abolish the Health and Social Care Act 2012, which 
created the CCGs, to ‘end and reverse privatisation’, and 
‘end the requirement … to put services out to compet-
itive tender’. The economic and administrative savings 
brought by these policies may well have been ignored 
were it not for the outbreak of a major disease. Faced 
with a global crisis in health procurement, and with 
GPs suddenly too busy to oversee lengthy commission-
ing processes, the government ordered NHS England to 
take over the functions of the CCGs – centralising the 
commissioning of services for at least the rest of the 
year. While this is not as far as Labour envisioned, it 
is a tacit acknowledgement that the market structures 
created in 2012 and further back are dangerously inef-
ficient. 

Another body created by the Health and Social 
Care Act, now familiar to us all from daily briefings, is 
Public Health England. This was a streamlined organi-
sation: under the Act, most public health services (from 
smoking cessation and sexual health to environmental 
hazards) were handed to local councils. Just as they 
gained new responsibilities, councils lost millions to 
funding cuts. Despite saving the NHS significant sums 
by improving health before it got bad enough to need 
treatment, many council budgets simply could not 
support this extra expense. The most deprived areas 
–already struggling with poor population health – suf-
fered cuts 6 times more severe than the richest. Over 
the course of a decade, this neglect began showing in 
increased rates of STIs, rising drug-related deaths and 
falling life expectancy. A country so unhealthy would al-
ways have struggled to fight a disease which dispropor-
tionately affects those with existing conditions. At the 
election, the manifesto promised a £1billion increase in 
public health funding, alongside improved funding for 
sexual health (including rolling out PrEP, a drug which 
prevents people from contracting HIV), smoking-ces-
sation, and anti-obesity measures. These measures 
were sensible precautions before the pandemic; now 
they are necessities. 

The NHS We Could Have Had
By George Williams, Biomedical Sciences student at New College

Funding was an issue not just for public health 
but in the NHS at large, and one of the few topics actu-
ally discussed during the campaign. While successive 
Tory governments since 2010 did not technically cut 
NHS funding, its yearly increase was just 1.4% - lower 
than the historical average of 3.7% and, crucially, lower 
than the rise in demand. Non-essential spending – on 
capital, staff training, and hospital capacity – was cut in 
the name of “efficiency savings”. These were the easiest 
way for the health service to make the numbers add up, 
but they quickly led to noticeable problems. In many 
hospitals, numbers of beds fell and the hospitals began 
to increase utilisation (the percentage of beds occu-
pied at any one time). At first, deliberately maintaining 
empty beds may seem wasteful, but this is necessary 
for safely dealing with sudden spikes in demand like 
seasonal flu. Without the buffer of spare beds, even 
mild flu seasons were overwhelming and NHS crises 
became a running story every winter. By the time the 
virus came around, the NHS was still dealing with the 
demand from the 2019/20 winter flu, and it became 
clear a massive and urgent expansion of capacity was 
needed: cue frenzied hospital building, ventilator man-
ufacture, and emptying beds of all inessential opera-
tions. Labour’s proposed moratorium on bed cuts and 
plan to return NHS capital spending to international av-
erage levels would not have fully prepared the country 
for the initial spike of infections – but following them 
could have made the preparations less frantic and eas-
ier to carry out alongside non-coronavirus healthcare. 

Among the hardest hit areas are care homes, 
where the government’s hasty preparations failed to 
prevent vast numbers of deaths and widespread trans-
mission. A key subject of scrutiny has been potential-
ly misleading advice given to care homes about how 
quickly confirmed cases returning from hospital would 
spread, but the problems go deeper than that. Social 
care is totally fragmented, a patchwork safety net made 
up of thousands of private providers. Even before the 
pandemic, the lack of integration with healthcare be-
came painfully obvious each winter – with inadequate 
supply of care home spaces and community carers, 
doctors were forced to keep otherwise healthy older 
people who had nowhere else to go in hospital. Once 
the outbreak began, beds needed for the virus meant 
vulnerable adults being returned to homes while still 
infectious, to be looked after by staff without adequate 
PPE. The procurement of PPE itself was made more 
difficult to manage between the thousands of compet-
ing providers. Although the idea was roundly criticised 
for favouring  shallow gestures over material support, 
the ‘Care’ badges announced by Matt Hancock in April 
hit upon a genuine need: to unite the many different 
providers to ensure universal care coverage. It was an 
idea proposed at the election not by his party, but by 
Labour, with a promise to create a ‘National Care Ser-
vice’. By co-ordinating better the procurement of PPE 
supplies for its workers, and by working with the NHS 

to manage the care of the most vulnerable in society, 
the National Care Service could have been at the fore-
front of managing the pandemic instead of becoming 
its epicentre. 

Throughout the crisis, hope for medical re-
search has been the consistent thread weaved through 
daily briefings and emergency broadcasts. Something 
like pre-COVID normality will depend on the develop-
ment of either a vaccine or else antiviral treatments 
effective enough to prevent hospitals from being over-
loaded. Several British groups are already working on 
these (including at Oxford), with millions pledged from 
the government to accelerate research and its practi-
cal applications. The financial incentives to create a 
successful treatment could not be higher – especially 
as desperate buyers rarely drive a hard bargain. Who-
ever develops a solution will have enormous leverage 
to charge whatever they like, with the only constraint 
being their own willingness to avoid negative PR. The 
unique process of drug discovery and the pharmaceu-
tical patent system, along with the profit motive, mean 
that drug design and production is rarely aligned with 
public good. Some of the most radical and least dis-
cussed ideas in the manifesto involved making essential 
medicines more publicly available. As well as directing 
funding to clinically relevant but unprofitable research, 
they would create a national generic drug company. 
Drugs whose patents have run out become ‘generic’ – 
and therefore unprofitable for pharmaceutical compa-
nies to produce. This would ensure a steady supply of 
cheap generic drugs, but also allow the government to 
make compulsory purchases of drug patents and pro-
duce its own supply for the NHS. This idea may turn out 
to be the most prescient of them all: when a treatment 
eventually becomes available, government will need it 
as a means to produce and distribute it at scale, and as 
a way to avoid extortionate pricing.

The election result was a blow to us all, and it 
may be some time before we understand fully the caus-
es of the defeat. For certain sections of the party and 
the media, it was a repudiation of Labour’s policies 
from a public sceptical of radicalism, and therefore the 
party must abandon the policies in pursuit of victory. 
This argument assumes that parties cannot popularise 
their own ideas or to explain clearly how they would 
help people; instead, they should slavishly follow opin-
ion polls and focus groups, writing manifestos to suit 
voters’ pre-existing ideas. Yet even if this analysis were 
right about the last election, it describes a world that 
is long since gone. The health and social care policies 
put forward in 2019 have only become more urgent 
and necessary with every passing day of the crisis, and 
we cannot afford to abandon them now. The challenge 
of rebuilding the country to cope with, and eventually 
overcome, COVID-19 is daunting - but we should all be 
less daunted knowing that we already have an excellent 
blueprint for how to do it. 
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KRosie Sourbut was Disabled Members’ Officer, 

Women’s Officer and Co-Chair of OULC. She stood for 
Oxford West and Abingdon at the 2019 General Elec-
tion. She has just finished her Oxford degree and will 
start work at a feminist law firm this Autumn.

Originally from Manchester, Brahma Mohanty 
(Kellogg College, 2015) previously served as OULC’s 
BAME Officer and Social Secretary (HT 2016), and Dis-
abilities Officer (TT 2016) as well as the club’s college 
rep for Kellogg during his time at Oxford. Before com-
ing to Oxford, he has been involved with the party both 
at home and during his previous university studies and 
continues to remain  heavily involved with the party lo-
cally, as a member of the Executive Committee for Har-
row West CLP, Chair of the Brent and Harrow Coopera-
tive Party and as a member of both GMB and Unite. He 
was selected as the party’s Prospective Parliamentary 
Candidate (PPC) for the Surrey Heath Constituen-
cy in the 2019 General Election, where he went 
head-to-head with Michael Gove.

To start off, do you have any particu-
larly interesting canvassing stories that 
you’d like to share?

Rosie: This is a cute one. I 
was out leafletting outside schools 
in the run-up to polling day and I 
was particularly talking to par-
ents about school funding when 
a primary school-age child came 
up to me and brazenly asked: are 
you our prime minister? Sadly, 
I had to disappoint them with 
the news that I wasn’t in fact the 
PM. Despite this revelation, they 
still invited me to the school play!

Other than that, there wasn’t  a 
great deal to report. There were a lot of 
people keen to talk for a long time to air 
their concerns and I was happy to listen. In-
terestingly, people are a lot less unpleasant 
when you are the candidate rather than just 
a low-level canvasser. During my earliest 
door-stepping experiences as an upstart 
14 year-old in Bath, I got some abuse but 
didn’t have any of that this time.

Brahma: Funnily enough, one of 
my more interesting canvassing stories 
was also at a school. I took part in a debate 
at a local school and lots of students had 

done their homework. It really was one of the tougher 
grillings I experienced. 

I also met some rather adorable cats on the 
doorstep which was a welcome break from the serious-
ness of running a campaign!

Overall, my experience this time was quite a 
mixture; there were those who were supportive and 
friendly but let’s not forget that I was running in a 
heavily conservative area which Michael Gove won by 
a large margin. By and large, support for Labour was 
thin on the ground. It is in these statistically unwinna-
ble seats where I find it is really important to maintain 
a voice; to provide support for those who support La-
bour and its policies despite the views of their neigh-
bours. 

How was it keeping motivated in a tough 
to win seat?

Rosie: I came to the position that it was 
about more than me and my constituency; I was 
a part of the broader election, the broader mes-

sage and placed in an important position 
to raise the profile of Labour. I also got 
involved in contributing to campaigns 

nearby. In essence, I had a stronger 
voice as a candidate than as a nor-
mal voter; and I wanted to use that 
voice.

It is also important to be 
conscious of local elections in fu-
ture and building towards that. 
And in terms of a General Elec-
tion, we were always aiming for 

that significant milestone of second 
place which would help us build for 

the future in this constituency and help 
mitigate effect of claims for tactical voting 

in future; something upon which the Liberal 
Democrats are quite reliant. Tactical voting is 

so frustrating; I literally couldn’t deal with the 
word “tactical” after the election.

Brahma: Similar to Rosie, I knew that it 
was not about me winning. I was always opti-
mistic; a 0.0001% chance of winning is always 
better than a 0% chance! But at the heart of it, 
getting the Labour voice out in Surrey Heath 
was important. And it’s worth remembering 
that for me, this was the first time I’ve ever run 
for anything outside of student politics or local 

OULC in the 2019 General Election
By Ali Al-Zubaidi, PPE student at University College and Co-Chair for TT20

Thoughts of two of our alumni on running for Parliament. Ali Al-Zubaidi interviews Rosie Sourbut and 
Brahma Mohanty.

committee positions so it was a brilliant learning expe-
rience that I wanted to make the most of. This is prob-
ably not the last time both of us will stand for election 
and this experience will be really helpful.

As for staying motivated, I’d been involved with 
the Labour Party for a very long time; involved with the 
Labour Club at different unis and involved with Labour 
international when living abroad. This was just the 
next step and I relished the challenge. 

My mother had passed away prior to the cam-
paign. The campaign helped focus my grief into some-
thing meaningful and productive. I ran the campaign 
as an extension of values that mum taught me and as 
such, giving up or giving in was never an option.

What were hustings like?

Rosie: Well, having the manifesto to lean on was 
a great help at hustings. It was really very useful having 
the extended policy arguments from the manifesto and 
using them in that situation to win people over. 

Overall, husting were really good; I really en-
joyed them. They primarily constituted the big three 
parties (Labour, Tory and Lib Dems) but the 
Brexit Party was invited to participate in the 
last one. We discussed loads of different topics 
ranging from education to the climate. It was a 
good chance to talk to people and bring out the 
inconsistencies and fallacies in what Lib Dems 
and the Tories were saying.

I thought I got a really great 
response; there were big claps for 
Labour points and we definitely 
managed to mobilise voters.

There was an interesting 
focus on personal views of candi-
dates and a tendency to see people 
as individuals which I wasn’t com-
pletely on board with because it led 
to the perhaps excessive negligence 
of party positions.

The education hustings was un-
expectedly challenging. Layla Moran 
was a teacher and the Conservative can-
didate was buddies with former head-
master of Harrow who took his place 
just for this hustings. They were all experts 
on education so I had to be really clued up 
to fight our corner. 

As for interesting stories, there was 
an amusing moment when the Brexit Party 
candidate said that the EU hasn’t stopped 
conflict in Europe because of war in the 
Balkans in the 1990s. And then people 

brought up that Yugoslavia wasn’t in Europe and she 
insisted that it was part of EUROPE. I genuinely wish I 
could live with the confidence of that candidate.

Oddly enough, there was a real feeling of soli-
darity among the candidates on the whole. In all of the 
hustings, 3 of the 4 candidates were women which was 
really very spiriting. However, in one of the hustings, 
a man had behaved strangely towards me and Layla 
leading to the last hustings being cancelled. Leading on 
from this, I could sense a real camaraderie amongst the 
female candidates. 

Another instance of solidarity came about af-
ter a question about LGBT education was asked; in 
response to which I accidentally came out. Layla ap-
proached me after and said she thought that was very 
brave. 

Brahma: The campaign itself was broadly 
friendly. Hustings were attended by Tory, Lib Dem, 
Green and UKIP candidates(I have to say the UKIP guys 
was slightly bonkers).Overall, it was a great experience; 
I was a bit nervous at first but I took the opportunity 
to pour myself out in front of the voters; being honest 

about policies, about myself and my experiences. Peo-
ple wanted to know more about me on a person-

al level; I really enjoyed that. A real upshot was 
speaking to young people coming to the hustings. 
I’m proud to say that we definitely captured the 
young vote! But sadly there just aren’t enough 

young people around in Surrey Heath! 

Michael Gove tried to dig up 
some dirt on me but couldn’t find 
any. We were both formerly in-
volved in the union so that was 
something to talk about I guess.

An organised round table 
discussion with social workers 

was a highlight of the campaign. 
Speaking to social workers about 

their experiences and what they want 
from candidates in parliament really 
moving.

Mental health and mental 
health policy was touched upon dur-
ing the hustings; I spoke about my 

own experiences. In a similar vein to 
Rosie’s experience with Layla Moran, 
the other candidates approached me 
to tell me they thought that was brave 
of me. People were very supportive 
about my talking about recent grief 
and bereavement.

I fell ill before election with 
really bad case of gastroenteri-
tis and was slipping in and out of 
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consciousness. There were lots of well wishes from all 
the local candidates and parties afterwards. Overall, it 
was a well-natured campaign and I’m at least grateful 
for that

How did the national campaign affect your 
own personal campaigns?

Brahma: Many were claiming Jeremy Corbyn 
was at fault but failed to explain why he was a prob-
lem which, in my view, is indicative of the age that we 
live in; an age of populism and the 24 hour news cy-
cle. Quite simply, there were no meaningful policies to 
speak of from the Tory Party.

A common theme on the doorstep was people 
saying: “we like you personally (any other circumstanc-
es we’d vote for you) but we don’t like Jeremy Corbyn 
and don’t want him to be Prime Minister”. There was a 
preconception of Jeremy among the voters that people 
bought into. This was the first time in my experience 
that a British election felt like a presidential election 
rather than a general election. This was not only the 
case in Surrey Heath but this is part of the broader pic-
ture. 

Concerning the manifesto, whilst some of the 
content was good, there was a bit too much going on 
and, as a candidate, it was sometimes difficult to keep 
up with meaning that some things got lost in transla-
tion. It was a radical manifesto but the Tories 
focused their campaign on a single slo-
gan (Get Brexit Done) and that 
allowed them to steal a march 
on us.

I also feel like the na-
tional position on Brexit from 
the Labour was detrimental 
to my campaigning in Sur-
rey Heath.  I’m a staunch 

remainer. 

For a lot of people, they thought Labour needed to take 
a strong position and it was offputting when Corbyn 
didn’t take a side.

Rosie: The policy platform was brilliant. Hav-
ing the manifesto to talk about at hustings was great 
and it was a useful tool on the doorstep as well. Unfor-
tunately, however, the messaging was unfocused. There 
were just too many messages on the Whatsapp group 
for candidates about what to share and what to talk 
about. The Tories by contrast had a simpler, emptier 
but more focused message which allowed them to have 
more cut-through.

As for Brexit, I was running in an unusual con-
stituency where our Brexit policy was actually working 
quite well. On the campaign trail, I had an interview 
on the Today Program on Radio 4 and the interviewer 
didn’t believe me when I said that people quite liked 
our Brexit policy. Our nuance helped, certainly in con-
trast with the Lib Dems’ revoke policy.

Another thing that arose during the campaign 
was Corbyn’s reticence to apologise for antisemitism 
in a televised interview with Andrew Neil which was 
entirely unhelpful. He should have apologised more 
forthrightly. It would have been an easy thing for him 
to say and would have been a potential comfort to Jew-
ish members.

What were the sort of canvassing sessions 
you ran and how many local activists did you have 
engaged in them?

Rosie: We mainly went out door-knocking and 
attempted to leaflet every house. It really was surreal 
seeing huge piles of leaflets with my face on. I ended up 
overthinking how I looked in the leaflets, asking myself, 
“do I look competent? Do I look jolly? What does my 
face signify?”

Overall, we had a great core team of about 10 
people who ended up cycling all over Oxford to make 
sure the campaign reached as many people as possible!

Brahma: Surrey Heath Labour not very active 
for a whole host of reasons. We had about 5 or 6 lo-
cal members in each session and some friends would 
come and help. We mostly went door-knocking, and did 
some phonebanking using the Labour app but that was 
not hugely useful. We also set up lots of stalls at one of 
which I wore a Christmas hat! Funnily enough, I also 
visited local pubs. Beer with Brahma or Banter with 
Brahma was something I wanted to get going! And I 
tried to tie it in with the football because I’m a big footy 
fan. Otherwise, I went to a mosque outside for Friday 
prayers and went inside and addressed the congrega-
tion. 

Overall, it was a really pleasant experience.

Did OULC help?

Rosie: OULC didn’t help at all! They were very 
busy in Oxford East and by the time I was announced as 
candidate, they had very extensive campaigning sched-
ule already sketched up.

Brahma: OULC didn’t come down but to be 
honest I didn’t expect them to because of the difficult 
logistics and the fact that time would be better spent 
elsewhere. Lots of locals targeted other key marginal 
around as well. However, there were lots of people I 
kept in touch with from OULC and some came down on 
an individual level.

Did experience with OULC come in handy?

Rosie: Well I certainly wrote about my posi-
tions in the club in the candidate application form. The 
fact that I lead OULC campaign sessions as well as my 

involvement in other campaigns as part of OULC was 
all very helpful.

Brahma: Unlike Rosie, I was never the co-chair 
but held several committee positions. I was involved 
in local campaigning sessions and learned lots of im-
portant lessons from the 2017 GE, getting Anneliese in 
with a big majority. Debating and being involved in the 
Oxford Union helped as well. All in all, my time in OULC 
and in Oxford was a formative experience; Oxford was 
the place where I became most political. 

Do you want to run again, the future?

Rosie: I have always thought that being an MP 
would be a great way to make a difference and cam-
paign on issues that matter to me (e.g. food poverty, 
environmental destruction) but had thought that run-
ning a GE campaign would be really difficult. But it was 
in fact quite invigorating, especially as a sometimes 
despairing young person. It was really encouraging; I 
came out with a feeling that yes I can do this. I would 
definitely consider running again but I don’t know 
where I’ll be or what life will look like. 

It was a growing experience and my first foray 
into serious campaigning one could say. Doing radio in-
terviews, husting with future leader of Liberal Demo-
crats; these are all things that made me much better at 
the campaigning that I was doing before and I’m very 
grateful for that.

Brahma: Definitely. I saw this experience as a 
first step to eventually becoming an MP. As to the over-
all experience, I was under no illusions that we were 
going to win the seat. It was almost a trial for whether 
I would want to do this in future. And yes it was nice to 
meet people, hear people’s stories. It really is a reward-
ing and gratifying job; to be able to use your position to 
make a difference in communities and, in my view, be-
ing an MP is the best way to make a difference at a local 
and national level. It is more important than ever to lis-
ten to people, take on board what they say and respond 
with meaningful ideas as to how to resolve their issues.

It didn’t work out this time for me but I will try 
again. I will run for council elections in the meantime. 
I really was thrown in at the deep end. It was a testing 
time but remains an experience that will hopefully put 
me in good stead in future.
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The 2019 general election was landmark for 
many reasons; Brexit, the the Lib Dem leader Jo Swin-
son being upseated, and of course the crushing defeat 
that Labour suffered.  What characterised the election 
for me, and many like me, was the loss of the so-called 
“Red Wall”, along with many other seats in areas that 
have been historically Labour.  What followed was a 
strange affair; a leadership campaign which involved 
intense scrutiny of every candidate, yet each scrutiny 
making the point that “at least they’re not Corbyn!”  But 
moving forward, the Northern issue is important in get-
ting the party back into power, an indicator of whether 
it can regain the lost votes, not just in the North, but 
in many communities that have been shunted into the 
rhetoric of “left behind” communities across the coun-
try

What Went Wrong?
I remember election night all too well; interview 

helpers and hacks all squashed into Univ’s JCR, face-
times from various politics academics, and an atmos-
phere that you could cut with a knife.  The disappoint-
ment at the exit polls was palpable, punctuated by cries 
of disappointment or joy as people found their home 
constituency predictions, and later results.  Leaving 
aside national results, election night makes you reflect 
upon your home constituency, filled with pride or dis-
appointment at the views expressed by kids you grew 
up with, families you recognise, businesses you fre-
quented at high school or during vac.  A vote share that 
aligns with yours fills you with pride, maybe surprise, 
but means whatever the bigger picture, you can take 
solace in the sense that your hometown has its heart in 
the right place.  The converse, however, was what many 
experienced on that night.  Grunts of “but the mining 
families”, “but thatcher” were especially pronounced as 
northerners expressed indignant shock which turned 
to horror as the red wall slowly crumbled.  It seemed 
both inevitable and shocking; on one hand the result 
fulfilling stereotypes of racism and a lack of diversity in 
Northern towns, on the other the confusing and frus-
trating idea that people were actively supporting a par-
ty whose austerity policies arguably hit them the hard-
est - public spending in the north dropped by £3.6bn, 
between 2009-10 and 2017-18 while rising £5.1bn in 
the south.

There have been millions of opinion pieces 
on Why Labour Lost The North.  Journals and papers 
cite the leadership as a key one – Corbyn’s incredibil-
ity combined with his undoubtably concerning lack of 
action on the antisemitism scandal was portrayed as 
the key issue of the election.  Brexit was the elephant 
in every room, and many people longed for a confident 

leader who would lead Britain out of Europe; however 
poorly Johnson has performed, it is extremely unsur-
prising that Corbyn was not perceived to be a confident 
leader.  Labour’s stance on Brexit was unpopular from 
all angles, and rife with uncertainty.  The party’s shift 
to the left was perhaps untimely, the UK’s traditional-
ly conservative politics (and press) led to fears of ex-
treme ideas – the country was unripe for the politics 
that Corbyn so desperately fought for.

More closely associated with the north , perhaps 
unfairly, is Labour’s reluctance to put forwards a patri-
otic image – 61% thought he was patriotic (according 
to a study by the Tony Blair foundation), a figure that 
is startling when anything under 90% considered dan-
gerous for a leader.

For post industrial communities, the result 
of the election was nowhere near as surprising as the 
rest of the country made it out to be; a decade in the 
making, it seemed inevitable that eventually labour’s 
grip on its historic stronghold would have to loosen.  
Long-time spokesman for the North Andy Burnham 
has spoken of the London-centric attitudes of both the 
Blair and Brown leaderships; perhaps more worrying 
was the fact that he was one of the only voices speak-
ing about issues like this within the party, and beyond 
it.  Perhaps what many in the north found disappoint-
ing about the Corbyn leadership was the preaching on 
equality of opportunity when this London-centric im-
age continued, the manifesto promises of free broad-
band and other commodities, which, nice as they may 
be, seemed to ignore the needs of communities outside 
of London. People wanted security before luxuries like 
free broadband.  Instead of being received as generous 
and good, many manifesto promises were interpreted 
as a pitiful plea for votes from a desperate and out-of-
touch party.

Despite more relevant propositions hidden 
in the manifesto - expanding bus networks, a shift to 
greener energy sources, as well as extensive support 
of the NHS – people were still reluctant to vote for the 
party.  Seemingly the issue was the very fact that they 
were hidden. When squirreled away behind Labour’s 
more unconventional promises, these achievable man-
ifesto points only contributed to the image of Labour’s 
Britain as a communist pipe dream.  This image failed 
Labour, especially in communities so often promised 
benefits that never reached above Birmingham, or out-
side of the city of Manchester.

The Northern Problem
By Martha Storey, Maths and Philosophy student at University College

The Leadership Contest
This brings us up to the next significant event 

in Labour’s recent history: the 2020 Leadership con-
test.  Given the extensive time-frame of the contest, it 
seems generous to call it an event, however it certainly 
provided much room for debate, especially surround-
ing the Northern Problem.  This year has seen many 
experts and leading journalists scratch their heads, 
writing think-pieces on why Labour lost the north this 
time, and overall failing to see the bigger problem that 
has plagued the party for decades, disguised only by 
the remnants of hatred for Thatcherism and a sense of 
tribal geopolitical affiliation. 

Of course, much of this rhetroric fails to view 
The North as anything other than a stereotypical “left 
behind” community, housing a deep hatred for immi-
gration and love for mines and patriotism.  Journos and 
columnists decided early on that we need a northern 
voice in the election, someone who would reach out to 

these starved communities as though 
doing so were an act of deep generosity and not a ne-
cessity if Labour wanted to regain power.  The solution 
seemed sensible and easy – ensure the next Labour 
leader is someone who sympathises with and deep-
ly understands the Northern problem, maybe even a 
Northerner?

So, we saw the leaders shoe-horned into ste-
reotypes of themselves; Starmer as the suited and 
experienced common-sense vote, Long-Bailey monot-
onously cast as the continuity Corbyn candidate, with 
Nandy painting herself as a cynical darkhorse, ready 
to learn from Labour’s past defeats.  Given her Wigan 
constituency and soft but recognisable Northern ac-
cent, it is no surprise that Nandy was painted as the 
candidate for the North.  A candidate who set up the 
Centre for Towns and continues to push for Towns to 
have a greater economical and political say seemed the 
perfect solution to the London-centric problem.  How 
could Northerners feel misrepresented if the leader of 
the Labour party has a Mancunian accent?

Of course, no one really expected Nandy to get 
in to power, with odds at 1/66 shortly before the re-
sults were announced.  However the image of her as 
The Northern Voice seems reductive to both Northern 
voters and Nandy herself.  Lumping in the whole of the 
North with Wigan is, for starters, any Northerner will 
tell you, at least mildly offensive. A candidate for the 
whole of the North is also problematic in its reflection 
of the party’s refusal to recognise the North as a group 
of hugely varying communities, instead of half-heart-
edly lumping them together to simplify the picture a 
bit.  A candidate from the North isn’t what people want; 

one Labour leader cannot change an image of a divid-
ed Britain that has prevailed in the not-so-recent past.  
Labour as a party needs to show, irrespective of leader 
or policy, that it is on the side of the North.  It needs to 
display a willingness to act in the best interests of peo-
ple and communities that are severely in want of fund-
ing and stability, instead of the tireless overreliance on 
votes that Labour so often combines with underper-
formance when it comes down to policy and funding.

The “northern candidate” label shoehorns 
Nandy into a conversation that drowns out anything 
else she might want to say. For one thing, towns exist 
outside of the North and continue to be underfunded 
there too, meanin interpreting Nandy’s past work as 
specifically Northern focused is not accurate to be-
gin with. Another thing that much of the portrayal of 
Nandy omitted was her scathing attack on the ills of 
Labour under Corbyn, her pessimistic mantra “change 
or die” prophesising Labour’s fate. She seemed a candi-
date willing and eager to learn from, and criticise, La-
bour’s mistakes.  Her performance at the hustings was 
described by many as the most impressive of the can-
didates – and it seems silly to suggest that this is solely 
due to her stance on the northern problem. The por-
trayal of Northern voices is pretty monotonous, swing-
ing from a professional appearance and barely-tracea-
ble accent to someone whose only feature is their place 
of birth.  While the Labour election entrenched this, 
it is only reflective of a wider societal norm.  It would 
have definitely been interesting, had Nandy won, to see 
the press’ image of her as a Northern woman during 
her time as leader.

Where Next?
This whole time-frame seems like a long-for-

gotten past.  As Coronavirus overshadows all else, it is 
very difficult to imagine how the country will proceed.  
However whatever happens, the picture will not be a 
pretty one. The government’s furlough pay scheme is 
already showing the cracks in the economy; especailly 
in hostpitality industries. The Guardian notes that “Of 
the 20 places in Britain with the highest proportion 
of employees working in restaurants and pubs, 10 are 
in the north, and just five in the south” – so it seems 
likely that the economic divide between the North and 
the South will only widen in the wake of Covid-19.  De-
spite being overshadowed by other concerning conse-
quences of the pandemic, the Northern divide is likely 
to worsen.  The history of the Conservative party in re-
cent years has shown that it is unlikely they will over 
substantial support to the North over the South, which 
is why it is vital that Labour use this time to prove to 
Northern constituencies that it is willing to help them 
out.  Starmer has one hell of a job, however without the 
support of the North, it seems clear that Labour have 
lost its “red wall” forever.
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The West Won’t Rest: Grenfell Tower
By Kesaia Toganivalu, Magdalen College

This article is the sum of sifting through documents and accounts held within the public 
domain. It has used coroner reports, testimonies from the Grenfell Tower Inquiry, and alumni obit-
uaries, to name but a few. It is to the best of my knowledge an accurate portrayal of some of the 
people who lived and died in Grenfell Tower and the events that brought them closer to that death.

Ligaya moved to England after praying for an 
opportunity abroad. She worked the graveyard shift 
at the fishing port and her boy-
friend wanted to settle down 
- she wanted to do neither 
of those things. She was 33 
when her niece told her 
she had a job opportunity 
in England, looking after 
three children. She wrote 
to her family saying she 
felt “posh” now she was a 
Londoner. This was in 
1972. 

In 1974, Gren-
fell Tower was built as part of a larger social housing 
complex, the Lancaster West Estate, all of which fell un-
der the jurisdiction of the Conservative-held Kensing-
ton and Chelsea London Borough Council. The build-
ings had been designed as an answer to clearing away 
existent “substandard housing” - the displaced com-
munities were put back under the guardianship of the 
council.

In the mid-70s, Vincent Cheijina was sitting in 
lectures at the University of Sheffield. Years 

before he had moved from Nigeria, still a 
young boy, with his younger sisters and 
mother. Recognised as bright, the local 
authority had funded him to board at 

St Augustine’s College. He was quiet and 
didn’t like rugby. He preferred reading sci-

ence fiction and watching Star Trek. Now, 
just like those characters, he was studying a 

science - electrical engineering - and was 
far away from home.

In 1986, The Department of 
the Environment issued a bulletin 
on combustible cladding systems: 
“Laboratory tests have shown that a 

fire within the cavity can melt the aluminium and burn 
through to the surface several storeys above the fire. 
These emergent flames could re-enter the block via 
windows.” 

The children Ligaya had watched grow up were 
now adults and so she went looking for a new job. It 
was there, waitressing in a teahouse, she gained an ad-

mirer. James Moore would show up during her shifts 
and order only from her. He was a retired soldier. 

In 1996, Kensington and Chelsea Tenant Man-
agement Organisation was set up, responsible for all of 
the social housing stock within the Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea. Tenant Management Organi-
sations (TMO) were set up under Conservative housing 
legislation in 1994 under the Right to Manage Scheme. 
The idea was that residents could form corporate bod-
ies to manage their own interests. 

Khadijah Saye had just been told she had won a 
scholarship to Rugby School. Her mother would 
remain living in their flat in Grenfell Tower, 
working as a carer. She would be a mem-
ber of Stanley House, the dedicated 
house for girls in the lower sixth. Rath-
er than travel everyday to her school in 
West Kensington, she would become a 
boarder. She wouldn’t need to take 
the lift down from their flat 
on the 20th floor every 
morning. These had 
been refurbished in 
2005. 

That same 
year, 2008, solicitor Maria Memoli was appointed to as-
sess KCTMO’s repair performance after concerns were 
raised by residents. When she published the report a 
year later she found a history of mistreatment of resi-
dents by the TMO. She recommended the council seri-
ously consider the amount of funding given to the TMO. 

In 2009, the Royal Borough of Kensington and 
Chelsea commissioned the ‘Notting Barns South Draft 
Masterplan Final Report’. It sets out plans to demol-
ish Grenfell Tower, arguing that the sight “blights” the 
surrounding area. The Christmas of the following year, 
housing industry and fire sector bodies issued warn-
ings, including calling for sprinklers in housing build-
ings. 

James Moore was dead and Ligaya was now a 
widow. The man who she had met whilst waitressing, 
and consequently married, had died of cancer. She lived 
on the twenty-first floor of their flat in Grenfell Tower. 
Vincent, an old man himself, worked supporting the el-
derly residents of North Kensington. Whenever a new 

member to the group would arrive, no matter where 
he was sitting, he would stand up and offer his seat to 
them. He lived alone on the 17th floor in a one bedroom 
apartment.

Six years after Khadijah finished sixth form, 
building contractor Lydon had been appointed to car-
ry out refurbishment on the tower block she called 
home. She did not know it, but this was not the first 
contractor that had been interested in undertaking 
the million-pound project. Talks between the council 
and Bouygues UK had broken down after the budget 
set aside was deemed insufficient. Lydon was chosen 
after submitting a bid which worked with the agreed 
budget. Two other contractors, including Bouygues UK, 
had said this was not possible. 

In the summer of 2014, KCTMO and the project 
consultant for the refurbishment, Artelia UK, emailed 
to discuss using a cheaper cladding rather than the 
one residents of the tower preferred. Using a cheaper 
cladding would save almost £300,000. The residents of 
Grenfell Tower had said they wanted a cladding made 
out of a zinc material, with a fire-retardant polythene 
core. 

Eddie Daffarn was a mental health social work-
er who lived on the sixteenth floor. He was now stood 
before the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea’s 
Housing and Property Scrutiny Committee. Represent-
ing the residents of his tower block, he told them of the 
historic allegations made against the TMO and the way 
he and others had been treated. Ultimately the TMO 

itself carried out an investigation into the 
refurbishment. No issues were found. 

In November 2016, Eddie 
found himself uploading a post to 
the blog he and his friend Francis 

O’Connor had started to document 
the failings of KCTMO. In it he typed 
that “only an incident that results in 

a serious loss of life by KCTMO resi-
dents” would allow the external scru-

tiny necessary to hold to account 
the “evil” organisation.

In the summer of 2017, June 14th, I was on my 
way to sit my GCSE science exam. I kept my head down 
on the bus, desperately trying to cram the facts I was 
meant to learn months ago. I did not look up. Because 
of this, only when I got to school did I realise I would 
have seen smoke coming from a local tower block had 
I looked out the window. I sat my exam, unaware of the 
severity of that morning, let alone that day. The day be-
fore, Khadijah had met with Andrew Naire, the director 
of the Kettle’s Yard art gallery. He had seen her work 
exhibited at the Venice Biennale, where she was one of 
the youngest artists on show. 

Victims of the Grenfell Tower were identi-
fied through their dental records. The heat of the fire 
burned up their clothes and skin and hair, and left their 
teeth. Conspiracy theories spiralled on social media as 
to why it was taking so long to confirm the number of 
dead. Some speculated whether the government was 
delaying releasing the death toll to avoid social unrest. 
Only 11 bodies were ever recovered from the tower. In 
order to account for almost 100 dead, searchers had to 
crawl on their hands and knees using 6mm sieves. El-
derly residents were identified through serial numbers 
on pacemakers and hip replacements.

They had been told to ‘stay put’ by the fire ser-
vices. Some disobeyed this advice and managed to get 
out and survive. Others waited until this advice was 
abandoned, but by then it was too late. They were 
trapped. 

Vincent Cheijina’s remains took several trips to 
recover. He was identified through his DNA.

Ligaya Moore’s remains were found beside 
what was left of her collection of umbrellas. Both died 
alone in their homes. 

Khadija Saye’s remains were recovered from 
the lobby of the 9th floor. She was identified by her fin-
gerprints. Her mother’s remains were recovered from 
the lobby of the 13th floor. She was identified by her 
dental records. They died apart, trying to escape.

Eddie Daffarn survived. He did not continue the 
blog he had started with his friend, the Grenfell Tower 
Group. He could not. 

The opposite of poverty is choice. In this in-
stance, the residents of Grenfell Tower were told they 
had control over the building they lived in. They did 
not. To live in social housing forfeited the basic right to 
live somewhere safe. 

No one has been charged as of July 2020. 
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placed upon the institutional racism in the spaces that we inhabit; whether that be Oxford Uni-
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ists, we become conscious of our biases, and how the fabric of the aforementioned institutions 
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This is the case for moderating down private 
school results next year. Now, depending on your polit-
ical persuasion, I can hear two questions being asked. 
Firstly: ‘why not moderate down private school results 
every year to better reflect their overabundance of re-
sources and hoarding of money and land?’. Well, that’s 
another debate to be had, though not here. Or perhaps 
your question is more along the lines of ‘why punish 
privately educated school children for something that 
is not their fault?’. I will address the second question 
more adequately than the first, though later in this arti-
cle after having laid out my case. 

My proposition is as follows. As a result of var-
ious factors, privately educated children are receiving 
a much better quality and quantity of education dur-
ing lockdown. This means that private schools will, 
most likely, perform even better than state schools in 
normal years, claiming more of the top grades. This 
could severely impact social mobility in the academic 
year 2020/2021, so this extra improvement over state 
schools must be reduced to usual levels of performance.

1. The Previous Situation
It is well known that, in any normal year, private 

schools already massively out-achieve state schools. 
Take the results of 2019 for instance. Cumulatively, be-
tween all private schools in the UK, 23.4% of GCSE en-
tries were awarded a grade 9. The national average of 
GCSEs receiving this mark is 4.5%. This means that in 
2019, the percentage of top grades that private schools 
attained was at least five times that of state schools. 
Figure 1 indicates that this trend is pervasive through 
all top grade levels. 

Unsurprisingly, the trend is reflected in a simi-
larly dramatic fashion at A-Level. Taking the year 2019 
again, 17.6% of private school A-level entries achieved 
A*s, compared to the national average of 7.8%. The 
proportion of entries from independent school pupils 
achieving an A* or A grade was 46.4%, where national-
ly it was 25.5%. We can see a similar pattern in A level 
results to that of GCSE results in figure 2,

So? Why does this matter? 

Well, it massively skews the distribution of top 
grades, and thus top university places, that privately 
educated students receive. Many Russell Group and 
other competitive universities require AAB, AAA or 
higher in admissions, and often take GCSE profiles into 
account. As shown in figure 3 (produced by our very 
own Oxford University), despite 7% of children being 

Private School Privilege: 
The case for moderating down private school results next year

By Rachel Hart, PPE student at Wadham College

Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3

privately educated, they represent 26.8% of the to-
tal number of students achieving AAA or higher. This 
means they are roughly four times better represented 
in achieving these grades; grades which many universi-
ties seek. Correspondingly, private school students are 
much better represented at these top universities, lim-
iting the social mobility of equally capable state school 
students.

2. The Current Situation
As a result of lockdown, both private and state 

schools have closed down and sent their students 
home. No room for disparity in education now, right? 

Wrong. 

There are two ways in which privately educat-
ed children are benefitting from this at the expense of 
state school children.

In the quality of education provided to them.

In the better home working environments pri-
vate school children tend to have.

Making national newspaper headlines at the be-
ginning of the summer term, there was an ongoing de-
bate between parents, private schools and government 
as to whether parents should still have to pay tuition 
fees for a term - it would appear - that was not going 
to happen. The outcome was that fees (some reduced) 
are being charged regardless of the lack of, well, school. 

The fact that fees have been charged means that 
a high quality education must be provided. Predicta-
bly, this means that privately educated children are re-
ceiving a much more regimented education than their 
state-educated peers. Better resources to be benefited 
from include IT systems to sustain online learning and 
a higher staff-to-pupil ratio making teaching online 
easier and more effective. It is easy to see how private-
ly-schooled children will be receiving a better educa-
tion than their state-school counterparts during lock-
down, as state-schools have struggled for money and 
technology at the best of times - making online learning 
an extreme challenge for them.

Of course, there is nothing notable about pri-
vate schools providing a better quality of education 
than state schools. However, coronavirus has amplified 
this divide, with many state schools struggling to keep 
up the pace of the curriculum they were running prior 
to lockdown, unlike many private schools.

The second advantage that privately-educated 
children have is that of their home environment. On 
average, these students will have access to better re-
sources at home than their state-educated peers. There 
will certainly be exceptions to the rule, though it is fair 
to say that the most vulnerable children are usually 
in state education. Challenging home environments 
makes completing online learning difficult, something 
that will affect these vulnerable children, and state-ed-
ucated children, to a much greater degree.

In total, this means that privately educated chil-
dren will have had a much more intensive education as 
a result of lockdown.

3. The Future Situation
From my analysis above, it seems fair to con-

clude that it is likely that private schools will perform 
even better than average in exam results in 2021, as 
state-educated year 10 and 12 will have had the most 
to lose. Though exam boards change the percentages of 

any grade given year on year, this is often not by much. 
So, if private schools perform even better than average, 
this leads us to the rather bleak scenario where they 
achieve an even higher proportion of top grades, while 
state schools suffer as a result.

Thinking back to the proportion of state-edu-
cated students who receive AAA or above at A-level, it 
is fair to say that if this proportion falls, it is very likely 
that less state-school students will go to top univer-
sities, at the gain of their privately-educated counter-
parts. This won’t stop here: it will be reflected in all 
grades given, in any offers, from AAB to BCC to DDE. 
If this happens, the class of 2021 lose a good deal of 
the social mobility that education would have provided 
them, to the gain of their privately-educated peers.

4. Conclusion
As a result of this likely outlined scenario, we 

must moderate down the grades that private schools 
receive in the year 2021 to their normal levels. Other-
wise, we are at serious risk of losing  some degree of 
the social mobility that education provides for the class 
of 2021, who will have lost the most educationally from 
lockdown.

I hope that my argument was clear and my rea-
soning solid. I did, however, indicate at the beginning 
of my article that I would address a possible opposi-
tional argument to my conclusion. This argument could 
be stated along the lines of, ‘why punish privately ed-
ucated school children for something that is not their 
fault?’. Certainly, though this author is not a great fan 
of private schools, I am not blaming Covid-19’s effects 
on schoolchildren. It is not the fault of privately-edu-
cated children that they will benefit a good deal more 
educationally from this than their peers. But it is fair 
to say that this proposed moderation of grades would 
not be a punishment either - merely a tiny levelling of 
the playing field. We have already seen that privately 
educated children are at huge advantage in many ways. 
In fact, this article could have gone much further and 
suggested a much larger moderation of school grades. 
It did not. I do not believe it is unfair, or a punishment, 
to suggest that coronavirus has disproportionately 
harmed some, and that we should do everything in our 
power to remedy this.

So, to the conclusion. We must moderate down 
private school results next year, or we risk losing the 
social mobility that education creates.

Thank you for reading, and I hope you agree.
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Whilst it may be true that change is the only 
constant, what is also undeniable is that the status quo 
has remained firmly entrenched for decades, with little 
disruption to the growth-obsessed capitalist economic 
model since World War Two.

Certainly, there was the fall of communism in 
the late 1980s, and the global financial crisis in 2008; 
but after the former, neoliberal hegemony only expand-
ed, whilst the latter resulted with the bailing out of the 
banks which fuelled the crash in the first place.

Whilst it is far too early to be in any position to 
predict what the global reaction to the current coro-
navirus pandemic (and its unprecedented economic 
impacts) will be, there should be no doubt that our re-
sponse to it will shape the future of not only this dec-
ade, but also the future of the 21st Century.

 “There is a single species responsible for the 
Covid-19 pandemic – us.” These are the stark words of 
the authors of the 2019 UN global assessment report 
IPBES (which warned that human activity is threaten-
ing one million species worldwide) in a recent article.

According to the IPBES team, “Rampant de-
forestation, uncontrolled expansion of agriculture, 
intensive farming, mining and infrastructure develop-
ment, as well as the exploitation of wild species have 
created a ‘perfect storm’ for the spillover of diseases.”

Quite simply, in any sort of recovery from 
this pandemic, “Business as usual will not work.”

These words should be the guiding principles 
for any global response to the coronavirus crisis, in that 
it recognises the intrinsic link between the three great 
crises of our times: coronavirus, climate, and ecology.

What binds these three crises is that human 
health is inextricably dependent on the health of the 
natural world, and that the status quo has been driv-
ing and continues to drive the destruction of this world 
upon which we are wholly reliant.

Surely one of the most damaging words in west-
ern economic and political discourse since the Second 
War World has been ‘growth’.

Growth in its status-quo-application means 
pursuing the impossible: aiming for infinite growth on 
a finite planet.

It is the mindset of GDP-obsession, of turnover, 
profit and rising projections, of ‘growing the pie’ so that 

more people can get a slice, without recognising that 
before everyone will get their fill, we’ll have run out of 
ingredients.

Infinite growth runs inherently against the 
grain of nature. The real, and damaging, ‘growth-mind-
set’ shows itself to be fundamentally lacking in resil-
ience, for the economy crashes when growth screeches 
to a halt, as seen when the value of raw materials such 
as oil falls as low as -$40 a barrel.

Nothing in nature grows ad in-
finitum so why should we base our 
economy on such an unnatural 
premise?

A regenerative 
economic model is 
what is needed for the 
post-coronavirus fu-
ture, one that com-
bines human and 
natural health, see-
ing both as parts of 
the same planetary 
whole.

As Lord Stern 
(who warned us in 
2006 about the perils 
of continuing on our 
business-as-usual tra-
jectory) has recently said, 
“The nature and shape of this 
recovery will determine our fu-
ture. It is crucial [it] does not lock in 
our exposure to the great risks of cli-
mate change.”

Indeed, there are a whole host of names and 
plans for what has come to be more widely known as 
a green new deal, or a just transition from a carbon-
growth-based economy to a regenerative-zero-carbon 
future.

One suggests that if the Antonio Guterres was 
US President rather than UN Secretary General (with 
a budget of over $3 trillion rather than $3 billion) the 
likelihood of a cooperative United States leading the 
global response to meet these crises, and implement-
ing this transition, would be considerably higher.

Speaking last month, Guterres argued that, 
“The separation of health and environmental policy is 

Coronavirus: the nightmare that wakes us from 
our sleepwalk towards disaster?

By Max Spokes, History and Politics student at Balliol College

a  dangerous delusion. Our health entirely depends on 
the climate and the other organisms we share the plan-
et with.”

The Secretary General was forthright, adding, 
“Everything we do during and after this crisis must be 
with a strong focus on building more equal, inclusive 
and sustainable economies, and societies that are more 
resilient in the face of pandemics, climate change, and 
the many other global challenges we face.”

So how exactly does that happen?

You’d be forgiven for looking at the current state 
of global politics and not holding out too much hope. 
Indeed, the American President has suggested the pos-

sibility of injecting bleach to tackle coronavirus.

Obviously, Mr Trump has at least 
one eye on the presidential elections 

to be held in November, and thus 
has hoped to utilise his press 

briefings in order to whip up 
the rhetoric which worked so 

successfully for him in 2016. 
An ardent science-scep-

tic, Trump has only suc-
ceeded once again in 
showcasing his foolish-
ness and danger.

The lack of ef-
fective international 
cooperation has been 

glaringly obvious so far 
during this pandemic. 

The example which bucks 
this trend, worryingly yet 

unsurprisingly, was the diplo-
macy involved in stabilising 

oil prices conducted by those 
three inspiring and reassuring 

leaders, Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin, 
and King Salman of Saudi Arabia.

However, hope should not be lost, for it is vital 
that we realise the lessons this crisis has already taught 
us, the first being that systemic, economic and societal 
change is possible. Our societies have been forced to 
rapidly adapt to meet this crisis, and whilst our eco-
nomic system has come under unprecedented strain, 
our communities have shown their resilience, whether 
that be in shopping for neighbours or volunteering for 
the NHS.

What’s more, the natural world has continued 
as usual. The dawn chorus is being enjoyed by mil-
lions of us as the lockdown prevents normal life from 
drowning out spring birdsong. The slowdown in our 
daily lives has also been a blessing for endangered 
leatherback sea turtles, who have benefitted greatly 

from the absence of humans and harmful waste on Flo-
ridian beaches.

As nature continues irrespective of the corona-
virus pandemic, we humans have demonstrated our re-
silience, and ability to drastically change. This change 
is not only achievable, it is also critically necessary.

Indeed, a report by the International Renewa-
ble Energy Agency in April found that a major renew-
able-energies investment-drive post-pandemic would 
deliver gains of $98 trillion above the business-as-usu-
al scenario, creating tens of millions of jobs in the ener-
gy sector alone, and in so doing, would help to reduce 
the industry’s CO2 emissions by 70% by 2050.

Furthermore, this month, a study from Ox-
ford University found that many of the projects which 
would create these jobs in the so-called ‘green econo-
my’ are, “shovel ready,” for implementation, and thus 
could form part of a green new deal’s just transition.

We haven’t even touched on the most simple 
and effective response to the all three of these crises – 
namely, natural climate solutions.

Rewilding unproductive agricultural and dein-
dustrialised land, reforesting and rejuvenating areas 
destroyed and depleted by human activity, replanting 
seaweed and coral in oceans wrecked by trawlers and 
oil-spills.

I haven’t the space to properly explore the host 
of benefits brought by giving nature the space to thrive, 
but it has been shown time and time again that allow-
ing the natural world to grow, die, swim, sink and fly 
as it wishes, enables the planetary ecosystems which 
sustain all life on Earth to continue to do just that.

Finally, whilst the much-hyped Cop26 summit 
due to be hosted by the UK has been postponed until 
next year, perhaps this could be a blessing in disguise.

Rather than descending on Glasgow this No-
vember having trundled through another year of the 
status quo, world leaders will meet in 2021 having ex-
perienced a year and a crisis like no other, and with an 
urgency and pressure to commit themselves to funda-
mental, system-level change.

For all our sakes, let’s hope that the coronavirus 
crisis is the nightmare that finally wakes the world up 
from its sleepwalk into climate and ecological disaster.
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Boundaries. Borders. Distance. Build the wall. 
Two metres apart at all times. No hugging. No kissing. 
I can feel you swerving around me on my daily walk. 
Every person a vector of uncertainty. I, myself, uncer-
tain – an unknown quantity. I swerve too. 

Our lives and our politics are in a state of chaos 
that we are completely numb to. COVID-19 spreading 
from country to country, city to city, village to village, 
with each leap becoming more particular, more indi-
vidual, and further away from the large and wealthy 
healthcare systems best equipped to deal with it. Our 
politics has flipped. ‘Progressives’ now espouse the 
importance of isolation, the raising of boundaries, and 
the bunker mentality. Whilst increasingly large parts of 
the Right protest any kind of lockdown; Trumpian fa-
natics wielding machine-guns arguing in favour of free 
movement. The ease at which our cultural and political 
norms flip and oscillate is the only thing one can be cer-
tain of anymore.

The magazine Granta 151, with its topical 
theme ‘membranes’, opens with the following thought 
from its editor Rana Dasgupta: ‘Absorption and repul-
sion. No principle can be more fundamental than these 
… We cherish communion, exchange and intercourse, 
of course, but also distance, seclusion and defence’ 
(p.11).  Membranes, she goes on, are ‘porous’; too flu-
id and the barrier becomes defunct, too thick, the cell 
dies. One immediately thinks, of course, of the nation 
state: Great Britain; the European Union – the group 
always defines itself in opposition to that which is out-
side of it. Of course, the rules in place to protect us from 
coronavirus don’t feel like a porous membrane, they 
feel harsher, more distinct. Wash your hands. Main-
tain distance. No unnecessary travel. Do not cross the 
border. Wear a mask to protect the ‘herd’. Death lies on 
the wrong side of this boundary. The medi-
cal guidance is evidenced and to the good; 
but, whilst we might know our boundaries 
when it comes to physical transmission, what 
about those concerning a different problem, one 
less defined to begin with, and yet vital to the 
functioning of society and the sanity of the 

individual? When one eats, works, socialises, thinks, 
loves, despairs, grows bored, all in the same room, if 
not the same seat, what happens to our perception of 
the boundary between the outside world and the pri-
vate life of the individual?

To go on a stroll in the park has become a po-
litical act. Of course, such a simple thing has been, and 
easily can still be, for many, political: a wife, unaccom-
panied by her husband; a black man in a white neigh-
bourhood. We must keep these realities in mind before 
bemoaning how the current pandemic poses a threat 
to the private life and the idea of the ‘domestic sphere’ 
developed by 19th century liberalism. That being said, 
the current state of the world has brought into sharp 
relief the collapsing distinction between our private 
and public lives. We might be more isolated from one 
another than ever, but it does not quite feel that way to 
me. Rather, it is as though we are all stuck inside one 
small room, together.

A large part of this must, no doubt, be down to 
technology. The tech world has embraced, with relative 
ease, its new role as the world. It is now, for the vast ma-
jority of the public, the realm through which we work, 
learn, socialise with friends, catch up with family, and, 
for many, even undertake our daily exercise. It should 
be easy to step away, under normal circumstances that 
would be the obvious answer. But with the boundaries 
between life and work, private and public, becoming 
not only blurred, but fused, it has become more difficult 
than ever to look away. My younger sister repeatedly 
tells me how hard she is finding it to focus on the online 
teaching her school is providing. This should come as 
little surprise; the home is not the environment she has 
come to associate with this type of activity. 

There is another way these boundaries are fail-
ing. The sheer speed at which the biggest companies 

have adapted their advertising campaigns speaks 
volumes. Two blokes now chat over the phone, 
each with a branded beer, bemoaning in grunts the 
lack of things to do in quarantine: 

Notes on Boundaries Under Lockdown
By Luke Young, DPhil English student at Oriel College

“Hello?”

“Yo, ‘sup?”

“Nothing…in quarantine. Having a bud. 
What’sup with you?”

“Nothing. Quarantining, having a bud.”

“True, true.”

Other adverts are now crammed full of vid-
eo-chats mocking the ‘realities’ of quarantine life or 
capturing groups of faces in squares on the computer 
in the same way we see our own friends and family. 
It tells us something, for sure, about the importance 
these companies put on relatability in order to sell 
their products. But, really, these adverts feel like an in-
trusion. They are too close. Now, more than ever, alone, 
and yet, all united by our isolation, advertisers can de-
pict the experience of more of us than ever, package it 
with a veneer of humour, and sell it back to us.

There will be painful, perhaps even devasting 
economic and cultural shockwaves from this outbreak, 
across the globe. Borders will, and already are, going 
up. It will only get harder for those already victims of 
circumstance, geography, and prejudice. The last eco-
nomic battle, austerity, was fought and won by the Right 
before, it felt, the Left even decided what it thought. 
Austerity may come again. But I do not think that is 
where the battle lines will be drawn this time. There 
is little public appetite for that. As governments eager 
to kickstart their economies bring its citizens back to 
work, far before it is safe, there is a real danger that we 

will return to a world in which economic productivity 
is deemed safe, but the actions of the individual outside 
of their work environment, leisure, socialising, private 
activity, will remain under constant scrutiny and, often, 
the scapegoat for governmental incompetency. It is a 
slippery slope towards a reorganised system in which 
the individual remains tightly confined, trapped in, 
except in order to help the economy stay afloat. The 
private life is by its nature, resistant to quantification. 
As opposed to the public life which manifests itself in 
countless statistics: productivity; life-expectancy; edu-
cational attainment; income. We must be careful not to 
allow, in the face of the new-utilitarian world we will 
be heading into, with increased state control and the 
political justifications that can be made in the face of 
‘imminent death’ –  increased police power, state sur-
veillance, even, perhaps, more invasive powers for pri-
vate companies eager to check up on their employees – 
to allow the importance of the private life to slip away.

I am left feeling uneasy. Looking forward, the 
organisation of society will not look as it once did for 
years, if not decades. We must be careful on the Left, 
eager to encourage and support the science, not to for-
get what goes on in the minds of each individual during 
this time. Shopkeepers, NHS staff, emergency services, 
teachers, all made to work, with no opportunity for 
their usual respite, for what sustains them as people. 
The rest, furloughed. Or working from home. Work 
comes to you now. Work on wheels. Contact free. Like 
a nightmare dreamt up by a Silicon Valley developer. 
Never leave the workplace.
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If you’re not familiar with the 1975 blockbuster 
thriller Jaws, let me quickly fill you in. A girl goes miss-
ing in the sea off a picturesque island called Amity. The 
next day, the remains of her body are found- she’s been 
eaten by a shark. The police chief, Martin Brody, wants 
to shut the beach down to avoid this happening again. 
The Mayor, Larry Vaughn, wants the opposite. ‘Amity 
is a summer town’, he argues. ‘We need summer dol-
lars.’ So the beach stays open and of course, the shark 
strikes again, this time killing young Alex Kintner. Cue 
mass panic. Brody tells the townspeople and business 
owners that the beach will have to be closed. But the 
Mayor again interjects, stating it’ll only be shut for 24 
hours- it’s nearly the 4th of July, peak tourist season. 
No shark is a match for the needs of profit. He ignores 
an offer of help from Quint, a local fisherman/estab-
lished shark hunter who would go after the shark for 
a steep fee- again, profit. Instead, Vaughn tells Brody 
to do whatever he must to keep the beach safe when it 
does open. Despite his best efforts, on the 4th of July, 
the shark attacks again. The Mayor, now a wreck, final-
ly admits defeat and signs the money off for Quint to go 
hunting. Alongside shark specialist Matt Hooper, Brody 
and Quint head off into the ocean to finally get rid of 
the shark. The story ends in the classic and very gross 
demise of both Quint and the shark, and Hooper and 
Brody float back to the island, job done.

This all may seem wholly unconnected to 
left-leaning politics and current affairs, aside from an 
animal rights query on the film’s questionable demoni-
zation of sharks. But since its inception Jaws has been 
interpreted by many as a warning against the dangers 
of capitalism, including (allegedly) Fidel Castro. The 
quest for profit above all else and the repercussions of 
this for people’s lives sits as an almost perfect meta-
phor. Today, as coronavirus has the world in its grip, 
some have also seen parallels between how this small 
town dealt with the ravages of a great white shark and 
how various governments are dealing with the threat 
of this malignant disease. Alex Shephard in an article 
for The New Republic called Jaws ‘the pandemic movie 
of our time’. Key correlations between the film and re-
al-life certainly support that view.

The Mayor in Jaws repeatedly refuses to instil 
lockdown or preventative measures, citing economic 
concerns and fear of inhibiting summer tourism. This 
slow response based on a capitalist notion of profit 
maximisation is reminiscent of the UK Governments 
response to its own threat. As late as the beginning of 

March, Boris Johnson stated that a possible approach 
to dealing with coronavirus would be to “take it on the 
chin, take it all in one go and allow the disease, as it 
were, to move through the population, without taking 
as many draconian measures.” Within a few weeks, 
Johnson himself had tested positive for the virus and 
was in intensive care, thousands of people had died 
and the country was officially placed under lockdown. 
Clearly belated action cost us dearly, just as it did in 
Amity for Mayor Vaughn.

The ‘essential workers’ in Jaws who set out to 
kill the shark are in a boat that is famously too small. 
The same can be said for those working for and with 
the underfunded NHS and welfare services in the UK. 
These institutions have suddenly become of upmost 
importance to the Conservatives who have systemat-
ically drained them of resources and investment for 
the last 10 years.  Destructive actions such as the 
abolition of bursaries for training nurses, con-
tinuous privatisation of vital health services 
and the issues surrounding Universal Cred-
it have meant the ‘boat’ essential workers 
have been left with to deal with this 
disaster buckles under the weight of 
its task. The current reliance of so 
many on state services and work-
ers who earn minimum wage is 
a painful reminder of their 
deficits that the Government 
ignored its responsibility 
to eradicate until it abso-
lutely had to. The rever-
berating consequences 
of this neglect are now 
becoming ever clearer.

A slightly less 
clear correlation but 
one which is vital-
ly important can 
be spotted in the 
conflict between 
Quint , 
t h e 

Jaws, Capitalism, Class and Coronavirus
By Skye Fitzgerald-McShane, History and Politics student at St Edmund Hall

“You’ll never go in the water again.” What can the classic film tells us about our current health crisis and 
the Government’s murky response?

working class, life trodden Captain and Hooper, the 
wealthy young oceanographer. Quint smirks “You’ve 
got city hands, Mr Hooper. You’ve been counting money 
all your life.” Hooper’s reply: “I don’t need this work-
ing-class hero crap!”. This conflict of class could the-
matically contribute to the fact Quint is the only one of 
the three shark hunters to die (quite gruesomely). Or 
perhaps I’m reading far too much into a casual summer 
classic. However, the point stands: it is no real surprise 
that some of the most deprived areas in this country 
are those with the highest coronavirus fatality rates. 
The poorest of society, as well as people with pre-exist-
ing health conditions and older people, are more likely 
to fall victim to this threat. BAME people, who make up 
almost half of UK doctors and a quarter of nurses, are 
disproportionately represented in coronavirus fatality 
statistics as well. The notion espoused by the richest 
that coronavirus is democratising, that it doesn’t care 
who you are, is naïve and insulting at best. Those with 
access to their own gardens, with houses big enough 
to have genuine time alone, are also much more likely 
to be able to deal with the stresses of isolation safety 
measures. Class and identity are intrinsically impor-
tant in how coronavirus is functioning, and again a lev-
el of blame for this can be placed in a sustained lack 
of government investment and support for those who 
need it most.

A perfect quote from Johnson in a 2006 
speech at Lloyds of London has resurfaced re-

cently, where he states “The real hero of Jaws 
is the Mayor...A gigantic fish is eating all 

your constituents and he decides to keep 
the beaches open.” He does clarify, before 
this looks far too dodgy: “...Ok, in that in-
stance he was actually wrong. But in 

principle, we need more politicians 
like the Mayor- we are often the only 

obstacle against all the nonsense 
which is really a massive conspir-
acy against the taxpayer.” This has 

come back to bite him, ironical-
ly. Conspiracy theories about 

the virus and lockdown 
have spread like wildfire, 
with choice entries being 
that lockdown is a left-

wing construc-

tion to destroy our civil liberties, and that the spread of 
the virus itself is 5G’s fault. They can be disproved by 
science, data and facts, but once such ideas spread they 
are almost impossible to destroy. The principle Boris 
espoused so resolutely is stopping his own measures 
from working as efficiently as they could be, at the cost 
of people’s lives.

Government protective measures came in too 
late for many, but their effectiveness so far has been 
demonstrated by a reduction in fatalities (just like 
Jaws) and crucially a lower infection rate. We’re now 
entering a new phase, where things aren’t quite as sim-
ple as the movies. Rules are being relaxed, but with a 
lack of clarity that essentially redirects blame from the 
Government to the public if anything goes wrong. The 
enticements of unlimited exercise, meeting up with 
family and more have been dangled; but with the sub-
versive insurance that if a second peak consequently 
occurs it’s not the Governments fault for being unclear 
but ours for not following “good solid British common 
sense” (in the words of Boris). These new guidelines 
appeal to everyone, especially to those with the least 
at home. But the threat isn’t over yet, and to roll back 
isolation measures too vaguely and too quickly could 
spell disaster. There is a very fine line to walk - we cer-
tainly cannot stay ‘locked down’ forever. Many people 
are struggling because their income has been sorely 
affected by lockdown measures, and their impact on 
mental health, repercussions for domestic abuse and 
everything that comes with an almost complete stand-
still of much of the economy also cannot be ignored or 
underestimated. But too much, too soon, and we lose 
countless lives again. There’s no point having a healthy 
economy if we’re all ill or dead. 

What the Government does next is vitally im-
portant. Jaws warns us about how not to deal with a 
threat that doesn’t care who you are once it can see 
you. It also mirrors the struggle between politics, eco-
nomics and safety that has inhibited action in the UK 
and many other countries. But the more complex re-
ality for our time is that the poorest and the most ne-
glected people of society are the ones most at risk, and 
a combination of underfunding and sluggish responses 
have left them exceedingly vulnerable. How this is nav-
igated will have wide ranging consequences.

A stark collision of these two worlds is found 
in the sad death of Lee Fierro, the woman who played 
the grieving mother of Alex Kintner, of complications 
due to coronavirus in April. It brings to mind her words 
to Chief Brody after the death of her son in the second 
shark attack. “You knew there was a shark out there. 
You knew it was dangerous. But you let people go 
swimming anyway. You knew all those things. But still 
my boy is dead now. And there’s nothing you can do 
about it.” Words to remember, for the times ahead.
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Imagine, if you can, a small room, hexagonal in 
shape, like the cell of a bee. It is lighted neither by window 
nor by lamp, yet it is filled with a soft radiance. There are 
no apertures for ventilation, yet the air is fresh. There 
are no musical instruments, and yet, at the moment that 
my meditation opens, this room is throbbing with melo-
dious sounds. An armchair is in the centre, by its side a 
reading-desk — that is all the furniture. And in the arm-
chair there sits a swaddled lump of flesh — a woman, 
about five feet high, with a face as white as a fungus. 

E. M. Forster’s 1909 short story, ‘The Machine 
Stops,’ opens with a vision of the human as a work-
er-bee in an artificial underground environment of 
cells. This picture of the human as constantly connect-
ed, yet physically isolated, has perhaps never seemed 
as prescient as it does today. Over the last two months, 
those members of the British public who are not key 
workers have been forced to adapt to a life lived on-
line – school, socializing, exercising and work are now 
undertaken via Microsoft Teams, Zoom and FaceTime, 
from the safety of the home. COVID-19 has acted as a 
catalyst upon existing trends towards increased tech-
nological connectedness. Indeed, what has surprised 
many during the current lockdown is the degree of 
effectiveness achieved by the movement to a virtual 
workplace. While any success of productivity in these 
adverse conditions must be applauded, this pandemic 
is changing, perhaps permanently, the way in which we 
work. 

I must preface my remarks with a clear acknowl-
edgement that the development of the digital work-
place is not by any means the single most important 
crisis regarding employment for the UK today. Indeed, 
it is perhaps rather far down a list including, firstly, the 
health of key workers and those returning to work be-

fore the im-
p l e m e n t a -
tion of an 
effective TTI 
system, and 
s e c o n d l y , 
the immi-
nent rise of 
unemploy-
ment. The 
ending of Ri-
shi Sunak’s 
f u r l o u g h 
scheme will 

mean the sudden unemployment of thousands across 
the UK. Meanwhile, those dependent on the hospitality 

sector, young people and graduates seeking work, and 
the victims of business’s spending cuts, will find them-
selves jobless while the country enters recession and 
employment opportunities dwindle. Yet, we cannot 
allow our desperation for work to lead us into a com-
placent idealisation of the state of employment, or to 
distract us from certain liberties employers may begin 
to take.

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an unprece-
dented entry of work into the domes-
tic sphere. For the time being, the 
possibility of such an arrangement 
is saving jobs and businesses. Yet 
the danger lies in the coinciding 
of certain conditions, namely: 
(1) the new realisation of 
the possibilities of techno-
logical connectedness, 
(2) the generosity of 
those hoping to help 
students, custom-
ers, clients, etc., 
cope with such 
testing condi-
tions, and (3) 
the willingness of 
those desperate to 
maintain their jobs 
to work beyond their 
brief. It is a risk of setting 
a precedent in which the 
worker is always reachable 
from home, constantly con-
nected. 

The fact remains that in the 
majority of cases the standard and 
quantifiable measurement of work is 
time, and this is most accurately meas-
ured by time spent in a place of work. Most workers 
are paid according to the hours they work, with the ac-
ceptance of overtime. The price of the much-vaunted 
“flexibility’ of neo-liberal employment is the blurring 
of the boundaries between work-time and rest-time. 
While there is inevitably a certain amount of emailing 
and telephone communication that will occur outside 
the workplace given the ubiquity of modern technol-
ogy, the COVID-19 crisis must not lead to an insidious 
increase in the expectation that the worker is con-
stantly connected, and constantly “alert”. The worker’s 
sense of responsibility and accountability cannot be 
extended around the clock. The current lockdown is 

The Right to Disconnect in the post Covid-19 
Digital Workplace 

By Rhona Jamieson, MSt English (1900-present) student at Lincoln College

already causing a degree of disintegration of the con-
cept of hours-worked, given that so many are juggling 
work and childcare. While this is a current necessity, 
the normalization of flexibility in the event of further 
lockdowns poses a risk to the possibility of protecting 
workers’ rights, and a reduction of the dignity estab-
lished by the separation of the professional and the 
personal.

The concept of the ‘right to disconnect’ has 
gained a certain traction over the last few years, par-
ticularly in light of France’s adopting of a ‘Droit à la dé-
connexion’ law in 2017 that suggests employers find 
‘agreements with their employees regarding mecha-
nisms for regulating the use of digital tools, with a view 
to ensuring respect for rest periods and leave as well 

as personal and family life.’ This has 
been upheld in a case in which the 

claimant was awarded €60,000 in 
recompense for his employer’s 

(Rentokil Initial) demand that 
he be available for work calls 

24/7. But there is no such 
law in existence in the UK, 

and Labour must place 
this in their agenda for 

the coming years, as 
the country adapts 

to the legacy of 
COVID-19. This 
is particularly 
important as 

the UK ceases 
to abide by the EU 

Working Time Direc-
tive, with its limitation 

on average weekly hours 
to 48, and protection of 

rest days and holidays.  The 
issue gained some promi-

nence within UK politics with 
Rebecca Long-Bailey’s proposal 

of such a law in February of this 
year, during the leadership contest.

At the same time, Labour must 
recognise the extreme complexity of the composition 
and enforcement of ‘right to disconnect’ legislation. 
The French law is subtle, putting the onus on employ-
ers to come to an agreement with staff that suits the 
needs of each particular work environment and busi-
ness. Indeed, many areas of work require a certain 
amount of out-of-hours communication. In many sec-
tors, particularly corporate and city jobs, a 24/7 con-
nectivity culture is already so well cemented that firms 
may find it impossible to maintain a competitive edge 
and hold on to clients if ‘right to disconnect’ is imple-
mented. In such a climate, the issue of enforcement 
is extremely thorny, as some workers will inevitably 

choose to waive this right in order to excel, even if this 
should not be encouraged from above. For those in in-
secure work, the gig economy will prevent disconnec-
tion: many workers are ‘on-call’, waiting for work, and 
would lose employment if they stopped looking at their 
phones. The tricky issue of being ‘on standby’ has al-
ready caused problems for the EUCJ in Case C 518/15, 
Ville de Nivelles v. Rudy Matzak. A volunteer fire-fight-
er in Belgium was required to limit his location within a 
certain proximity to his place of work while on standby, 
and arrive within 8 minutes if called – thus significant-
ly limiting his potential activities within this time. The 
Maztak ruling assessed this to be working time due to 
the requirement that the fire-fighter be present in the 
workplace with such speed, but the Advocate General 
raised the issue not just of the location of work, but of 
the quality of rest time enjoyed by a worker. Writers 
and enforcers of legislation across the world are strug-
gling to keep up with the rate at which working condi-
tions are evolving, an evolution suddenly accelerating 
due to COVID-19.

In es-
sence, con-
s t a n t - c o n -
nectedness 
risks a 
m o v e m e n t 
of the con-
cept of em-
p l o y m e n t 
from lo-
cation to 
a state of 
mind. This 
state of mind 
is something 
that is constantly accessible, say, during a family meal, 
a celebration, in the middle of the night, while playing 
with one’s children, simply by checking work emails. 
Once this occurs, work becomes effectively inescapa-
ble, in a way the office, school, or surgery, is not. Work-
ers may receive reassurances of “flexibility”, but those 
suffering from burn-out and insomnia may recognise 
themselves in Christopher Marlowe’s memorable lines; 
‘Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed / In one self-
place; for where we are is hell’.The price of the much-

vaunted “flexibility’ of neo-
liberal employment is the 
blurring of the boundaries 
between work-time and rest-
time. 

For those in insecure 
work, the gig economy will 
prevent disconnection: many 
workers are ‘on-call’, waiting 
for work, and would lose 
employment if they stopped 

looking at their phones. 
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The nation’s suffering amidst the COVID-19 
crisis has been exacerbated by the ongoing erosion of 
workers’ rights. With zero hour workers falling through 
the government’s social security net and warehouse 
workers being forced to work without proper safety 
equipment, the brunt of COVID-19 is not being shared 
equally. Just as NHS staff are endangered by the effects 
of austerity, so are those in the ‘gig economy’ without 
entitlements to sick pay. As the state of 21st century 
capitalism has become the focus of this renewed de-
bate, the importance of adequate workers’ rights and 
the detrimental impact of their loss has become clearer 
than ever. How and why did we get to this point? The 
discovery that many of Britain’s biggest construction 
companies were for decades able to blacklist thousands 
of workers is an illuminating part of this history. When 
their collusion with the now-defunct Consulting Asso-
ciation was uncovered in 2009, decades of employee 
blacklisting was exposed. Funded by the industry, this 
organisation collected and recorded the personal de-
tails of thousands of workers – including their date of 
birth, home address, national insurance number, vehi-
cle registration and trade union membership. Senior 
staff at over forty of the UK’s leading construction firms 
systematically vetted job applicants against this data, 
in what has been called one of the worst cases of or-
ganised human rights abuses in recent British history. 

This covert strategy was used to exclude work-
ers that employers didn’t like, such as those who had 
raised health and safety concerns or were known to be 
involved in trade unions or left-of-centre political caus-
es. Typical files included details such as “ex-shop stew-
ard, definite problems”; “will cause trouble, strong TU 
[trade union]”; “militant and upfront in strike”; “drew 
H&S [health and safety] issues to attention of 3245’s 
site manager.” In 2013 the House of Commons Scottish 
Affairs Committee launched an inquiry into employ-
ment blacklisting. One witness, Dave Smith, whose file 
ran from 1992 to 2005 and filled 36 pages, described 
how his attempts to raise concerns over “asbestos, toi-
lets overflowing on building sites and a young lad fall-
ing off the third floor of scaffolding” had been passed 
on to the Consulting Association and punished with 
years of unemployment by unscrupulous companies. 
Involvement in Labour politics and environmental or 
anti-racist causes was also deemed worthy of note in 
the blacklist, information that the Metropolitan Police 
finally admitted to supplying in 2018. In one case, a 
man was filed simply for writing a letter to The Scots-
man to praise the council for buying a painting of Nel-
son Mandela. 

The impact was catastrophic for a large number 
of construction workers, who had no idea that their in-
formation was being recorded. They simply knew that 
work had dried up. The operation “completely ruined 
my life” said one affected construction worker, Antho-
ny Sweeney, who was blacklisted firstly by McAlpine 
and then by a series of other companies, leaving him 
workless for many years. John Byran, blacklisted by 
Taylor Woodrow, described a similar experience after 
being noted as an “instigator” of a strike over onsite 
health and safety violations. Those affected describe 
the intense strain that years of seemingly inexplicable 
unemployment inevitably put on themselves and their 
families. One witness in the Commons inquiry spoke of 
suicide cases amongst blacklisted workers. The trade 
union Unite reports that, despite legal action resulting 
from this national scandal and the closure of the Con-
sulting Association, blacklisting persists. Not only does 
it threaten to ruin people’s lives, it fosters a culture of 
fear and intimidation in which workers are vulnerable 
to exploitative and dangerous working practices. It is 
an unscrupulous weapon of class war wielded to maxi-
mize profits at the expense of workers’ basic rights. 

Although established in 1993, the Consulting 
Association’s history began much earlier: its activities 

are one chapter in a longer sto-
ry of anti-labour blacklisting 
practices in British industry. 
When the Consulting Asso-

ciation’s forerun-
ner, the Econom-
ic League, was 

founded in 1919, its 
stated function was 
to “crusade for capi-
talism” in a climate 
of increasing labour 
agitation. Socialism, 
syndicalism and 
revolutionary com-

munist ideas had been 
gaining new ground 

‘A Crusade for Capitalism’: blacklisting in Britain 
and the war against workers’ rights

By Clare Lynch-Watson, History student at Jesus College

before and after World War I. Trade union membership 
was rising rapidly, industrial militancy was reaching 
unprecedented heights, and there was growing demand 
for the nationalization of industries such as coal. Mani-
festing in the ‘Hands off Russia’ movement, the Russian 
Revolution and the nascent Soviet State had attracted a 
degree of mass popular support that alarmed the Brit-
ish elite. Hundreds of thousands of working-class men 
were returning from war, trained in arms, with a sense 
that the state owed them more. The capitalist class felt 
compelled to organise. Bound by their shared concern, 
employers drew together, strengthening their existing 
collective organisations and establishing new pressure 
groups. It was in this climate that a group of right wing 
industrialists and financiers working in collaboration 
with military intelligence experts founded the Econom-
ic League in 1919. Their aim was to propagandise for 
capitalism before the British public - to counter the ‘ed-
ucative’ tactics of revolutionary groups with their own. 
Beneath the surface, however, the League developed 
a system of covert blacklisting to ensure that all ‘sub-
versives’ would be barred from gaining employment in 
British industry. For the next seven decades they col-
lected records on thousands of workers, to devastating 
effect. 

Press investigations and a parliamentary in-
quiry culminated in the Economic League’s closure in 
1993. Unfortunately, however, its vetting operations 
would persist, continued by key League personnel who 
went on to establish the Consulting Association later 
that year. Based in Droitwich in the West Midlands, the 
Association operated from a building with no name-
plate on its door or documentation in official records. In 
2009, after a tip-off from sources in the media, employ-
ees of the Information Commissioner’s Office knocked 
on its doors. A sixty-six year old man named Ian Kerr 
answered. Kerr had been employed by the Economic 
League since the 1960s and, after its demise, worked 
with leading industry bosses to establish the Consult-
ing Association, buying the League’s blacklist to con-
tinue from where they had abruptly left off. As well as 
an annual subscription fee of £3,000, companies would 
pay every time they wanted to screen a potential recruit 
against the Association’s files, typically for suspected 
trade union activism. The true extent of the blacklist’s 
repercussions will likely never be known. Initially the 
Information Commissioner’s Office only seized the files 
that Kerr pointed them towards, meaning that around 
90% of records were left, to be subsequently burned by 
Kerr – a large proportion of workers who were affected 
by his scheme may never know for sure. 

According to Maria Ludkin, a legal director of 
GMB, the Information Commissioner’s Office failed to 
thoroughly pursue the case. She states that they didn’t 
consider contacting workers to inform them of their 
blacklisting until 2011, after finally agreeing to a meet-
ing with GMB and Liberty on pain of legal action. Here 

the ICO claimed that contacting construction workers 
would be an impossibility given their ‘itinerant’ nature, 
despite the fact that the National Insurance numbers 
recorded by Kerr could be used to locate blacklisted 
workers’ whereabouts. Ultimately the ICO concluded 
that they could not prosecute anyone other than Kerr, 
meaning that none of the Association’s corporate direc-
tors - instrumental in its establishment, funding and op-
eration - would face investigation. Kerr was ordered to a 
pay a fine of £5,000 for failing to register the Consulting 
Associati on under data protection laws. McAlpine paid 
up for him. Organisations such as GMB, Unite and the 
Blacklist Support Group stepped in to help workers sue 
over defamation, invasion of privacy and conspiracy. 
When one worker, Dave Smith, brought a case against 
Carillion, the company’s lawyers admitted that they 
had blacklisted him, named the manager responsible at 
their head office in Wolverhampton and stated that this 
was all due to his union activity. Smith still lost his case. 
As an agency worker, he was not covered by the same 
legal protections as someone employed directly by Ca-
rillion. The court’s written judgement stated, “We have 
reached our conclusions with considerable reluctance. 
It seems to us that he has suffered a genuine injustice 
and we greatly regret that the law provides him with 
no remedy”. Smith stated that he had been rendered a 
“second class citizen” by the law and went on to create 
the Blacklist Support Group to help others like him.

In 2016, Smith and hundreds of other blacklist-
ed workers eventually received financial compensation 
through out of court settlements. Estimates of their 
total sum range from £50m to £250m. Yet blacklist-
ing is a problem that cannot be solved through mon-
ey alone. The story of the Consulting Association is, on 
the one hand, a story of individuals; of livelihoods lost 
(or in the case of Kerr, made) through exploitation of 
people’s personal information. On the other, it shines 
light upon deeper structural problems within Britain: 
a country with an increasingly casualised workforce, 
where the place of unions and workers’ rights has been 
diminished under decades of neoliberalism. We cannot 
disentangle the Consulting Association’s activity from 
these ongoing trends; from the laws that undermine 
the essential rights of agency workers, who are not en-
titled to sick pay or parental leave pay, have no notice 
period and little recourse in the event of dismissal, to 
the sharp decline in union membership since the 1980s 
and rapid rise in zero hour contracts since 2010. The 
Consulting Association is a symptom of the fact that we 
live in a time where we are ever more powerless in the 
face of exploitative working practices. It is the shady 
underbelly of a process that has unfolded in plain sight. 
Now, in the midst of a global pandemic its effects are 
being felt more sharply than ever.
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This time a few months ago, I was stood on the 
picket lines in solidarity with striking academic and 
support staff of the University of Oxford. The second 
wave of industrial action during this academic year saw 
academic and support staff from 74 higher education 
institutions across the UK take industrial action for a 
total of 14 days, spread over four weeks. This marked 
the joint longest strike period in education since re-
cords began. The action centred around two disputes, 
the first regarding USS pensions, and the second pay 
and conditions of staff. 

The second dispute draws attention to a theme 
prevalent in not solely higher education, but the econ-
omy more broadly, and that is neoliberalisation. When 
we speak of neoliberalisation, we typically mean the 
implementation of market-based ideology within 
our public institutions. This can be traced back to the 
1980s, with the right-wing Tory government of Mar-
garet Thatcher. However, as Coventry South MP Za-
rah Sultana so beautifully reminded us in her maiden 
speech in the House1, this generation has faced forty 
years of destructive Thatcherism. That’s to say that 
the progressive marketisation of public institutions, 
including the health and education sectors, continued 
even during the Labour terms of both Tony Blair and 
Gordon Brown. This marketisation infiltrates the very 
fabric of society, shifting the dynamics of public servic-
es from relationships between members of a political 
community, to those between producers and consum-
ers of particular services.  

Neoliberalism plays into this idea that everyone 
is replaceable. This is the signature tagline of Abby Lee 
Miller, the owner of ALDC and star of the US TV show 
‘Dance Moms’, in which talented kids and their pushy 
parents are followed in their quest for national dance 
championship glory. In the show, the children are con-
stantly in competition with each other, and this explicit 
competition is viewed with a ‘pyramid’ that ranks each 
child at the start of each show. The child at the top of 
the pyramid usually wins a place in Abby’s good books, 
and a coveted solo position. Throughout the series’ of 
the show appear many scenes of the dancers crying 
and having to leave the team – the stress of it all be-
comes too much for the dancers to take.  

This highlights a dark truth of capitalism: we 
are simply workers, cogs in the machine, who are 
there to fulfil the roles that have been ascribed to us 
by our bosses. Within the marketized higher education 

in which we find ourselves, we are always in compe-
tition with one another: for funding for our research, 
for permanent positions, to be labelled the ‘best’ by 
some arbitrary framework. While Abby Lee cracks the 
whip to ensure that her dancers win each competition 
that they are entered into, the VCs of our universities 
do so to ensure that we acquire the latest teaching 
accolades and highest rankings on worldwide league 
tables. Without the security of a permanent position, 
staff have no guarantees that they will retain their jobs 
after their contracts are up, and their bosses are able 
to bring in someone new to do the same work. Like the 
dance studio, our universities become high pressure 
environments, with staff unable to cope. Conversations 
on picket lines tell us that this is all too common, with 
stresses about long term economic security underpin-
ning the realities of those within the academic labour 
market. Our fate and security is down to the discretion 
of another, someone deemed to have skills ‘more valu-
able’ than our own. The classificatory change of essen-
tial, low paid, jobs from ‘low-skill’ to ‘key-work’ during 
the current pandemic (except for when migrants are 
involved of course) indicates that this is a framework 
based upon false pretences, and in the interests of 
those with economic power. 

Profit over people has been the overarching 
take from the government’s handling of the corona-
virus pandemic. This is unsurprising considering the 
pattern of marketisation that has occurred not solely 
in higher education, but throughout the global econo-
my. The fragility of an economy which rests upon the 
labour of precarious employees is clear to see. Accord-
ing to the BBC, almost half a million private renters are 
at risk of eviction during the current pandemic2. Many 
precarious workers within higher education, including 
the graduate teaching assistants, non-tenure tracked 
staff and those on zero-hours contracts, face significant 
pay cuts at the minute, as well as the looming risk of 
unemployment. One department at the University of 
Essex has already announced that there will be no posi-
tions for Graduate Teaching Assistants in the next aca-
demic year. This means that PhD students that typically 
rely on the exploitation of their own labour in order to 
survive through their graduate programme are unable 
to do so. In the context of little access to funding exten-
sions, and a struggling economy to be graduating into, 
this could spell disaster not only for these students, but 
also for the discipline of higher education. 

The current coronavirus crisis can lead to a peri-
od of introspection about how we conduct ourselves as 

On the Picket Line
By Connie Bostock, PPE student at University College and Co-Chair for TT20

1. RT on YouTube: Labour MP slams 40 years of 
Thatcherism in scathing Commons maiden speech https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=MgxIGI2phyk

2. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-52564 
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agents of social change, and it is clear that things within 
the sector do need to change. That being said, one must 
err on the side of caution during this present moment. 
While the coronavirus pandemic has further exposed 
the crisis in higher education, we should not be exces-
sively optimistic in labelling this crisis as the critical 
juncture that determines the ways in which we are able 
to reshape the dynamics of power. The apathy from stu-
dents and certain high ranking faculty members during 
the last wave of the strikes tells us that there is a lot 
more work to do if we are to reshape education into a 
functioning, democratic political community. 

Marketisation as not solely impacted the way 
in which academics interact with  our institutions of 
higher education, but also the way that students see 
themselves in relation to their own education. During 
the first round of UCU strikes, I took a motion to my 
college JCR, which would mandate the president to in-
form students of the strike and encourage them not to 
cross picket lines, and would grant some money to the 
Oxford UCU striking fund (a pot of money which helps 
to top up the income of Oxford UCU members who have 
had their pay docked by their bosses after a strike). 
During the hustings, a student asked ‘Why should we 
standing in solidarity with the UCU strikers, isn’t this 
marketisation happening throughout the economy?’ 
While the student is correct in their observation, that 
marketisation is rife within all sectors of the current 
economic model, the air of inevitability of this in their 
tone is something that I reject. The comments made by 
this student reflect a broader trend among students 
of apathy toward the strike action. During the second 
wave of strike action, I took the same motion to the 
JCR. The motion passed, but after a rather heated dis-
cussion and resistance from JCR members. In this dis-
cussion, students asked why they should support the 
strikes when it was their own education that was being 
damaged by this action. They also made the case that 
they should ‘stand in solidarity with students at oth-
er universities that have had their education disrupted 
by having all of their teaching cancelled due to strike 
action.’ An amendment was proposed, and rejected, 
which meant that we would donate the money to the 
strike fund, but the JCR would not publicly express its 
solidarity with the striking staff. 

From this, I take that students just aren’t in-
formed about the concept of solidarity. It’s a sign that 
the marketisation and neoliberalisation of higher ed-
ucation is working; students are willing to cross the 
picket lines and moan about paying fees for hours of 
teaching that they did not receive in an attempt to pro-
tect their own individual education. On the whole, they 
don’t see how the neoliberalisation of institutions such 
as our own threatens the concept of higher education 
itself. Perhaps my view of education is an overly roman-
tic one, but to me it is obvious that education doesn’t 
solely take place within the lecture hall or tutorial 

room (the resurgence of the black lives matter move-
ment has led to increased emphasis on the fact that our 
formal education barely scratches the surface when it 
comes to non-white, non-western political thought). As 
Chichele Chair of Social and Political Theory, Prof Amia 
Srinivasan said in an article at the time of the strikes in 
the LRB Blog, the picket can be a classroom too3. 

As socialists, we should be taking the oppo-
site position to the one in which the student from my 
JCR hustings suggests. We ought to stand in solidarity 
with our striking staff, aiding them in the fight for their 
rights as workers and as people. Solidarity, as Lola 
Olufemi reminds us so powerfully in Feminism Inter-
rupted (Pluto Press, 2020), is a doing word. We need 
act to ensure that education is viewed as the political 
community that it is and that university staff and stu-
dents are not simply viewed as producers and consum-
ers of education. 

If there were ever a time to place the brakes on 
the student-as-consumer rhetoric, the time 
is now. In a time when the status quo of 
the education system has been disrupt-
ed, with students around the world now 
engaged in an online education, there 
appears to be some demand for students 
asking for a rebate of at least a portion 
of their fees from their insti-
tutions. This perhaps high-
lights that students do see 
themselves as consumers, 
frustrated that they are not 
gaining a good enough re-
turn on their investment in a 
university education. At a time 
when our teaching staff are more 
overworked than ever, attempting to 
convert their face-to-face teaching 
materials into online ones, as well 
as trying to balance the increased 
domestic stresses that come with 
the current lockdown, we must hope 
that students are able to see the cracks 
in the system. It is important that the 
energies of activists are channelled into 
the shattering of the façade that students 
are consumers and academic staff are the 
providers of this service at the lowest cost 
possible; simple pawns used only to gen-
erate profits for their bosses. We must also 
ensure that our academic staff are paid a fair 
wage for their work, whether that be grad-
uate teaching assistants or their non-tenure 
track colleagues. 

3. Amia Srinivasan, Back on Strike on the LRB Blog 
https://www.lrb.co.uk/blog/2019/decembeback-on-strike
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Conal Cowell is a 19-year-old from Leeds. He 
has been a Labour supporter for 3 years and has been 
a part of the NHS for 8 months, currently working as 
a health care assistant in a ward in Harrogate that 
specialises in mental health. Luckily for him he has 
not come into contact with anyone tested positive for 
COVID-19, but he is about to start working in the ‘hot 
ward’ where the coronavirus patients are kept separate 
from the general public. Conal told me about the Gov-
ernment’s attitudes to the healthcare system and how 
Covid-19 has exacerbated the difficulties that were al-
ready driving it to breaking point.

Conal’s ward has been heav-
ily affected by government cuts. Re-
strictions on mental health funding 
meant that it was due to close down 
in May 2020 but the Coronavirus 
pandemic has meant that the ward 
once dedicated to mental health 
care is now being used to treat 
Covid-19 patients. He told me how 
‘in-patients from Harrogate are be-
ing moved to York… they will all be 
in the same place.’ Conal is scepti-
cal that this will work as ‘they put 
[the ward] in a stupid location in 
the middle of nowhere’ this lack 
of adequate care and planning highlights how mental 
health services were already being sidelined, even be-
fore the pandemic hit. The task at hand is now to stand 
up for our mental health services, and not to allow sub-
sequent cuts and closures to be blamed on the virus as 
it is clear that this was a trend that was apparent in the 
years before.

Conal feels let down by government support 
for NHS staff. When I asked him if he feels supported 
by the government he replied ‘not really no’. He again 
stressed the cause of this as the closing of the Harro-
gate ward and the underfunding of the NHS in gener-
al, and expressed a desire for fair wages for workers. 
He attributes the shortage of nurses to precisely that 
(their pay and conditions), saying that nursing ‘used to 
be free to study’. Conal thinks Labour would do a bet-
ter job than the Tories as they would give not only the 
NHS, but also public services across the board better 
funding. This suggests that although Boris Johnson has 
promised to deliver more funding to the NHS, it is being 
felt as too little, too late. Johnson has not done enough 
to convince working-class people to abandon Labour 
on these grounds, a narrative Conservatives would like 
you to believe. Conal revealed a deep distrust in the 

Conservative government, warning not to believe the 
Tories when they say they’re building a new hospital as 
they ‘close down the hospitals... and then build smaller 
ones with less beds...less patients.’ It seems the Govern-
ment’s fickle attempts to cover up the effects of cuts are 
in fact blindingly obvious.

Conal said the only impression he has of Keir 
Starmer is that he is more right-wing than Corbyn and 
hopes that he will bring more Lib Dem voters back to 
Labour. Although he personally liked Corbyn, he also 

expressed disillusionment at ‘how 
badly he did in the last election’, cit-
ing the problem as that Corbyn just 
‘went for students’ and ‘didn’t ap-
peal to the broader working class’. 
He says that the next Labour lead-
er needs to be able to do both; he’s 
looking for a ‘strong leader that 
can speak well and appeal to every-
one repeating that he’s not seen 
much of the current opposition 
leader. This suggests that perhaps 
Keir Starmer lacks the charisma to 
be able to appeal to disillusioned 
left-wingers- even Conal who is 
still a self- proclaimed Labour sup-
porter has ‘stayed away from poli-

tics after the last election’. The loss of the northern red 
wall was devastating to a lot of us and something that I 
personally feel Starmer has not adequately addressed. 

Conal’s final message to us all was ‘fuck the 
tories’, a sentiment which unites Labour supporters 
throughout the party.

COVID Stories: Conal’s Story
By Toni Ledda, PPE student at University College

The task at hand 
is now to stand up for 
our mental health ser-
vices, and not to allow 
subsequent cuts and 
closures to be blamed 
on the virus as it is clear 
that this was a trend 
that was apparent in 
the years before.
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Britain is suffering, ever more, with increasing 
reports of mental health issues. According to Mind, 
40% of all GP appointments now involve mental health 
conditions and 60% of GPs say that the proportion of 
their patients needing help for their mental health has 
gone up in the last year. Moreover, the Police receive 
calls every two minutes from someone who is mentally 
ill, which the police watchdog has put down to ‘pick-
ing up the pieces’ of the broken NHS system.  And yet, 
60% of people with mental illness in the UK each year 
receive no help. There are a number of policies that the 
next Labour government should support, on both the 
larger and smaller scales. 

The most obvious proposal is to increase men-
tal health funding around the country. Mental health is 
the single largest cause of disability in the UK, and one 
in six adults at any one time will have a mental illness. 
Yet, mental health only accounts for roughly 14% of 
the NHS England budget. Part of this is due to the fact 
that physical illnesses like cancer or MS are more ex-
pensive to treat than mental illnesses. The proportion 
of the budget spend on mental health does not need to 
be directly proportional to the number of people suf-
fering with mental illnesses. However, spending in ab-
solute terms and in proportional terms does not to be 
increased – the question is about where it’s directed.

Recruiting more staff is an absolute must. Wait-
ing lists are horrendously long,  posing a serious risk to 
people’s lives. Demand massively outbalances supply. 
Extra funding must be put in place to hire and retain 
staff, as well as to encourage new workers to train in 
the first place. 

A second proposal is expanding sex education 
and PSHE lessons. These would include informed dis-
cussion about LGBTQ+ sexual health, non-binary and 
transgender identities. In addition, lessons on accept-
ance of LBGTQ+ identities throughout school are in 
desperate needy.   LGBTQ+ teens are more likely to 
have self-harmed than other teenagers. Rates of anxi-
ety and depression are higher in the queer community 
too and this is something that has to be addressed head 
on – prevention is better than cure.

Another worthwhile policy to pursue is talk-
ing bench therapy. This is a policy being pioneered in 
Zimbabwe as a way to tackle depression.e It’s a highly 
effective method but costs very little;  local people are 
trained in evidence-based talking therapy – in  Zimba-
bwe this is normally grandmothers – and then they de-
liver the therapy for free in local community centres. 
By training mainly older people, the therapy doubles 
its effects; it helps the depressed people by offering 
free, accessible therapy and also gives older members 
of the community who are more likely to suffer from 
loneliness than the general population an opportunity 
for socialization. 

Next up is mindfulness training in schools and 
prisons. A study run by Harvard University in con-
junction with an education research centre found that 
mindfulness lessons ‘can reduce the negative effects of 
stress and increase students’ ability to stay engaged, 
helping them stay on track academically and avoid 
behaviour problems.’ These are obviously all positive 
things and they are skills that can be used throughout 
life, after they’ve been learnt.  Mindfulness training has 
also proven effective in rehabilitating prisoners ac-
cording to government data. 

Lastly, the next Labour government should halt 
privatisation of the NHS. It’s expensive; instead of 

paying just for the care we are also paying for 
the profit of private firms. The NHS is a gigan-

tic organisation, it should be able to take greater 
advantage of economics of scale than any pri-

vate firm. By looking to the private sector, we ig-
nore the problems that the NHS faces, particular-
ly when it comes to bureaucracy. e. Privatisation 
with the intention to cut costs does not solve any 

of the long-term problems inside the NHS that des-
perately need to be addressed. Health care is, or at least 
should be, a right – it should never be about profit or 
corporate greed; privatisation is subtly to subverts this. 

The NHS is a venerated, well-loved British insti-
tution. It is not perfect, and our mental health facilities 
in particular are from up to scratch. Yet, we can change 

3 Policies to Save Britain’s Mental Health
By Meg Hopkins, PPE student at Balliol College

this. As a party, we must promote conversations about 
mental health to break down the stigma that silences so 
many people across every section of society. We need 
to be open to new ideas. We need to fund and staff men-
tal health services properly. No one should have to wait 
weeks upon weeks or even months to see a counsellor. 

Sources
Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service, 2019. 
Mindfulness in prison and probation. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/mind-
fulness-in-prison-and-probation#:~:text=A%20
systematic%20review%20of%20mindfulness,pris-
oners%E2%80%99%20behavioural%20function-
ing%20were%20found.&text=This%20could%20
be%20particularly%20relevant%20for%20those%20
in%20prison% [Accessed 10 07 2020].

Hymas, C., 2018. Police taking calls on mental health 
issues every two minutes, watchdog warns. [On-
line] Available at: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
news/2018/11/27/police-taking-calls-mental-health-
issues-every-two-minutes-watchdog/ [Accessed 10 07 
2020].

Mind, 2018. 40 per cent of all GP appointments about 
mental health. [Online] Available at: https://www.
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Tatter, G., 2019. Making Time for Mindfulness. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/
uk/19/01/making-time-mindfulness#:~:text=A%20
new%20study%20suggests%20that,academical-
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cessed 10 07 2020].

“As a party, 
we must promote 

conversations 
about mental health 

to break down 
the stigma that 

silences so many 
people across every 
section of society.” 
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Described as one of Britain’s ‘crown jewels’1, 
The Department for International Development (DFID) 
was created as a stand-alone department of the civil 
service by the first Blair government in 1997, with the 
aim of promoting sustainable development and elimi-
nating world poverty. 

Since its creation, the department has gained 
a positive reputation as ‘one of the most effective and 
transparent aid agencies globally’2, aiming to ensure 
that the UK meets its legal commitment to spend 0.7% 
of national income on aid in a way that minimises cor-
ruption and guarantees that there is at least a partial 
barrier dividing the deliverance of aid and the promo-
tion of Britain’s self-interests. 

However, Boris Johnson’s assumption to the 
role of prime minister in July 2019 and his subsequent 
victory in last December’s General Election has placed 
the future of the department under severe risk. In-
deed, Johnson’s recent track record has revealed his 
deep-rooted animosity for DFID, declaring in Janu-
ary 2019 that its existence separate from the Foreign 
and Commonwealth office (FCO) leads to ‘inevitable 
waste’3, a statement that was quickly followed in Feb-
ruary by his composition of a foreword giving support 
to a report calling for the merger of DFID into the FCO.

Don’t get me wrong there are grave, far 
reaching, inexcusable flaws with Britain’s 
current aid system. The actions of DFID 
can in no way excuse our country’s 
often abhorrent foreign policy deci-
sions and indeed, they are often part 
of problem. Britain’s callous and 

hypocritical arms sales made to 
Saudi Arabia are not offset in 

the slightest by DFID’s pro-
vision of aid in Yemen 

and it would be lu-
dicrous to think 

that our pivotal role in the collapse of Libya can simply 
be plastered over using the aid budget. But take DFID 
away and we will just be left with the arms sales and 
the bombing and that, frankly, will help no-one. 

DFID was created following scandals highlight-
ing the dire misuse of British aid by the government 
including, perhaps most infamously, the 1993 Pergau 
Dam Affair. At the time, the aid budget was managed 
by the Overseas Development Administration (ODA), a 
department of the FCO - an arrangement that allowed 
Margaret Thatcher and her foreign secretary Douglas 
Hurd to spend £234 million of aid money building the 
Pergau Dam in Malaysia. This project was carefully cal-
culated and closely linked to the Malaysian army’s sub-
sequent purchase of over £1 billion worth of arms from 
British companies. The project was undertaken against 
the advice of senior civil servants and declared illegal 
in 1994. 

The impact of a merger of DFID and the FCO 
would greatly undermine any integrity that the UK aid 
budget currently has, threatening to allow a return to 
the days of the Pergau Dam affair, where the aid budget 
was used as a tool to ‘plug budget holes in other de-
partments’, and aid was seen purely as an investment 
to be made in Britain’s own self-centred interests.

Although at present DFID and the FCO still re-
tain separate secretary of states, we are already 

seeing the beginnings of a soft merger of the 
departments, marked by the appointment 

of a joint ministerial team in February of 
this year. In February 2019, Boris Johnson 
declared that the expenditure of foreign 
aid should be ‘more in line with Britain’s 
political, commercial and diplomatic 
interests’4, a clear warning sign 

of his ambition to shameless-
ly turn British aid into a 

The Case For Protecting the Department for 
International Development

By Sofia Cotterill, PPE student at Brasenose College

strategic pawn. There is a real danger that Boris John-
son and Dominic Cummings may soon seek to complete 
their vision of fully combining the two departments, a 
prospect that has raised cross-party anger and concern. 

The cross-department ministerial merger is 
not the only occasion on which this, still relatively new 
government, has misused British aid. Indeed, in Janu-
ary 2020, DFID footed the extortionate bill of a one-day 
UK-Africa Investment Summit. The summit, which cost 
£15.5 million, was, on paper, designed to ‘boost (invest-
ment in) clean energy supplies, digital networks, jobs 
and business opportunities for women, as well as im-
proving trade infrastructure’5 across Africa. However, 
rather than concentrating on development, the confer-
ence was overwhelmingly strategically focused, leading 
to £1 billion worth of oil and gas deals in Tunisia and 
Kenya and the sale of £80 million worth of Airbus air-
craft to Egypt.

Surely its commercial focus meant that this 
event ought to have been funded by the Department 
for International Trade, clearly demonstrating that this 
government cannot be trusted to responsibly handle 
the aid budget.

Furthermore, notwithstanding the ethical im-
plications, a merger of DFID and the FCO would be ex-
tremely counter-productive in terms of efficiency. On 
every measure, DFID out-performs the FCO in terms 
of its effectiveness and transparency. In 2017, the Real 
Aid Index ranked DFID as being 70% effective with 
a 100% poverty focus. Comparatively, the FCO was 
deemed to be only 37.5% effective with a 25% poverty 
focus. Johnson complained that the existence of DFID 
as a stand-alone department of the civil service leads 
to ‘inevitable waste’, yet clearly any merger would be 
completely counterproductive and only exacerbate ex-
isting issues in the UK’s provision of aid.

The Department for International Development 
is not perfect. In fact, it is far from perfect. But pretend-
ing that merging DFID into the FCO makes any sense 
on any level is simply a fallacy. Britain’s internation-
al legacy is not one that any of us should be proud of 
but allowing DFID to dissolve into the FCO or any oth-
er governmental department would be irresponsible 
and immensely detrimental to many living in poverty 
across the world and the potential merger is one that 
we should all be extremely concerned about.

FOOTNOTES
1. Tim Cole, 2019

2. Hug et al (2020)

3. Boris Johnson, 2019

4. Boris Johnson, 2019

5. GOV.UK (2020)
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In the midst of the 2019 general election cam-
paign, I managed to drag myself out of bed at 7:30am 
on the occasional Saturday and travel to marginal con-
stituencies across the country with OULC. From Milton 
Keynes to Uxbridge and South Ruislip, I knocked on 
doors with other students and local party activists, ex-
periencing my fair share of rejection and abuse. How-
ever, some voters would choose to detail their precise 
concerns with the party at the time, rather than sim-
ply informing me they’ve never voted Labour and nev-
er would. So, I’ve decided to detail some of the most 
common constructive criticism I received, and how 
Keir Starmer can avoid making the same mistakes that 
these voters believed his predecessor had.

“I hate Corbyn and the current leader-
ship of the party”

By far the most common critique of Labour I 
heard at the last election. When asked to cite their rea-
sons for this dislike of Corbyn, I found answers varied 
significantly but often included him being too far left or 
simply just incompetent. Of course, Keir Starmer is not 
Jeremy Corbyn so is immune from this exact criticism, 
but the early day of his leadership offer cause for hope 
that he will not be seen in the same light.

Starmer’s forensic and detailed questioning at 
PMQs is when he attracts most attention in a media en-
vironment saturated by the ongoing pandemic. While 
unlikely to be watched by much of the electorate as a 
whole, it feeds into a wider narrative of a level of com-
petency that sets him apart from Corbyn. By appear-
ing to have a masterful grip of the detail that neither 

his predecessor nor the Prime 
Minister can muster, voters 

will begin to get the im-
pression that Starmer 
is a capable political 

operator.

As most Labour members know, the press is 
not on our side and presents a greater barrier to left-
wing politicians than their Tory counterparts. Notwith-
standing this fact, Starmer has managed to generate 
a substantial number of positive headlines, notably in 
right-wing newspapers on VE day. Although broad-
sheet circulation is declining, their stance continues to 
be important due to the way in which they influence 
the broadcast media’s narrative. While we should ex-
pect the inevitable newspaper onslaught at the time of 
the next election, being able to quell some of the exco-
riating headlines that Corbyn received should help to 
persuade voters of Labour’s competency.

“Labour has betrayed my view on Brexit”
Something I heard most regularly from leave 

voters, but polling evidence shows a significant mi-
nority of remainers also deserted Labour for its Brexit 
position. It is easy to forget how omnipresent the re-
main-leave societal dividing line was a matter of months 
ago with the current focus on coronavirus. However, it 
is highly likely that this cleavage will re-emerge as the 
pandemic eventually fades and the ongoing Brexit ne-
gotiations begin to dominate the headlines once again. 

Corbyn’s handling of the Brexit issue was flawed 
to say the least. Instead of wholeheartedly backing a 
leave or remain position, he sat on the fence until the 
disastrous results of the 2019 European Parliament 
elections forced his hand. Starmer is in a very different 
position, given that the UK has nominally left the EU and 
calls to re-join are relatively limited. Additionally, even 
if Starmer chooses to vote against the Tories’ eventual 
Brexit deal, it is highly likely it will be approved by the 
Commons due to Johnson’s considerable majority. This 
ensures that Starmer is unlikely to be seen as blocking 
Brexit to the same extent that Corbyn was. 

Of course, this does not mean that Starmer 
won’t have to take any difficult decisions regarding the 
EU. Calls from MPs and activists for Labour to adopt a 
re-join position may grow to a fever-pitch in the com-
ing years if Brexit negotiations drag on. If the political 
climate continues to be defined by the remain-leave di-
vide it is difficult to see how Labour will not be forced 
to come down on one side of the fence. Instead of ap-
pealing solely to Labour’s traditional working class 
heartlands, Starmer may be compelled to trade off 
some of this support. Attempts to attract Brexiteers in 
these regions may be eschewed in favour of extending 
Labour’s support in metropolitan areas, in accordance 
with the UK’s changing political dividing lines.

Voices from the Doorstep 
and what we can do to listen to them

By Olly Boyland, PPE student at University College

“Corbyn has presided over a party 
riddled with antisemitism”

Tragically, a complaint I heard pretty rarely on 
the doorstep. Despite dominating political coverage for 
several long stretches of Corbyn’s leadership, anecdo-
tally it seemed apparent to me that it was not an impor-
tant issue for many voters. Since Jewish people make 
up just 0.5% of the British population, it appeared most 
people considered antisemitism to be of little relevance 
to their lives. 

Some individuals did raise the issue with me, 
however, and it seems likely that it had an electoral 
impact in areas where the Jewish population is con-
centrated. Bury South, for instance, contains one of the 
largest Jewish communities outside London, and was 
lost to the Tories for the first time in 22 years. Addition-
ally, these never-ending scandals undoubtedly played 
into the view that many people had of Corbyn being in-
competent. No matter how many cases of antisemitism 
in the party emerged, he seemed unwilling or unable to 
get a grip of it.

Starmer is already making headway on this issue 
in the first days of his leadership where Corbyn failed 
to in five years. He set up meetings with major Jewish 
groups, promising to listen to their concerns and make 
the party hospitable to Jews once again. Through ac-
knowledging Labour has a problem and apologising for 
it, he has won plaudits from Jewish leaders including 
the President of the Board of Deputies of British Jews. 
Although he has a way to go in eradicating it, Starmer 
seems to be on the right path in dealing with antisem-
itism.

“I don’t think Labour will deliver on what 
they’ve promised”

Sometimes caveated with the fact that the 
individual actually liked some of the policies being 
pledged. This does not change the fact, however, that 
Labour’s 2019 manifesto was not seen as credible by 
many people. Not only was too much promised, but 
some policies seemed completely undeliverable. Take 
free broadband, for example, a position which is now 
notorious and typifies Labour’s seemingly implausible 
policy offering at the last election. Alone this may not 
have appeared so problematic to the electorate, but in 
combination with the myriad of other promises Corbyn 
made, it seemed ludicrous to many voters I spoke to.

Regarding policy, little has been said by Starmer 
so far, as one would expect this far from an election. In 
the coming years, he must seek to strike a balance be-
tween having a credible and sensible manifesto while 
also abating Britain’s problems and keeping activists 
enthused. This will include jettisoning some of Corbyn’s 
least palatable positions, such as mass nationalisation, 
to ensure the manifesto is significantly slimmed down. 
Undoubtedly, this will be a tough task, but by address-
ing some of the previous criticisms in the meantime he 
will gain the respect and trust of voters. Then, once the 
next election comes around and Labour’s manifesto is 
released, Starmer will be given the benefit of the doubt 
by many, rather than being treated with scepticism as 
Corbyn was. This will not be easy, but is Labour’s only 
hope of winning power in the near future.
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Once again, the stumbling husk of American 
democracy tumbles its way towards a general election. 
And once again, leftists in the states must ask them-
selves, can I really vote for the democratic candidate? It 
seems that they have misunderstood, the cry of ‘could 
you find worse candidates?!’ in 2016 was one of des-
peration, not a challenge.

Yet here we are. American’s are fortunate 
enough to choose from either a 77 year old, mentally 
ailing white man accused of sexual harassment, or a 73 
year old, mentally ailing, white man accused of sexual 
harassment. And its not just the lack of diversity, but 
the lack of talent, of initiative. There seem few poten-
tial American leaders who have the capacity to deal 
with these changing times. Donald Trump, a man who 
doesn’t believe in climate change, is entirely unfit to 
lead the world’s lone superpower into a period where 
climate change is its greatest threat. At the same time, 
Joe Biden, a man who once slipped out that ‘poor kids 
are just as intelligent as white kids’ is not capable of 
the radical shift required in American policy to prop-
erly address the issues raised by protests currently oc-
curring across the nation. The candidates simply aren’t 
good enough.

But this has all already been written a thousand 
times. The real question is not whether there are po-
tentially better candidates (even in America, the law of 
large numbers requires that in 330 million people there 
must be some salvageable competency), but whether 
voters should vote for them. As so often is the case for 
those of us with the misfortune to live in countries that 
use first past the post, we must consider tactical vot-
ing: voting for those we dislike, to 
stop those we hate.

According 
to the economists, 
or course, vot-
ing is pointless. 
In the history of 
the modern Unit-
ed Kingdom, but 
a tiny number of 
elections have been 
decided by one vote. 
Even the smallest ma-
jorities in the UK (57 at 
the last election) are far be-
yond the reach of the indi-
vidual. Even if we pre-
vent falling into a 
pit of electoral 

despair, we must admit that in terms of deciding who is 
going to be elected, our vote has little chance of being 
the decided.

So, adding to a large majority or minority in a 
constituency will not change much. Both parties know 
where they stand and where the other stands, and their 
best effort is to push out their own voters and suppress 
those of the opposition. What a sizable 3rd party vote 
does, however, is change that equation. Now a group 
of voters with clear distinct wants appear, voters that 
can be courted, wants that can be fulfilled. Big parties, 
fearing a ‘spoiler effect’ that might lose them the edge 
they require for the next election, will be more likely to 
address the worries of these smaller 3rd parties than 
they will be of the party faithful, who complain, valiant-
ly, from the inside.

To see this we need only look at the most suc-
cessful British party of the last few decades, UKIP. UKIP 
had one clear aim, and somehow, without winning a 
single seat, managed to achieve it. By threatening the 
right flank of the Tory party, UKIP managed to trans-
form British politics. It’s impact has already ended two 
Prime minister’s careers, and might well still have bite 
left in it. We can disagree with its ends all we want (and 
that, for me, is an awful lot) but we must admit it man-
aged a significant change with insignificant resources. 
It was not Jeremy Corbyn that killed of May and Camer-
on, but the Ghost of Nigel Farage.

This is not without distinctions, of course. Per-
haps a major party does best represent your views, 
or perhaps the risk of the other side getting in due to 

your vote, however small, deserves a 
tactical vote. This 

may well be the 
case in the up-
coming American 
election, however 
much Biden at-
tempts to prove 
his inadequacy. 
But we should 

remember that 
voting third party is 

not a wasted vote, it 
can often be the most 

meaningful vote 
of all. 

Tactics Against Voting Tactically
ByJasper Evans, PPE student at Lady Margaret Hall

“Everything can be 
explained to the people, 
on the single condition 
that you want them to 

understand.” 
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