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Hello and welcome to this term’s edition of Look Left! Once
again we have been able to put together an interesting collection of
articles by our keen members, and once again we are indebted to
all those who contributed. As an aside, I am also rather pleased to
see that we have moved on from the PPE student overrepresentation on Look Left!
You’ll see that this edition is separated into three distinct
sections, and personally I am always drawn to the pieces which are
based on a literary or historical theme; they are a real testament
to the breadth of interests amongst the OULC members, as are the
pieces which seek to remind us of the importance of international
solidarity.
It is easy for students at this university to be drawn into the
‘Oxford bubble’ perhaps a little too excessively, and it's not a bad
thing to consciously escape from that for time to time. Of course,
that doesn’t necessarily mean that local issues can be overlooked. As
the interview with Danny Dorling points out, it is incumbent upon
ourselves to consider the impacts of the town and gown divide and
what we can do to in order to ameliorate the issues it raises.

Ultimately, I hope that this Look Left will provide you with
plenty of food for thought on how we can make the world a better
place, and of course, hats off to our co-chairs Beth and Sofia for
pulling off a sterling term for OULC in spite of the odds stacked
against them.
Jade Calder, Publications Officer and Look Left Editor-in-Chief
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CO-CHAIRS' REPORT
When we stood to be co-chairs at the end of Trinity Term 2020,
we were convinced that by our term life would predominantly
have returned to normal, that we’d be opening term by drinking
Beer Starmers and Jeremy Corgins and closing with the celebrated black tie John Smith Memorial dinner. How wrong we turned
out to be. With zoom fatigue running high and with the country in
another incredibly strict lockdown, we, following in the footsteps
of previous co-chairs Connie, Ali, Matthew and Sophie, entered into
the world of virtual events, socials and discussion events.
Although there may have been a devastating lack of pun-based
cocktails, our term began as always with OULC’s famed Welcome
Social, consisting of a variety of games and ending with a Q&A
with our very own Anneliese Dodds (assisted most competently in
her shadow chancellor duties by her children in the background).
Following the welcome social, our term passed by in a flurry of Beer
and Bickering discussion evenings and speaker events, on topics as
diverse as trade unions and knife crime, and with speakers ranging
from Tariq Ali to Migrants Organise. We were also lucky enough
to work with other student societies, through our participation in
the Three Party Debate and through collaborations with OULD and
Student Action for Refugees. We hope that many of these events
will be made available online soon.

tion and to Felix O’Mahony for his stunning winning design that has
contributed invaluably to the process of modernising OULC’s branding and image.

After eleven years of Conservative rule our society appears
more divided than ever, with the latest wave of Government Bills
threatening the very basis of our democracy. It’s not enough to
passively sit back and accept injustice as inevitable. We urge you
to stand against inequality, unfairness and oppression, and to hold
those in power to account in any way that you can, whether that be
through protest, becoming involved with societies such as OULC or
by voicing your thoughts in any way you see fit. We hope that you
enjoy reading this term’s Look Left, and that you end it more informed and more inspired to action than when you began.
In solidarity,

Beth Nott and Sofia Cotterill
Co-chairs HT21

Hilary term has been a learning experience for both of us and
for OULC. We have experienced firsthand the consequences of standing up for what you believe in, and we have learnt the importance
of communication and of taking time to think before acting. We
have also learnt that there is absolutely no room for complacency
within OULC, and it is to this end that we are currently working on
updating the OULC constitution - a long and difficult process that
we hope will bring the internal structure of OULC more in line with
our values.
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We began our term with high ambitions, but as we all know,
time within the Oxford bubble, albeit a virtual bubble, does not
move in the same way as it does outside of it, and term draws to
an end before you’ve even had time to process first week. It’s fair
to say that we have not been able to accomplish everything we set
out to do, but we have given our all to our time as co-chairs of OULC
and we are incredibly grateful to our committee for their work and
effort as well as to our members for their involvement in the club.
Thank you especially to Toni, Melanie, and Jade for the events that
they organised throughout the term, and to Hannah for being so
resolute in dealing with the abuse that OULC has suffered online.
Thank you also to all those who participated in our logo competi

c o - cha i r s ' r e p o r t
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Patrick Clarke, History and Politics at St Peter's College

On Ann and Arthur

In an essay of February 1949 entitled ‘Tragedy and the Common
Man’, the American playwright Arthur Miller argued that “the
common man is as apt a subject for tragedy in its highest sense as
kings were”. Miller wrote the essay just over a year after the opening
of Death of a Salesman on Broadway, a play in which he used the
dramatic form of tragedy to explore the demise of the archetypal
post-WWII American ‘common man’ through the play’s protagonist, Willy Loman. The core of Miller’s argument in the 1949 essay
is that the sense of tragedy is evoked in an audience when they see
a character do anything, “if need be, to secure one thing – his sense
of personal dignity”. An audience is shaken only when, according to
Miller, they have to watch the dignity of a character be repeatedly
wounded despite the heroic attempts of that character to fight back
against the onslaught. For Miller, this spectacle is enlightening in
how it reveals “man’s total compulsion to evaluate himself justly”.

If only Miller, in his final years (he died in 2005), watched The
Weakest Link. Many of us, I am sure, were shocked by the footage
from the well-known Noughties show that began to circulate about a
month ago. It showed the host, Anne Robinson, eviscerate a contestant, Ann, in front of an audience which usually numbered between
one and two million from week-to-week, simply because she was a
single mother and she was poor. The responses varied, from calls
(as yet unheeded) for the offer made to Robinson of hosting Countdown to be withdrawn, to Jason Okundaye’s article in Tribune, ‘The
Blair Show’, which argues that The Weakest Link was one of many
television shows that grew up under the Blair government precisely because their portrayal of the undeserving poor chimed with
the New Labour view.

Miller is not famed for his presentation of women but, personally, it was Miller who helped me understand my own gut response
to the clip. I believe that Miller’s ideas enlighten all of us on the left,
regarding one of the fundamentals of our political mission:
in fighting for the disadvantaged, we are fighting for
their dignity, as well as their material well-being.
Here’s the opening exchange between contestant
and host:
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Ann (contestant): I’m a full-time single mum to
three boys…
Anne Robinson: Three great boys?
Ann: Three great boys, yep…
Anne Robinson: So how many ASBOs?
Ann: Pardon me, what, sorry?
Anne Robinson: ASBOs?
Ann: Can you clarify that please, erm,
nerves have taken over…
Anne Robinson: Have they?
Ann: Yeah, haha…
Anne Robinson: How many of your
three boys have got tags, on
their ankles?
Ann: Oh, erm, well none



so far…
The words alone convey how a “wound of indignity”, in Miller’s
phrase, is immediately struck with the assumption that at least one
of Ann’s children, simply because they have been raised by a single
mother out of work, will have a serious problem with breaking the
law. The brutality of the host’s intentions is hinted at with the question, "Have they?" when Ann admits to feeling nervous; Robinson
smells blood and knows that Ann’s dignity is there for the taking.
What we can also see is the attempt by Ann to fight back, emphasizing with a smile how the boys are “great boys”. This is without the
body language, whether that be Robinson’s hungry grin, or Ann’s
nervous laughter. The exchange proceeds as follows:

"One of the fundamentals
of our political mission: in
fighting for the disadvantaged, we are fighting for
their dignity, as well as their
material well-being"

Anne Robinson: So are you doing benefits?
Ann: I knew, I was waiting for this, aha, erm, I’m doing a 24/7
job, really…
Anne Robinson: Are you on benefits?
Ann: I, I, I am on benefits, yes.

“I was waiting for this”, Ann says. This reveals how she knows
that her having collected benefits is an existing wound to her
dignity of which she may, at any time, be reminded by anyone and
everyone. She tries to justify herself, to recover what Miller would
describe as “her rightful place in the world”, but the host is simply
not interested, unfortunately neglecting to consider how she would
fare as a single mother with sole responsibility for three human
lives. Thus, Ann has to make a stuttering confession, looking down
at the ground as she says it. Miller wrote that tragedy, as a dramatic form, should be used by the playwright to “question absolutely
everything”, any “institution, habit or custom” which is regarded
as “being either everlasting, immutable or inevitable”. Perhaps the
shaming of those who ask the state for help in times of need has,
since 1979, become one of these customs in our time.
The exchange then comes to its close:

Anne Robinson: So what happened to the husband?
Ann: Well I’ve had two husbands, to be honest…I think I’ve worn
them both out.
Anne Robinson: You didn’t go gay did you?
Ann: No but sometimes, living with three boys, I have thought
there’s a lot to be said for going lesbian.
Anne Robinson: Is there? Well you don’t have to say a lot about
going lesbian, just tell us a little…
Not content with wounding Ann’s dignity on the counts of
her motherhood or her class, the host now has a go at her sexuality, trivializing homosexual nature just for the fun of it. Ann’s
attempt to laugh along with the onslaught shows how,
by this point in the exchange, she feels powerless to
assert her dignity, and has chosen humour as the
fragile scab over salt-rubbed wounds.

l o o k bac k
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In his 1949 essay, Miller himself relates his ideas to progressive political change, in arguing that the compulsion of the human
animal to evaluate themself justly was at the core of the various
revolutions that had occurred between the end of the World War I
and his time of writing. I believe it is equally applicable to how we
on the left desire to change British society, both in the distribution
of wealth and its wider political culture.

Still from Death of a Salesman

A lot of the policy change we call for from the left involves
improvements in a material sense. We stood behind Marcus Rashford this winter so that the nutritional constitution of children from
low-income backgrounds was not imperiled this summer. We celebrated the recent High Court judgement regarding the employment
status of Uber drivers because we want an Uber driver to enjoy
her summer holiday as much as the lawyers who represented her,
without fearing a loss of pay. We want police reform so that women
and ethnic minorities do not feel like they are in physical danger
when they walk down the street.

However, without meaning to denigrate the critical importance
of this material change, I believe that all of the left's ideals pertain
to something deeper and more psychological, something which
Miller understood in 1949, and which was harshly revealed to us in
that clip of Anne vs Ann: dignity.

Miller believed that the "tragic flaw", an essential element of
the dramatic tragedy formula, amounted to little more than the
“inherent unwillingness to remain passive in the face of what he
[the tragic hero] conceives to be a challenge to his dignity, his image
of his rightful status”. In her barbed remarks, the lashing out of what
Okundaye argues was a poisonous political culture, Anne Robinson
posed this challenge to Ann. It is the same challenge felt by an Uber
driver when she closes the EasyJet tab after checking her meagre
payslip. Dawn Butler doubtlessly felt it when her friend’s car was
stopped by police in August. It is a psychological challenge that sits
beside the fear of a young woman who chooses to wear a belt for
a night out or asks her male pal to walk with her for at least a part
of the journey. It is a challenge which reddens the cheeks of a child
in a packed school-meal queue when they see one of their peers
notice their ‘free meal’ status flash up on the till. Furthermore, it is
a crippling burden on the proud residents of the small towns and
cities that we as a party have left behind.

Arthur Miller
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The pathos of these images is the powerlessness of the individual whose dignity is challenged because, as with Willy Loman in
Death of a Salesman, the individual is challenged by forces beyond
their control. Miller establishes a canon of such hopeless but irresistibly admirable struggles, from Greek tragedy, through Job in the
Old Testament and Shakespearean tragedy towards the present
day. We must see the struggle of contestant Ann in this vein, in the
sense that she tried to maintain her dignity in the face of a powerful
figure in front of millions. We need not, however, confine Ann and
the group in society whom she represents to the realm of inevitable
demise. This is where our own efforts as a political party come in.



I must stress here that well-intentioned individuals on the
right are fighting the same fight. One may argue, for example, that
the dignity of the individual is most truly respected and protected
by the freedom of choice guaranteed by a market economy that is
properly run, as opposed to the market system we have currently.
What I am not trying to do here is argue that the left respects the
dignity of human beings more than the right.

Rather, I am trying to say that a concern for human dignity
should be at the core of everything that all political activists say
and do. When we forget this, we fall prey to crass, summary judgements of large groups of people that reduce them to ignominy
and rid them of their humanity. We allow the development of the
political culture which allowed, perhaps even encouraged, Anne
Robinson’s evisceration of Ann. We must always fight against the
notion of the undignified poor. We must not allow justified efforts
to prevent absentee fatherhood to become criticism and shaming
of single motherhood, and we must try our best to ensure financial stability for single mothers across the country. We should be
proud of how, through our Deputy Leader, we have put a successful single mother on a pedestal and thus proclaimed that to be a
single mother is not to live in shame. We must use collective action
to fight for the dignity of those, like Ann, challenged by forces greater than them.
In the 1996 poem ‘Postscript’, detailing a hurried car journey
through the west of Ireland, Seamus Heaney writes,
“…You are neither here nor there,
A hurry through which known and strange things pass
As big soft buffetings come at the car sideways
And catch the heart off guard and blow it open”

In the uncertain and ever-changing circumstances of the pandemic, it can often feel like we are neither here nor there. The clip of
Ann on The Weakest Link caught the hearts of many off guard and
blew them open. It made me wish we had a Miller who could articulate the politics of Ann’s personal story, and caricature figures such
as Robinson, as Miller did to the American managerial class with
the character of Howard in Death of a Salesman. Perhaps the most
saddening detail of the affair is that we know nothing of where Ann
or her three sons are now, and so we cannot recover any sense of
justice for them as a family.
However, we can try and create a more just state of affairs for
those like them, those whose dignity is constantly under the weight
of the various levers of injustice in our society but whose struggles to retain it, unlike that of Ann, go unrecorded. In bringing together Arthur and Ann, hopefully we can be reminded of how, in our
own efforts, it is for this dignity that we fight. We fight to assist the
disadvantaged individual in their compulsion to evaluate themselves justly.
l o o k bac k
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Alex Beard, History and German at University College

Marx, History, Humanism:
why E.P. Thompson still matters
12

“Few spectacles would be more ludicrous than that of an English
historian – and, moreover, one manifestly self-incriminated of
empirical practices – attempting to offer an epistemological
correction to a rigorous Parisian philosopher.”

These words preface a two-hundred-odd word polemic against
the French philosopher Louis Althusser. The English challenger in question is Edward Palmer Thompson: one of 20th century
Britain’s most formidable public intellectuals and, along with the
venerable Eric Hobsbawm, perhaps its most obvious byword for
‘Marxist historian’.

It is impossible to consider both Thompson’s personal and
academic histories without taking these two signifiers – ‘Marxist’
and ‘historian’ – to be inseparable. There was no point at which
his historical enquiry was not subject to a well-applied materialist
logic, and no point at which he did not attempt to understand the
past as it was experienced by the masses who lived and attempted
to make it. Similarly, his own political activity was governed firmly
by the understanding that it is within people’s power to make their
own history, even as they do so in circumstances outside of their
control.
Thompson’s intellectual and political crusades began simultaneously. Having studied at Corpus Christi, Cambridge, he joined
the circle of Communist Party historians who owed their rhetorical vigour and academic rigour to the Marxist world-view they had
developed as students. That they numbered such famous names as
Hobsbawm, Christopher Hill, and George Rudé is no remarkable
coincidence. In a field which had been overwhelmingly concerned
with kingship, constitution and diplomacy, the Marxists’ revolution
was to interrogate the historical experience of those who actually
lived it. And a materialist approach to the past enabled an explanation of historical causation and change that comfortably usurped
the shaky defences of ‘Great Men’ offered up by liberal historiography.

The fledgling group largely disbanded in 1956, after some of
its most notable members (with Hobsbawm a controversial exception) left the Party in protest at Soviet forces’ brutal suppression
of a popular uprising against the Hungarian regime. Thompson –
who left along with his wife, the pre-eminent historian of Chartism,
Dorothy née Towers – cited a lack of “free activity and democratic initiative”. These features would be key to the unapologetically
humanist Marxism that Thompson would expound up to his death.
His departure was as much an assertion of intellectual integrity as
an act of political resistance.
As early as his Communist Party days, Thompson had made
clear the idiosyncrasies of both his history and his Marxism. His
earliest published work was not a study of the English or French
revolutions, nor a detailed history of the labour movement, but
rather an (arguably overly) expansive biography of the literary
figure and socialist William Morris. The vibrancy of history lay for


Thompson not merely in its social and economic, but also in its
cultural and intellectual dissenters. Ever the agitator, Thompson’s
genuinely radical and conflictual politics – accompanied by a caustic polemical style – fit far better the dissident New Left than the
stasis of institutionalised Leninism.

Few others could have written The Making of the English
Working Class: Thompson’s masterpiece. Fewer still could have
made it as characteristically and, it must be said, at times frustratingly long. It is difficult to overstate the book’s impact on the historical discipline, its most famous quote the closest thing you might
find to a founding maxim of social history. Accompanying a black-and-white still of a wizened Thompson, it is writ large on the back
of my somewhat battered Penguin Modern Classics edition: “I am
seeking to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper, the
‘obsolete’ hand-loom weaver, the ‘utopian’ artisan, from the enormous condescension of posterity.”

Over nine hundred pages, Thompson documents the emergence of capitalism’s first distinctive working class. In doing so, he
redefines the category itself. Class is not merely the function of the
economic relationship in which it is grounded – it cannot be intercepted by freezing history at a particular point in time and simply
identifying workers and owners – rather it relies on a constant
dialogue between social being and social consciousness. Workers
are united in theory by their relationship to capital, but in practice
only by their social, cultural and political formations. The working
class is a living and evolving structure that develops only out of a
constant antagonism towards, and struggle against, its exploiters.
In Thompson’s study, it was not magicked out of thin air: it “made
itself as much as it was made”. There was no class without class
consciousness.

Implicit throughout the Making is the synthesis of Marxism,
history and humanism which defined his work from 1956: the year
in which he “commenced to reason”. Marxist, because he understood that a person’s condition was determined by their relationship
to capital, industry and the state, and that only collective, class-based action would allow them to overcome it. Humanist, because he
saw that the responses to this condition were diverse and individual, and that their collective transcendence would represent the
ultimate assertion of human agency. Historical, because he told
the story of real lives rather than merely of impersonal structures,
because he gave a human face to human suffering and resistance,
and because he believed that the living process of historical change
was worth studying, and its logic worth interrogating, because and
not in spite of its erraticism.
There were few greater threats to this Thompsonian trinity
than Louis Althusser, the patriarch of French structuralism. Historical process, per Althusser, was merely a function of an impersonal
and self-reproducing societal structure. What was needed was not
an ‘empiricist’ historical enquiry but rather a philosophical theory
of this structure. Hence Althusser’s (in Thompson’s eyes, anti-mal o o k bac k
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Thompson speaking at
Glastonbury in 1986

We would do well to revisit E.P. Thompson. At a time when
so many are coming to terms with the barbaric history of Britain’s
ruling class, we might find a place in the alternative, radical tradition to whose struggles we owe such rights as the freedom of the
press or universal suffrage. And living as we are through a period
of capitalist crisis when so many feel disempowered, disenchanted and decoupled from history, we can look to Thompson’s loving
documentation of this popular tradition as we attempt collectively
to assert our own agency over the historical narrative.

In the process of reanimating Thompson’s work, we will encounter its limitations.
His studies of overwhelmingly white populations are burdened with racial implications
he never fully unpacked. And it remains truly
up for debate whether ‘Englishness’ can
ever be as radical as he suggested. But like
any great socialist, Thompson provided us
with the tools to critique his own findings.
It remains up to us to rescue Britain’s
greatest Marxist intellectual from the
enormous condescension of posterity.
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That Shelley represented a prima facie socialism seems to be
universally acknowledged by leftist thinkers, continuing to this
very day. Karl Marx himself stated that the real tragedy of Shelley’s
death aged twenty-nine in 1822 was that his radical political disposition was lost before it could truly influence the world: “he was
essentially a revolutionist, and he would always have been one
of the advanced guard of Socialism,” in contrast with the reactionary bourgeois leanings of his contemporary Lord Byron. There is
also the blatant fact of Shelley’s anti-capitalism; within his Philosophical View of Reform (written in 1820, but unpublished until the
20th century) Shelley lambasts tyrants’ use of “a fictitious paper
currency to obtain an unfair power over labour and the fruits of
labour” and simultaneously calling for the abolition of the national debt.

That Shelley’s influence as a political thinker endures is self-evident; during the 2017 General Election campaign the final stanza
of The Masque of Anarchy was spouted ad infinitum by the leaders
of Labour, with Jeremy Corbyn in his Glastonbury speech rallying
the public to “Rise like lions after slumber/In unvanquishable
number” and “Shake your chains to earth like dew/Which in sleep
had fallen on you:/Ye are many - they are few”. The central Labour
slogan of modern times, “For the many, not the few,” certainly owes
much to Shelley’s poem’s closing line, also echoing in the 1995 revision of Clause IV of the Labour Party Constitution. As such, Edward
and Eleanor Marx-Aveling’s 1888 resolution that “We claim him
[Shelley] as a Socialist” remains seemingly unchanged to this day.
If it is relatively uncontroversial to claim Shelley as a darling
of the left, what is perhaps less conventional is to directly apply
his political disposition to modern socialist politics. Shelley clearly
discerned the wage-based oppression of the masses that is the
fundament of socialist thought; in his Song: To the Men of England,
Shelley entreats the workers of England, dehumanised to “Bees” in
their vast anonymity, to abandon the “tyrants […] Those ungrateful drones who would/Drain your sweat – nay, drink your blood”
and instead form a republic with the central tenet of equality. In
Shelley’s view, in order to make “fair England be your Sepulchre”,
the populace of England must
“Sow seed – but let no tyrant reap:
Find wealth – let no impostor heap:
Weave robes – let not the idle wear:
Forge arms – in your defence to bear.”



l o o k bac k

The case for Shelleyan socialism in
the time of Starmer

Thompson’s weapon of choice was the polemic – its blade
never sharper than when he was reprimanding someone with
whom he shared an ideological epithet. And while his prose is vivid,
snappy and highly compelling, the fury with which he directed his
rhetorical assaults occasionally went so far as to merit parody.
There is more than a hint of sarcasm to be detected in the title of
Polish philosopher Leszek Kołakowski’s response to a book-length ‘open letter’ from Thompson: My Correct Views on Everything.
Yet even if he took things on occasion a little too personally – “So,
my dear Edward, why do you allow yourself so easily to lose your
cool?”, remarked George Rudé – his frequent and lengthy intellectual sends demonstrate not merely a formidable mind but a passionate personal commitment to the historical discipline and socialist
cause.

Shelleyan socialism. It may initially appear to be an odd collocation. After all, how can Percy Bysshe Shelley, a poet who died over
25 years before the momentous events of 1848 and never explicitly aligned himself with socialism, truly be considered a socialist thinker? Shelley certainly deemed the role of poet to be a political one, descrying the unique ability of poetry to communicate
“intense and impassioned impressions respecting man and nature”
and asserting that “Poets and philosophers are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.”

Hari Bravery, English at University College

terialist) Marxism threatened to render the historical discipline
obsolete and to deny humans the historical agency he believed
was central to their ability to overcome capitalism. Its intellectual
reach having now extended as far as the New Left Review of which
Thompson was a co-founder, he believed his intervention against
this mutant strain of Marxology to be an existential one. And the
tone of The Poverty of Theory, a solid two hundred pages of his most
pointed anti-Althusserian invective, does not suggest otherwise.
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The frequent glimpses of a utopian socialist future that litter
Shelley’s poetry are central to his politics; in stitching these allusions from various poems together (particularly Prometheus
Unbound, Queen Mab and The Masque of Anarchy), we may cohesively define Shelley’s abstract paradise. The idealistic socialist future gestured towards in Shelley’s poetry is characterised
by the common values of “Gentleness, Virtue, Wisdom and Endurance” (Prometheus Unbound, Act IV l.562), in which all oppressive
monarchs and “violent tyrants” (The Cenci, Act III l.77) are rendered merely “the mushroom of a summer day” and “pressed to dust”
(Queen Mab, Part IX l.32-33), bringing with it the end of “oppression’s thundered doom” (Masque of Anarchy, l.369). “And a Paradise on Earth/From your [the capitalist oppressors’] fall shall date
its birth” (To Liberty, l.46-47), with such a utopia of fiscal and spiritual equality rendering humanity “one harmonious Soul of many a
soul/Whose nature is its own divine control” (Prometheus Unbound
Act IV l.400-401) resulting in “happy Earth” being made a “reality
of heaven” (Queen Mab, Part IX l.11). Such a brief collation renders
a serviceable sketch of Shelley’s poetic vision of idealistic socialist
futures.

Posthumous Portrait of
Shelley Writing Prometheus
Unbound in Italy - Joseph
Severn, 1845

And yet for all of Shelley’s poetic depictions of a hypothetical
socialist utopia, he cannot be lumped together with the Utopian
Socialists, such as Robert Owen and Charles Fourier, with whom
he shared the first quarter of the 19th century. The Utopian Socialists believed that the defenders of capitalism could be persuaded
to surrender the means of production peacefully due to the superior moral philosophy of socialism. Whilst much of Shelley’s work
shared the radical idealism of the Utopian Socialists, he was more
politically pragmatic than his contemporaries. Take his treatment
of non-violence, for example. Shelley’s poems and prose continually
advocate for non-violent revolution, stating in the aforementioned
Philosophical View of Reform that “From the moment a man is a
soldier, he becomes a slave […] a soldier is by profession beyond
abhorrence and below contempt.” Shelley also, controversially
among socialist thinkers, believed that even the initial violence of
the French Revolution (that is, the violence of 1789 taken as distinct
from the Terror of the First Republic) was “a mistake, a crime, a
calamity.” Written in the aftermath of the 1819 Peterloo Massacre,
The Masque of Anarchy continually calls for non-violent demonstrations and picketing as the correct response to state violence, calling
upon protestors to
“Stand ye calm and resolute,
Like a forest close and mute,
With folded arms and looks which are
Weapons of an unvanquished war.”
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Such is the poetic elaboration of Shelley’s belief that “War,
waged from whatever motive, extinguishes the sentiment of reason
and justice in the mind.” However, Shelley’s ideological opposition to violence was nevertheless pragmatic. In his 1819 poem Ode
for the Spaniards the forthcoming civil war between the oppressed Spanish populace and the absolutist monarch Ferdinand VII is


characterised as an act of “holy combat.” Shelley similarly supported
the cause of Greek independence in their bloody wars of independence from the Ottoman Empire, and concludes in the Philosophical View of Reform that “the last resort of resistance is undoubtedly
insurrection.” Shelley distinguishes himself from the Utopian Socialists in that the idealistic beliefs that he held were tempered by
realism, he is what the Marx-Avelings term “a Socialist of modern
days.” As such, despite the fact that Shelley’s poetry presents socialist utopias, this does not make him a Utopian Socialist, with his
political writing not sharing the naïveté of his peers.

We can certainly go further than the Marx-Avelings’ claiming of Shelley. We can apply his unique brand of socialist thought to modern Labour politics, and question whether the current
emphasis on electoral pragmatism is really preferable to ideological honesty. Throughout this article, I have left various elements of
Shelley’s political writings untouched, such as his vegetarianism
(as defended in A Vindication of Natural Diet [1813]), his resolute atheism (as advocated for in The Necessity of Atheism [1811],
leading to his expulsion from my own college, University College)
and his advocacy for free love and polygamy, all of which prophetically predict contemporary political movements. The simple point
to be drawn is that Shelley was not only a master of poetic verse,
but also a polemical and philosophical powerhouse.
Yet, specifically in regard to socialist politics, Shelley’s writing
illustrates a meticulous balancing act between idealism and situational realism. The example of Shelley can certainly be aspired to in
contemporary politics. Whilst the pragmatic leadership that Keir
Starmer strives for is necessary for Labour in our current electoral system, this cannot come at the expense of abandoning socialist principles. If Shelley’s writings are to teach us anything, it is
that socialist utopianism should not be seen as incongruous with
pragmatism. In order for Shelley’s poetry to be invoked by the
left in future electoral campaigns, it cannot be for mere faux-literary sloganeering, the unabashedly radical sentiments of Shelley’s
poetry must be acknowledged. After all, all socialist politics is in
essence utopian, “struggling fierce towards Heaven’s free wilderness” (Prometheus Unbound, Act IV l.399) and the equality that such
a state would bring. The socialist imagination must still be allowed
to thrive in an era of political pragmatism, the two are not mutually
exclusive – that is the true fundament of Shelleyan socialism.

l o o k bac k
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Socialism, Indigenous liberation,
and climate justice
20

The scope of the climate crisis, and the threat it poses to our
landscapes and livelihoods globally, has been well and firmly established. So too has the culpability of capitalism coming, as it does,
into the natural world dripping blood and dirt from every pore. For
indigenous populations especially, who are often at the forefront
of resistance and resilience, climate change means the rampant
destruction of their communities, the upheaval of food sources,
and severe damages to health and wellbeing. Socialism, indigenous liberation, and climate justice must all inform one another
in the plan for a way out, centring the shifting of land control and
people’s organisation of development and resource extraction in
their communities. Reflection on the situation at hand presents an
opportunity to confront our relationship with the earth and nature,
the balance of which indigenous communities have deeply honoured and upheld for centuries. The immediacy of the crisis necessitates a revolutionary roadmap; the actualisation of which will come
to be just as certain as the crisis itself.
Amongst the growing acknowledgement of capitalism’s inability to solve the climate crisis, and of its active role in the origins and
perpetuation of climate devastation, is increasing recognition of the
insufficiency of liberal institutions to answer the crisis in terms of
environmental justice. For example, the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change’s Paris Agreement doesn’t feature
discussion of climate debt or climate reparations, despite established inequalities around carbon emissions, as a result of uneven
processes of capitalist development and imperial international
relations. Furthermore, considering the contemporary background
of economic stagnation, heavy corporate influence and the long-established power of fossil fuel interests over political systems, the
carbon space being left to each country to manage has meant the
agreement has already been, in practice, dismissed. Largely, the
ruling class’ approach has been to resume on a ‘business as usual’
path despite the crisis at hand [1]. The Paris Agreement also fails
to stand up to the scale of the challenge we face from a geographical standpoint; the 2°C threshold can not act as a protective barrier.
Studies on tipping points display that under a 2°C change, eighteen
out of thirty-seven abrupt changes predicted by climate scientists
would still happen [2]. For vulnerable nations contributing under
2% of current global GHG emissions, this target could mean catastrophic consequences.
Marx considers environmental crises to be crises of capital
accumulation, rooted in imbalances between the material requirements of capital and the natural conditions under which raw
materials are produced. Capitalist production, therefore, is simply
a process of developing the techniques of the social process of
production whilst at the same time undermining the original sources of all wealth - the worker and the soil. This analysis, however, also suggests that a competitive approach towards ‘reducing,
reusing, and recycling’ still operates in the context of a system
seeking to increase labour productivity through mass processing
materials and energy into commodities. Under capitalist competition, lowering an enterprise’s private production costs per commo

dity produced this way brings productivity gains, thus allowing
enterprises surplus profits or an increased market share [3]. Therefore, we can observe that capital’s hunger for material and energy
doesn’t always take an explicitly anti-ecological form; even where
it presents itself as mitigating the crisis which it itself caused, capitalism can still find itself a place to gain, profit, and exert itself.
Although liberalism may purport itself as proposing a solution to
the climate crisis, it cannot answer to the immediacy of the situation we face.

Viewing imperialism as the highest level of capitalism, we see
that the implication of the modern development and expansion
of capitalism through colonialism and new imperialism has had a
significant hand in the climate crisis, and also outlines the reasons
why we need not just environmental recovery, but justice as well.
We can see this particularly in the dimension of the oppression of
indigenous peoples by capitalist entities. In Prison of Grass, Howard
Adams, a Metis Indigenous activist, discussed how dispossession
is caused by colonialism, capitalism, and the rise of class society.
From there, he argues how racism against Indigenous peoples was
first rooted in colonial regimes as the capitalist class needed a pool
of labourers, disconnected from their traditional land and collective means of survival, who could be exploited for profit [4]. The
theft of Indigenous lands played an essential role in the accumulation of capital in North America. In Canada, for example, John A.
Macdonald deliberately starved thousands of Indigenous people
to protect profits and clear a path for the Canadian Pacific Railway
by ordering officials to withhold food rations from First Nations
until they moved to designated reserves away from the railway’s
path. Faced with starvation, First Nations were trapped on reserves
which they could not leave without government agent’s permission
[5]. Canadian capitalist society was developed in the same dialectical process as First Nations were deprived.
To plan is to control, and to control is to own. As long as the
capitalist class maintains ownership of the means of production,
production and energy extraction will continue at the expense of
society, Indigenous rights, and the environment. Native Americans
were continually poisoned by uranium mine tailings in the abandoned mines on and around reservations, the contaminated water
caused by the mines created forced displacement, and assimilation
over hundreds of years disrupted traditional food systems leading
to chronic health problems and lower life expectancies amongst
Native American and Native Hawaiian communities. Foreign invasion and military occupation in Hawaii rendered large areas of
land not only off limits to Native Hawaiians but uninhabitable for
generations following [6]. In this sense, ownership and land are
both relationships and instruments of power and control. With
the implementation of the Peasant Farming Policy in Canada, Indigenous farmland was divided and allocated into 40-acre parcels
of land to encourage private property and undermine collective
spirit. Once parcels were distributed, the ‘unused’ lands were sold,
further reducing the size of the reserves [5]. As this encouraged an
increased intensity of capitalist agriculture, speeding up resource
look around
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Left: World People's Conference
on Climate Change and the Rights
of Mother Earth, 2010; Right: the
Wiphala flag, which represents the
native people of the Andes region

depletion, material oppression of Indigenous peoples went hand in
hand with the environmental degradation of their communities. We
also see this from a militaristic perspective; Diné land and the Four
Corners area has long been used as a ‘sacrifice zone’ for the U.S.
government and corporations as part of wider war-driven imperialist endeavours.

Adams ultimately proposes a vision for how to achieve a national liberation struggle (alongside broader class struggle): through
recognising that “the oppression of the Native people cannot be
completely eliminated without eliminating capitalism itself”. He
highlights that the success of the Native movement is grounded in
its ability to develop a radical thrust, and to centre mobilisation
around local community struggles [4]. Marx saw the only universal
reality of the human condition as being that “man must live from
nature, i.e., nature is his body, and he must maintain a continuing
dialogue with it if he is not to die” [7]. In 2010, over 20,000 delegates, mostly from Andean countries of Latin America with very
substantial Indigenous representation, participated in the World
People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother
Earth in Cochabamba, a city which had recently seen success in
struggles against water privatisation. The resolution states that
“humanity confronts a great dilemma: to continue on the path of
capitalism”, characterised as a system requiring “a powerful military industry for its processes of accumulation and imposition of
control over territories and natural resources”, or to choose “the
path of harmony with nature and respect for life”. Observing that
“for there to be balance with nature there must first be equity
amongst human beings”, it calls for a new system which can act as a
paradigm for future mobilisation in the South linking socialism and
ecology, peasant and Indigenous struggles, and taking responsibility for both the survival of local populations and global concerns.
It concludes that Indigenous peoples’ ancestral practices recognising humanity's indivisible and interdependent relationship with
the Earth as well as these communities’ resistance against their
destruction have a “vital importance for humanity as a whole” [8].
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This highlights that just as there can be no climate justice
that isn’t socialist, there can be no socialism that is not international and decolonial. Ultimately, class is a question of power and


control, about which a series of questions can be posed regarding
who controls resources, and whether the worker has control over
their worksite and environment. Public ownership and democratic planning can help to coordinate establishment and expansion of
free public transport networks, the transition to renewable energy,
mass retrofitting of homes, and mass afforestation and rewilding
programmes [9]. As Edward Said highlights in Culture and Imperialism, the main battle in imperialism is over land: over who owns
it, who has the right to settle and work on it, who seizes it and who
wins it back, and who plans its future [10]. The liberation of Indigenous peoples must mean that Indigenous peoples can control
the fate of their communities themselves, so that they have direct
control over economic activity and development on their territory,
including the pace and methods of resource extraction, without the
constraint of the profit motive which often exploits these resources
and the environments they come from. Regarding the global environmental future, and that of indigenous communities in particular,
the words of Glen Coulthard in his article for the Indigenous Nationhood Movement ring especially true: “for our nations to live; capitalism must die” [11].
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Britain and India: a difficult past and
an uncertain future
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India was once the ‘crowning jewel’ of Britain’s sprawling
empire. Though it stretched across one quarter of the world’s
surface at its peak, the colonial mind always came back to India.
For centuries, generations of Europeans were lured to India by
its perceived exoticism and the prospect of wealth. After an initial
landing in 1608, waves of British merchants worked and resided in
India from the 17th and 18th centuries onwards, many mimicking
the lifestyle of wealthy Mughals, often also forming interracial relationships and families with the locals.

Yet by the nineteenth century, the line between the British
rulers and their Indian subjects was increasingly defined. Merchants
had been replaced by civil servants with the 1858 Government of
India Act, which brought the rule of the empire’s ‘jewel’ directly
into the hands of the British government after the Great Mutiny of
1857. The period of formal British rule that started with the brutal
repression of this rebellion would finally come to an end a century
later with the devastating Partition of India into India and Pakistan.
After over three centuries of British interference and subordination
India became independent, ushering in a period of decolonisation.
Over 70 years on, the relationship between Britain and India
has evolved dramatically. Britain, who once sent merchants, civil
servants and socialites to India’s shores has now absorbed generations of post-war Indian immigration, becoming the home of one of
the largest populations of diaspora Indians which stands at nearly
2 million. India, meanwhile, hosts a population of over 1.3 billion
- one largest in the world. As the complexions of the UK and India
have been transformed, the dynamic between the two nations has
altered considerably. New tensions and complications have arisen
between the UK and one of its oldest international connections.

Today Britain and India are bound together by membership
of the somewhat controversial Commonwealth. Though today the
Commonwealth describes itself [1] as based on “free and equal
cooperation” its inception and development is rooted in empire. In
a largely decolonised world, the Commonwealth seems to be something of a colonial hangover. Indian writer Amitava Ghosh describes
it as “a group of nations collected from the remains of the British
Empire” [2], but, in reality, the Commonwealth’s history stretches
back further to when India and most of Britain’s colonies were still
under direct rule. A conference held in 1926 - attended mostly by
white settler colonies like New Zealand and Australia - agreed that
all dominions of the British Empire were and should be treated as
equal members of a community within the colonial framework.

The Commonwealth thus was not borne from the remains
of the empire, but as a symbiotic institution within it; it claimed
to recognise the equality of all British dominions and territories,
whilst still consigning them to be British dominions and territories. The Earl Birkenhead and The Earl of Winterton, the Secretary
and Under Secretary of State from the British government’s so-called ‘Indian Office’ represented India, perfectly illustrating the colonial trappings at the heart of the early Commonwealth. India joined


the Commonwealth at independence in 1947, creating a lasting link
with its former colonial master. Britain and India would thus enter
a new age of independence and decolonisation as loose partners
within the association.

India’s independence in 1947 also coincided with the escalations of tensions between the USA and the USSR, which developed
into the Cold War. Britain, as a western capitalist power, was drawn
into the US’ sphere of influence and exerted considerable effort
in trying to ensure that colonies and former colonies would also
fall into the capitalist camp. Communism and anti-colonial politics
intersected and there was a palpable fear amongst many in the US
and Britain that nations in the process of decolonisation or fighting for an end to colonial rule would utilise communist principles
in constructing their independent nations as the antithesis of the
states that had ruled them. The Communist Party of India was the
country’s oldest political party and radical ideas on class and race-consciousness had played a considerable part of the decades long
anti-colonial agitation in India. The 1950s also saw the UK provide
considerable armaments to Pakistan out of fear of the spread of
Communism in the country and region.

Jawaharlal Nehru in 1958

Yet India attempted to avoid being drawn into Cold War binaries. Jawaharlal Nehru, the prime minister of India from 1947 to
1964, was one of a group of leaders of newly independent former
colonies who advocated for the creation of an organisation for countries who wished to find a middle way between communism and
capitalism. The Non-Aligned Movement was borne from a desire
to avoid choosing to fall into either the US or the USSR’s sphere
of influence, thus dashing any hopes Britain may have had that its
empire’s former crowning jewel would side with them and bolster
the capitalist powerbase. Though the movement later expanded to
become a more general alliance for world peace and cooperation,
the developments placed India at the heart of global politics and
highlighted that it would not be led by Britain and would forge its
own independent path in international affairs.
Much of India’s foreign policy has however been concerned
with its nearest neighbour, Pakistan. The First India-Pakistan War
took place between 1947 and 1949, focused on the (still) disputed
territories of Jammu and Kashmir. Most recently, this conflict flared
up in 2019 when India’s governing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
revoked Kashmir’s special status. Telephone and internet networks
were closed down, whilst thousands of troops flooded into the
region. The clashes between India and Pakistan have mandated
caution in Britain’s policy towards the region. India’s gradual amassing of weaponry and armaments over the second half of the 20th
century and the opening decades of the 21st century, spending on
military soaring to the fourth highest in the world as of 2018, has
also heightened tension in the India-Pakistan relationship.
Though Britain has often tried to maintain a form of ambivalent neutrality and non-interference in internal Indian or India-Pakistan affairs, occasions when it has chosen to intervene have
look around

Flag ceremony at Wagah,
on the India-Pakistan border

25

Indira Gandhi in 1983

had significant consequences. It has recently been revealed that the
British government was supportive of and complicit in one of the
most devastating episodes of modern Indian history. Correspondence from 1984 between Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and
Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi has revealed that Britain gave
its full support to the Indian government following the armed raid
on the Golden Temple [3] - the most sacred site for Sikhs around the
world - launched in order to force a rogue Sikh militant out of hiding.
Disturbingly, it has also been suggested that the British government
may have played a direct role in supporting this assault and the
events that followed [4]. Phil Miller, the author of the report ‘Sacrificing Sikhs’ [5], claimed that the UK supported and aided India with
the assault on the Golden Temple, known as Operation Bluestar, in
exchange for India purchasing military equipment from the UK.

The much-contested 2018 declassification of government files
from the period seem to position the UK at the heart of the chaos
that was unleashed in India in the aftermath of the operation [6].
Gandhi herself was assassinated soon after the attack on the Golden
Temple, and a genocide of Indian Sikhs followed which left up to
17,000 people murdered. This has been described as “one of the
darkest episodes in Sikh history” and was followed by thousands of
British Sikhs in absolute horror. The police and military appeared
to have been bolstered by Britain in causing this suffering.
As India’s military might has continued to grow as the 21st
century progresses, some commentators have argued that India has
developed into a global superpower. Coupled with India’s growing
military capacities, in 2020 India overtook Britain’s economy,
becoming the fifth largest global economy, in a reversal of the
colonial relationship. The UK is believed to have leapfrogged the
Indian economy later in December 2020 to rise to the fifth largest
economy once again, however most forecasts see India’s growth as
overtaking the UK within the next few years.
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Economic uncertainty on the UK’s part has drawn it closer to
India in a post-Brexit era. Moving away from the institutions of
the European Union, the UK has repeatedly reached out to India,
hoping to take advantage of this prolific economic growth. In 2019,
trade between the UK and India was worth £24 billion [7], making
India the second largest investor in the UK economy. Similarly, the
UK imported $15 billion worth of goods from India [8]; more than
any other Commonwealth country. With costs of Brexit estimated
to soar to 2.25% of GDP by the end of 2022 [9], trade and commerce
with India offers a prospect of helping to plug the gap in the national economy. The Conservative government has made obvious
overtures to India, from Boris Johnson congratulating BJP Prime
Minister Narendra Modi on his “emphatic victory” when re-elected
in 2019 [10], to cabinet members and secretaries of state conducting extensive meetings with their Indian counterparts. The Joint
Economic Trade Committee has facilitated negotiations between
the Indian and British governments for 15 years, making it the UK’s
longest-standing economic relationship of this kind. At the most
recent meeting of the committee in 2020, the two nations agreed


to an Enhanced Trade Partnership and to work towards removing
barriers to trade and economic interaction [11].

Since the vote to leave the EU in 2016, it seems fair to say that
a large proportion of UK foreign policy has been conducted with an
eye on building non-EU trading links and economic relationships
in the future. Obvious attempts to court India for post-Brexit profit
(again a reversal of colonial dynamics) seem to have shaped UK
policy to such an extent that economic concerns have obscured
many important considerations. Most recently, attempts to strengthen the (economic) relationship with India have included an official visit by Foreign Secretary, Dominic Raab, in December 2020.

"That Modi would pursue
a dangerous, popularnationalist agenda and
exclude minority groups
from a stake in their country
is well established and yet
the UK government continues
to overlook these facts"

On the face of it, this would seem to be a typical diplomatic visit; pursuing a post-Brexit agenda and attempting formulate
closer cooperation with non-EU countries. But Raab’s visit took
place in the context of impassioned protests by farmers from India’s
northern states, particularly Punjab, against government-implemented reforms to farming laws [12]. These protests - reportedly
the largest in history [13] – saw millions stream onto the streets of
India, trekking the distance from Punjab to the capital, Delhi. Whilst
Raab smiled and posed for photographs, farmers and activists on
the streets were beaten by the police [14]; targeted with water
cannons [15] and rubber bullets [16] and met with barricades and
brutality as they passed through the country [17]. Raab’s visit was
full of smiles and handshakes, whilst British Indians at home, the
diaspora around the world, and the farmers on the streets were
calling for someone to hold the government to account.
This is not the first instance of worrying violence and corruption that has played out in the past few years, under the governance
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The Citizenship Amendment Bill
[18], banning Muslims refugees from claiming citizenship sparked
similar mass protests and made headlines around the world. This
Bill was in direct violation of the secular principles enshrined in the
Constitution created at the twilight of British colonial rule in 1947
and marked a dangerous step towards the Hindutva ethno-nationalism that has come to define the BJP and Modi’s rule. Not only
did this target an already besieged minority group in the supposedly ‘secular’ country, it was a clear signal that the Prime Minister, whom Boris Johnson praised for his “optimistic vision” [19]
of India’s future, did not see Indian Muslims as part of that vision.
That Modi would pursue a dangerous, popular-nationalist agenda
and exclude minority groups from a stake in their country is well
established and yet the UK government continues to overlook these
facts, staying focused on the prospect of profit and ignoring any
inconvenient cries for support.

In a country with one of the largest Indian diaspora populations outside of India, many issues and developments taking place
thousands of miles away are translated back to the UK, where they
are received and responded to by different sections of the British
Asian community. The ongoing farmers protests, for example,
have provoked a strong response from the British Sikh and British
look around

Narendra Modi in 2017

27

Punjabi populations, estimated to stand at somewhere between
400,000 and 700,000. British Sikhs have marched in the streets
[20], held car rallies and stood in solidarity with Sikhs and farmers
in India [21].

Yet, quite astonishingly, the government does not seem to
have noticed. When asked about the ongoing protests playing out
in India and on the streets of the UK, Boris Johnson was entirely
ignorant. He responded to British Sikh Labour MP Tan Dhesi, who
raised the issue, by saying that he was concerned about tensions
between India and Pakistan but that any issues were for those two
governments to settle [22]. Whilst Dhesi has gone on to admirably
reflect the concerns of British Sikhs and Punjabis in parliament, the
farmers’ protests and the violence on the part of the Indian government have been overlooked. Johnson made his ignorant comments
only a few days before Raab departed for his official visit, highlighting the ignorance guiding this visit and the latest episode in the
Conservatives’ policy towards India. A Foreign and Commonwealth
Office spokesperson later claimed that the brutality used against
the farmers by police and paramilitaries was an internal issue, “a
matter for the government of India”. On the part of the UK government, it seems clear that the “high priority” relationship with India,
that could act as a “force for good” across the world seems to have
an economic dimension only.

As the UK government is urged to do more for protesting
farmers [23] and following special debate that was held in the
House of Commons [24] (much to the ire of the BJP), questions
have arisen over what the correct approach to take is. Indeed, given
the historical depth and difficulty of the UK-India connection, this
seems a valid question. The colonial dynamics at play in this relationship complicate the issue of intervention from the UK, an aspect
that has been picked up by BJP-sympathisers and utilised to criticise any European and American interference. Indian cricketing
legend Sachin Tendulkar tweeted “India’s sovereignty cannot be
compromised. External forces can be spectators but not participants” [25]. Such arguments against support for farmers from the
likes of Rihanna and Greta Thunberg [26], and against any western
intervention in general seem to have struck a nerve with many
Indians; colonial rule lurking in the country’s very recent past.
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Indeed, the divisions and events playing out
across India can, in many instances, be traced
back to the division and violence the British it
deployed in the centuries that it ruled the country. Divide et impera was how the British tried
to ‘manage’ the Indian population, cultivating
the dangerous and hateful ideas that shape the
BJP’s governing agenda. The colonial era
sowed the seeds of Hindutva nationalism so relentlessly pursued by
the BJP. The concept of an India
grounded in Hinduism was
first articulated in the 1920s


in the context of the fight to end British rule and what a free, independent India would look like [27]. UK policy towards India and
any attempt to raise relevant issues with the Indian government
must be nuanced with acknowledgement of India’s painful history
of British colonial cruelty.

However, India’s sovereignty is not compromised by the Indian
diaspora, celebrities and allies speaking out against the unrelenting brutality that the state has authorised against farmers. An integral part of democracy is being challenged by citizens, allies and
opponents. But the whole Indian constitution will be compromised
if Modi and the BJP are met with no resistance in carrying out their
troubling nationalist agenda. If arbitrarily arresting any and all
opponents [28], or the disturbing sexual and physical violence used
against protesting women farmers by the police [29], are allowed
to go unchallenged, the prospects do not look good for the world’s
largest democracy. If this style of governing and the hateful populist agenda pursued by Modi and the BJP are victorious, India will
no longer be the secular state it swore it would be after independence and the despicable devices and behaviours inculcated by the
British in the colonial era will be victorious.
Challenging such policies is essential and incumbent upon
all of us. The UK government pursuing an economic relationship
with India, built on acceptance of the sufferings of minority groups,
opponents, and the spiteful divisions nursed by the Modi administration, is completely wrong. As the home to one of the largest
Indian diaspora populations, the government has a duty to represent and communicate the concerns of the British Indian community, rather than overlooking them for the sake of a trade deal.

But, for the UK government, challenging the BJP’s actions and
agenda in the appropriate way doubtless requires knowledge of
and sensitivity to the past. With a Prime Minister who has a history
of celebrating colonialism [30] and shirking Britain’s responsibility for slavery, the prospect of a foreign policy towards India, built
on historical sensitivity seems far removed. But the truth is, that
for Britain and India to move into the future, the UK’s conduct and
actions must be regulated by recognition of the past.

[1]
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Anvee Bhutani, Human Sciences at Magdalen College

Farmers protest in India: explained

Last month, Rihanna and Greta Thunberg’s tweets single-handedly attracted a global audience to the farmers’ protest, which was
previously confined to India. Dubbed “the largest protest in human
history”, it is estimated that over 250 million Indians worldwide
along with their supporters have taken to the streets in hopes of
asserting solidarity with the farmers and posturing themselves
against the governmental change. But with an issue so vast and
multifaceted as the farmers protests, it is important to understand
both why and how the situation has reached the current climate.

longer regulated except in severe scenarios where the government
sees fit, such as war and famine. This means that companies can
stockpile and drive up the price of such commodities whilst paying
extremely low prices to farmers.

The past few months have seen farmers, predominantly from
the northern Indian states of Punjab, Haryana and Rajasthan, take
action against changes to agricultural laws. Initially, farmers from
these areas unionised and began to march towards the capital city
of Delhi under the slogan “Delhi Challo” ("Let’s Go to Delhi"). It is
estimated that over time upwards of 300,000 people have converged at the various entry points into Delhi where they have been
met by water cannons and tear gas from police and law enforcement. However, this protest made history when, in late November,
over 250 million people across the subcontinent participated in a
general strike in solidarity with the protesting farmers. The global
support and solidarity the movement has also received from South
Asian diaspora groups has made this the largest protest in human
history.

The passing of these laws in the context of India’s political
climate makes it all the more significant. For decades, the Indian
government has offered guaranteed prices to farmers for certain
crops, providing long-term certainty that allows them to make
investments for the next crop cycle. However, the new bills have no
mention of this.

Who is protesting?

What are the new laws?

Protests were triggered by changes to farming legislation,
which were signed into law on the 28th of September, 2020. The
disputed laws are: the Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce Act,
the Farmers Agreement on Price Assurance and Farm Services Act
and the Essential Commodities Act.

Together, these laws decrease government involvement and
regulation of the agricultural sector, resigning it to the free market
economic system. Both production through contract farming and
sale through complete deregulation open the market and consequently the farmers to vulnerability.

Why is this a political issue?

March to Delhi, 27
November 2020

Although Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi claims
that these new laws will give farmers more autonomy to set
their own prices and sell directly to private businesses,
farmers argue that these laws could help big companies
drive down prices. It could become easier for corporations and tycoons, like business magnate and owner of
Reliance Industries, Mukesh Ambani, to exploit agricultural workers. Though farmers could sell crops at
elevated prices if the demand is there, they could
struggle to meet the minimum price in years
when the supply in the market is too great.

The Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce Act aims to completely open the sale of produce outside the Agricultural Produce
Market Committees, also known as the ‘mandis’, which creates a
possibility for more competition and better pricing for farmers.
Rather than the government acting as a mediator. under the act,
businesses are left completely free to negotiate with farmers themselves. This leaves massive room for exploitation and could also
result in the ‘mandi’ system being permanently phased out.

The Farmers Agreement on Price Assurance and Farm Services Act creates a framework for contract farming which allows
for the sale of farming produce at a mutually pre-agreed price to
massive retailers. This shifts the negotiating power in the agricultural sphere away from farmers and towards big businesses, leaving
them at their mercy.
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The Essential Commodities Act takes away cereals, pulses,
oilseeds, edible oils, onion and potatoes from the list of essential
commodities. Therefore, the stocking of these commodities is no
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In Oxford, students gathered in December to oppose these new
farm bills in protests that were collectively organised by the Oxford
India Society and Oxford South Asian Society. A group of over 60
students stood against the right-wing and anti-farmer Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) government; an event that was covered not only
by the student press but also international media. Students have
put on panel events, signed open letters and passed an SU motion
to voice their support for the farmers. Yet they remain fundamentally limited by the extent that their lobbying can bring about any
governmental change.

Where do things go from here?

After months, negotiations between the BJP government and
representatives of the protesting farmers are looking like they
are at a stalemate. Despite some international solidarity, official
reports of the initial phone call between US President Joe Biden and
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi reported no mention of the
farmers' protests. The UK government is also yet to engage in any
kind of meaningful dialogue involving the ongoing issues between
the farmers and the Indian state.
Nonetheless, neither the government nor the farmers intend
to back down. There have been over 11 rounds of talks between
leading farmers and the government, but a fierce deadlock appears
to have set in. Some leading voices on behalf of the farmers have
also indicated that they will not engage with the government until
all farmers arrested on the 26th of January are released. Furthermore, concerning clampdowns by the Modi government on Indian
democracy have been reported over the course of the protests,
including the arrest of journalists and efforts to cut access to the
internet. This suppression of dissent means that finding a solution
remains difficult, but the world awaits a response.
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With the recent release of the UK Government’s Integrated
Review, billed as “the most radical reassessment of our place in the
world since the end of the Cold War” [1], it seemed worthwhile to
see what this paper actually has to say about the future of Britain’s
engagement with the rest of the world, and to what extent this represents a positive direction. Having taken a chance to look through it,
my broad conclusions are that the UK government has a broad idea
of the challenges that it faces going forward, but it is still unclear
whether the steps which the review proposes are actually going to
achieve its lofty aims. In this article, I’m going to take a critical look
at what this review means for Britain’s relations with the rest of
the world in a wide variety of areas: security and defence, development, science and technology, and the growing merging of foreign
and domestic policy, before going closer into what this means for
Britain in the Indo-Pacific region, in China, and in the Middle East.
One thing that is immediately striking about the review itself is
its balanced tone and realistic ambition for the UK. Britain is described as a “collaborative” and “problem-solving country”, and there is
plenty of emphasis on co-operation and leading where the UK most
excels. This is possibly a recognition of the UK’s status as a middle
power, especially as it notes that the geopolitical influence of
middle powers is likely to continue to grow, particularly in co-operation. Without being jingoistic, the review recognises the progress
that the UK has made on a range of issues leading it to be able to
provide strength for other countries: democratic values, transparent government, rule of law and human rights and gender equality. While we should not be complacent with the progress we have
made, it is important that we work to ensure that this can be replicated in other countries.

Turning first to security and defence, there appears to be
two main focuses: firstly, focusing on co-operation and alignment
within the Euro-Atlantic sphere and secondly, a modernisation of
the UK’s defence capacity. Unsurprisingly, given the current government, Europe is viewed through the paradigm of NATO and not
the EU, and most of this cooperation is focused through bilateral
relations with France and Germany rather than creating a policy to
collaborate with more multilateral projects such as the proposed
EU army. One of the effects of this is allowing the UK to concentrate
more on ensuring that it is in complete alignment with the US on
foreign policy issues, a theme that I will refer to later on in this article. While we might welcome this as the UK leveraging its existing
position to increase its influence on the global stage, there is a risk
to being too involved with other countries’ military projects, especially if this leads the UK to be driven involuntarily into conflict.
Moving onto defence capacity, there are many positive elements
to do with modernising the UK’s capacity and working with allies,
there is a surprise in that the UK is committing to increasing its
nuclear arsenal. While this could be argued to be a response to the
recent increases in nuclear arms from Russia and China [2], this
does make it harder for Britain to make the argument for multilateral disarmament.
look around

Global Britain or Little Britain?

What has happened in Oxford?

A look at the Government’s Integrated Review

Otto Barrow, PPE at Magdalen College

As a largely agricultural country, farmers in India have been
struggling for years due to low crop prices, rising costs, demonetisation and widespread droughts - even despite the government
subsidies and tax exemptions. Farmer debt has led to an increase
in farmer suicides in recent years, especially in India’s so-called
“bread basket” regions like Punjab and Haryana which are responsible for most of the country’s agricultural produce. It is also important to note that the bills were passed without the standard parliamentary procedure or debate.
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Glossary of Acronyms:
FCO — Foreign and Commonwealth Office
DfID — Department for
International Development
GNI — Gross National
Income
DIT — Department for international trade
CPTPP — Comprehensive
and Progressive Agreement
for Trans-Pacific Partnership
ASEAN — Association of
Southeast Asian Nations
JCPOA — Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, aka. The
Iran Nuclear Deal
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Another area which is notable for its relative lack is development, despite this being a review of “defence, security, development and diplomacy”. During the pandemic, the UK cut its aid
budget from the UN target of 0.7% of GNI to 0.5%, and the document doesn’t even dedicate a chapter or even a chapter section on
this crucial issue a year after the integration of the FCO and the
DfID to form the FCDO. The only new commitment is to help to get
40 million girls into school, which of course is welcome, but seems
to be the sum of change on this front. In addition, the document
only commits to a restoration of the 0.7% level “when the fiscal
situation allows”. This doesn’t seem like much of a firm commitment, and could easily be changed. While this may not seem like
much, considering that UK GNI stands at over £2.2 trillion [3], this
change leads to a fall in spending by over £4.4 billion, with the risk
of losing hundreds of thousands of lives and cutting aid to Yemen
and Syria by nearly two-thirds [4]. This cut seems unnecessary,
especially when the government is spending an estimated £31
billion on replacing the Trident Missile system and increasing the
number to 260 [5]. While we can agree with the document’s desire
to maintain Britain’s status as a leading global donor as a central
part of the UK’s foreign policy and values agenda, and to uphold
our international reputation as a generous nation and a ‘problem-solver’, there needs to be more action to match the word. Trade
was also absent. The review makes international trade as standing
“at the heart of Global Britain”, but trade was not included in the
title of the review. Some commentators [6][7] have seen this as a
preamble for integrating the DIT into the FCDO. This may herald
an increased weaponisation of trade as a tool for diplomacy, which
should be a worrying trend given Britain’s increasing reliance on
imported goods and convoluted supply chains, and an increased
pressure for the UK to advocate for free trade.

A notable theme that runs through the
whole document is the integration of many government departments that has taken place over this
pandemic. This represents a sort of “quiet revolution”
in the civil service, and can be demonstrated by the review
highlighting “the need to establish a ‘whole-of-society-approach
to resilience’” allowing us to “consider threats and hazards in
the round”. This is definitely a positive development, as a
lot of issues, whether they be terrorism or global warming
or health pandemics, do not respect national borders
and require an integrated response. However, this
appears to be more a reflection (or even rationalisation) of what has already happened in government rather than
a strategy to create a new state of affairs or make any tough choices
with some of the crises that face us.
Science and technology is also a big area of focus. The review
is right to recognise that science has been one of Britain’s greatest
areas of strength and a foundation for much of our prosperity as a
nation. It is also good that this is also recognised as being a part of
the Government’s focus on “Levelling Up”, and even if this is only a
cynical ploy to target some of the constituencies which switched to


the Conservatives in 2019 [8], it is important that these promises
are held to account.

Moving onto the more specific parts of British foreign policy,
one of the biggest focuses of the review is the Indo-Pacific tilt and
increased focus on China. Looking first at the general direction of
intentions, there’s a marked shift towards engagement in South
Asia and the Pacific sphere, the so-called “Indo-Pacific Tilt”. This can
be interpreted as the intention to get increasingly involved in trade
within the region as it appears to be mostly trade-focused: applying
to join the CPTPP, ‘reinvigorating’ the UK’s relationship with India,
and requesting partner status at ASEAN. While we should celebrate this shift towards a more internationalist foreign and trade
policy, it is unclear whether we can actually leverage our past strengths to become “the broadest and most integrated presence” of any
European nation in the Indo-Pacific. Although our links with many
of our ex-colonies in this part of the world should not be ignored,
Britain has limited assets in the region and it’s unclear what Britain
really has to offer to any potential partner. Looking more specifically at what the review says about China, it sets out a more robust
diplomatic framework for challenging China’s human rights record
and its behaviour as a global actor, but also acknowledges the need
to keep open pathways for engagement on other areas – whether
economically, on climate change, or in higher education [9]. This
approach aligns us closely with the view of the Biden administration – after all, the US Secretary of State, Tony Blinken, recently
explained that China will be regarded simultaneously as a competitor, collaborator and adversary [10]. While this does allow the UK
to pool its diplomatic resources with that of the US, this does mean
that the UK loses much of its own autonomy when it comes to our
own relationship with China, especially if this involves being drawn
into a war over territories like Taiwan.
Another part of the world in which the UK needs to make some
difficult decisions on is the Middle East, yet one of the biggest
failings of the report in this regard is that it almost skirts over
the Middle East entirely. Looking the Israel-Palestine conflict, the
report mentions Israel once as a security partner, and Palestine
is not mentioned a single time. In the case of Iran, the country is
mentioned “as a priority” to “prevent [sic.] from getting nuclear
weapons”, to “hold to account for its destabilising activity within
the region”, but also to “seek regional rapprochement”. Britain has
to make a decision on whether to hold Iran to account or to seek
regional rapprochement, and to word things in such a way where it
appears Britain can do both is a deception at best [11]. Britain has a
vast amount of historical influence in the region, and is in a position
to get the Biden administration to follow through on their promises with reviving the JCPOA (Iran Nuclear Deal). This could hugely
influence the outcome of this year’s Iranian presidential election
and security across the region [12].
To conclude, while we should cautiously welcome the release
of the Government’s Integrated Review, there is still plenty to question about the approach that the government is taking. We should
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welcome the review’s measured tone and cautious optimism
about the potential for Britain to be a positive force in the world.
Following Brexit, the stance that the UK is taking is inevitable in the
Euro-Atlantic sphere, although it remains to be seen how the UK
will respond to developments with NATO, and the increase of the
UK’s nuclear arsenal is deeply questionable if the UK is in pursuit of
greater disarmament world wide. We should advocate for a return
to Britain meeting its obligations to spend 0.7% of GNI on development, and ensure that the integration of international development
into the brief of the Foreign Office does leads to a development
policy with the strength of the combined departments rather than
development being used to simply further the UK’s foreign policy.
The document also represents the growing integration of government departments, and the gradual dissolution of any distinction
between the domestic and international spheres. Furthermore, the
document helps set the tone for future emphases in British foreign
policy. The Indo-Pacific tilt is interesting, although there is a risk
of being drawn closer into the US foreign policy sphere at the risk
of losing our own relationship with China. One area that was very
much ignored in contrast is the Middle East, which serves as an
example of some of the difficult decisions that the UK will need to
take in response to continuing developments across the world and
home. Overall, plenty of food for thought.
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Thomas Laskowski, History at St Catherine's College

Giving the High Street a facelift:
the case for business rates reform
42

At the end of last month, Shadow Chancellor Anneliese Dodds
unveiled a new proposal to grant local councils the power to take
possession of long-term empty shops, bring them back into use, and
offer them up for rent to local businesses and enterprises. Perhaps
unusually among 20-year-olds, the future of the British High Street
is a topic close to my heart — my parents own and run a small, independent bookshop. While the leafy, suburban North London street
on which it sits has seen comparatively few shuttered shopfronts,
in far too many towns and cities up and down the country, the
scars left in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crash have not yet
begun to heal. In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the future of
the retail sector is now more uncertain than ever. Most household
name chains are either contracting, or closing their doors for good.
With the loss of shops such as these, there is a real danger that the
knock-on effects of reduced footfall and falling sales will take their
smaller neighbours down with them. If new Conservative changes
to planning laws which enable shops to be converted into homes
without planning permission — due to come into force later this
year — continue unopposed, it is likely that these closures will be
irreversible.

More sceptical readers may think that rumours of the death
of the High Street have been greatly exaggerated. Retail Tsars like
Mary Portas — appointed to undertake an independent review into
the future of town centres and high streets back in the hazy Coalition days of 2011 — have been banging on about the need to reimagine the future of shopping in Britain for the better part of the last
decade. In the wake of her review, Cameron and Clegg’s government
put many of her recommendations into practise, including measures to discourage landlords from leaving shopfronts empty. If the
same concerns that Dodds is currently attempting to address were
raised almost a decade ago, why has so little been done? It is tempting — and not altogether untrue — to blame Tory apathy and ineptitude for these failings. To do so, however, is to ignore the central
problem with both Portas’ and Dodds' proposals: fundamentally,
efforts to smarten up shopfronts and give dilapidated town centres
a facelift amount to little more than surface-level tinkering which
does very little to address the structural problems facing the British
retail sector.

If there has been one clear winner from the pandemic, it has
undoubtedly been online retailers. Spiralling profits at Amazon
— and a rise in quarterly sales of over 40% by July 2020 — made
Jeff Bezos the first ever capitalist to break the $200 billion barrier,
while poorly-paid warehouse staff across Europe and the US struggled with overcrowded conditions, a lack of proper PPE, and pressure from managers not to take time off for illness. Despite skyrocketing sales, Amazon’s UK tax bill has remained low. One of the
reasons for this is the way in which its taxes are calculated. There
are two main types of tax on retail businesses in the UK: corporation tax, which is levied on profits, and business rates, a more
complex tax based on the rental value of the premises a business
occupies, modified by a ‘multiplier’ set by the government, calculated using the Retail Price Index (RPI), and various other factors.


Fundamentally, it is the balance between these two taxes which
unfairly benefits online over physical retailers.

A few examples serve to illustrate the situation. While the Government does not provide a detailed breakdown of average business
rates, broad-brush comparisons are possible. The median business
rates paid in the retail sector last year was £159 per square metre,
while in the industrial sector — under which the large distribution
warehouses used by Amazon and other online retailers are classified — the median rate was just £39 per square metre. Because
the business rates multiplier is derived, in part, from the RPI, it has
generally risen above inflation. As early as 2013, business rates
in the UK were already the highest in the EU, and the third in the
Oragnisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).
To give an example, my parents’ shop — with less than 40 metres
squared of sales space — paid £5,060 in business rates in 2006–7.
If it had risen with inflation, the bill for 2019–20 would have been
£7,600; in reality, it was over £10,000. For most of the shops on my
parents’ street, business rates are now their third-largest expense
after rent and wages; in some areas, rates have outstripped rents.
For an organisation of Amazon’s size, meanwhile, business rates
on their comparatively inexpensive out-of-town warehouses are
far less important than the corporation levied tax on their profits.
In 2006, corporation tax was a mere 30%, with a reduced rate for
companies making less than £300,000 profit per year. This year, the
rate of corporation tax is a flat 19% across the board. It is set to rise
by 2023 — but only to 25%. Amazon’s tax-to-turnover ratio is a
mere 0.37%; for brick and mortar retailers, it is 2.3%.

It is easy to get lost in the numbers and percentages and lose
sight of the broader picture. The central point is that small shops
and businesses pay a far large percentage of their total tax bill
through business rates than larger ones do. Moreover, because business rates are pegged to property prices rather than to profits, they
are much higher than the equivalent corporation tax rate would be.
Overall, the British Retail Consortium estimates that smaller retailers pay between £2.30 and £3.44 in business rates for every £1 they
pay in corporation tax. As the British real estate bubble continues
to expand — to the extent that some have argued the UK economy
now represents little more than "a housing market with other parts
of a modern economy attached to it" [1] — inner-city property
prices will continue to rise in response — and retail rents will rise
with them. As business rates thus become increasingly unaffordable, charity shops like Mary Portas’ Living and Giving chain, which
pay only 20% of the normal business rates charge, may just about
survive, but many other small retailers will not. Landlords will eye
up the possibilities of converting their empty units into residential
properties with ever-growing interest. Dodds' new policy proposal could prove to be a useful part of the toolkit for local councils
looking to smarten up their shopping districts as life begins to
return to normal. But without some serious thinking about how to
rebalance the structure of taxation for the retail sector, she will be
left replacing the lightbulbs in a house to which the power has been
disconnected.
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The Death of the High Street.
From top to bottom:
1. Margate, Kent
2. Burslem, Stoke on Trent
3. Croydon, London

[1] https://tribunemag.
co.uk/2021/03/rentier-island
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Jade Calder, History at St Peter's College

Interview with Professor Danny Dorling
44

Professor Danny Dorling is a social geographer based at St
Peter’s College. His research interests include income inequality and homelessness and he has published numerous books,
including his most recent work, Finntopia, which argues that we
ought to look to Finland and learn from its successes in social
policy. I spoke to him recently about the effects of the pandemic,
the Conservative government, the failures of the British left and
the housing problem in Oxford. Before you proceed, please note
that no offence towards the good people of Texas was intended.

CW: death, suicide

Could you please introduce yourself - explain your work
and your academic interests for the readers of Look Left?
I’m Danny Dorling, I’m from the Geography department at
Oxford University, and I've been doing Geography for 30 years,
though just seven years in Oxford. For the last 20 years I've been
looking at inequalities between people, between areas and between
countries and how they've been changing.

You focus on inequalities a lot in your work, so what do you
think the most obvious truths about social inequality in the UK
are which have been laid bare by the Covid pandemic?
We have enormous ignorance of our inequality in Britain; it’s
quite staggering. Few people know that the UK is by income inequality the most unequal country in Europe. I often say that we’re like
the Texas of Europe if you think about how people stereotype
Texans as having a rather brash way of behaving!
There was an article in the BMJ and what they said was this:
“the pandemic has seen an unprecedented intergenerational transfer of harm and costs from elderly socio-economically privileged
people to disadvantaged children”. This disease has hit the oldest
the most but the better off tend to live 10 years or more than the
worst off, so if you have a disease that hits people in their 90s more
it will actually hit the middle class more. We’ve done not everything
but quite a lot to protect this group like shut down schools which
has had massively damaging health effects on children.
In the 2019 election many less well-off communities voted
the Tories in. Do you have any faith that the Conservative government will do anything to ‘level up Britain’?

What people often don't realise about the Conservatives is that
they're not always lying. Sometimes they actually believe they've
done something good. Yes, there was quite a lot of lying with the
Conservatives, but they also fool themselves, they actually think
they make lives better. They don’t. I’ve spent 30 years measuring
this, and we've got international studies telling you how more
people kill themselves when the Conservatives are in power than
when Labour is, all else taken into account. There's huge amounts
of evidence that the Conservatives are damaging to society.


On the ‘red wall’, I published something on this in January last
year: it's the posher northern seats that went. When you look at
almost all the seats that flipped, they had three affluent neighbourhoods in the best fifth of British society - they have retirement
areas with better off people in them. It wasn’t the poorer parts of
Liverpool or Newcastle, it was the more rural northern areas which
often included people who had retired from the South back to the
North because it was cheaper, so it’s not quite so cut and dried.

I'm not completely cynical about what the Tories might do
because I think that they may be forced by circumstance in a way to
level up, partly by not having enough money to spend on the South.
It's going to be very hard for them to do things like take the £20 a
week extra on Universal Credit back - they've got problems with
mass evictions of poor families, and they can't really start workhouses again to put evicted children into. They may be forced not to be
as bad as they normally are because of the circumstances we're in it's sort of like an echo of what happened in the 1920s when things
began to get more equal - that's the last time we had a turning
point. We’re at a peak of inequality now - we're the most unequal
country in Europe. Inequality has been rising since 1970s, but it
may turn. The last time it turned was 100 years ago after WW1 and
we became progressively more equal. We didn’t immediately notice
because the first two decades of becoming more equal are just a
painful, awful mass recession.
I have been saying that we're in weird times and the Conservatives have been forced sometimes to do some things which they
usually wouldn’t want to. A great example of that is Keir Starmer
coming out in favour of a lower rate corporation tax than the Conservatives. A nice potential indicator of peak inequality is when you
actually have the Conservatives potentially being more progressive
on something than what Labour is willing to say publicly.
The flip side question to the previous one is: a year into
Starmer’s leadership, what is your assessment of the Opposition?

My general assessment of Labour is fairly damning. To become
the most economically unequal country in Europe, which we did
from the 1970s onwards... yes, it requires a devious Conservative
Party, but they're not that clever. So sadly, one of the reasons why
Britain's in such a terrible state is that we have had, since the late
1970s, a pretty dismal left wing / social democratic party compared
to a standard European country and the left there. Angela Merkel's
policies are left of Jeremy Corbyn in what she actually does and
the amount of public money she's willing to spend compared to in
Corbyn’s manifesto.
And it's really interesting to ask how come the living standards of people on benefits have halved since I was a kid. Obviously, it's a terrible record, and we can't put it down to the world's
most successful Conservative Party. They're not geniuses, we can't
lay it on them; it is the sad failure of solidarity on the left. So get
look within
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pay hardly anything or even nothing. Cancelling student debt is
hardly radical when you remember that every political party apart
from Conservatives are in favour of this.
On rent: if you're in Scotland, Scottish law is different - you just
simply tell your landlord you're not paying. You have the ability
to just walk out with four weeks notice, which is what students in
Scotland have done. In England we need to know what's possible in
Scotland and then ask why we don’t have it here.

Jade Calder (right) interviewing Prof Dorling over
Zoom, February 2021

your message out Starmer, I'm not impressed. But it's part of the 40
years of ‘not impressed’, and there must be an underlying reason
about why the left has so few people to draw on; why it can't get
its act together, why it failed to do things like bringing proportional
representation in the last 40 years so that it would be utterly split
between the SDP, the Liberal Democrats, the Greens...

This is an oddly divided country by class, and the middle class
are going to be hurt by the outcome of this pandemic, recession,
Brexit.... the middle class were hurt in the 1930s as well; by the end
of 1930s they couldn't afford a private doctor, which is partly why
we got the NHS. Labour tells itself myths about things. It wasn't just
a miners' leader who got us the NHS, middle class Beveridge was a
liberal. When Labour does well is when you have a hurting middle
class and a movement towards greater equality, and that's when
Labour did well in 1945 and again in the 1960s.
Ideally for a normal European country you'd have two Labour
parties. You'd have a left one and the right one, and you'd have PR
so it wouldn't matter. You can't have a party of this breadth from
Tony Blair mild conservatism through to Trotskyists, but without
PR you have to have it.

In 2014 the Conservatives stopped being a conservative party.
I think it's the year in which Cameron agreed that in the European
Parliament, the Conservatives no longer belonged to the European
People's Party, the European conservatives. They would join with
other groups, including Alternative for Deutschland - our Conservative MEPs joined the far right in the European Parliament. So
we have a far right party in power, and when your main political
party becomes a far right populist party, Labour is left to house
everybody else. Again, we’re like the Texas of Europe. Things are
pretty bad here, but one of the worst things is that we don’t even
know how bad they are.

As I'm sure you know quite a lot of university students
have taken part in rent strikes this year - as an academic yourself, what's your view on these?
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The most important thing is tuition fees. In most of Europe you

It's normal in Scotland and the rest of Europe to go to university locally. In general it’s normal to stay at home - this idea that we
need to create extra bedrooms for people all around the country
so you can go and have the student experience is not that green. If
we were to do all of that you have a much cheaper university experience because you don't need to do things in the way we've chosen
to do them. The problem in Britain is the vested interest in money.
I can remember in 2008 when I had my first PhD students and one
worked in the higher education sector. And he said to me, “Danny,
we're about to create a market that's bigger than the entire oil and
gas market in Britain”, and that market is the fees of students and
their rents.

The rents that you're paying have been entirely constructed by
a process over those decades of inflating the cost of housing. I've
had people high up in the Treasury tell me that the government
views the cost of housing in London as a measure of their economic success. The more expensive London is, the better it is doing
because London can only be that expensive because people can
afford to live there. Now, if you've got a set of ministers who see
high house prices and higher rates as a sign of success, you've got
a problem.
You've written about and spoken about the homelessness
issue in Oxford in particular. I was wondering if you find that
people have a kind of mental disconnect between the rough
sleepers they see on the street and the causes of homelessness?

"We’re not going to get an
18 year old now at Oxford
who’s looking up at Boris
and thinking he’s doing a
brilliant job and that he will
one day be prime minister"

Oxford City Council got a shock when it found that a large
number of the homeless people dying had grown up here - the
homeless people more likely to die here are the ones who grew up
here. If everything falls apart in your life you end up gravitating
towards the place near to where your school was, then you run out
of favours from old friends and then you end up on the streets.

I became interested in housing because 20 years ago we did a
paper about the causes of deaths of young people in Oxford, and I
got the shock of my life when we actually discovered that the main
reason was homelessness. The deaths were especially around a
place called Simon House quite near the centre of town; for under
65s the excess deaths were within the same ward as Christ Church,
around the homeless hostels. We repeated that analysis last year
and the situation had become even worse.
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What is one thing that you would like the readers to go
away and do?

Imagine that they’d been born in another European country,
then think “what would have most likely happened to me; how
would my schooling have been different, how would my choice of
going to university been different?”

To what extent are they a product of the time and place where
they grew up, and how can they factor that in to not repeat the
mistakes of the past? I did a 200 year long series where I take each
prime minister when they were 18; with Boris Johnson he looked
up to Margaret Thatcher; when she was 18 she looked up to Winston Churchill. And you can do it again and again and again. This
will end. We’re not going to get an 18 year old now at Oxford who’s
looking up at Boris and thinking he’s doing a brilliant job and that
he will one day be prime minister. This will end, partially because
of numerical reasons and there’s so many more universities now.
It won’t be a PPE student from Oxford who’s prime minister in 40
years’ time.
Try and think how it would have been different somewhere
else and then try and be that person. It’s a bit like saying to somebody from Texas to try and imagine growing up somewhere else.
Don’t spend the rest of your life necessarily trying to be a Texan.
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When I think of polls, I think of the 2019 election, and the
silence that filled the room when the exit poll appeared on our
screens. Exit polls are surveys done at the ballot box of 144 constituencies, specially selected to broadly represent the country, but
also to give a good indication of the Labour/Conservative swing.
Academics then work through the day to project these results onto
the remaining UK seats in order to produce a prediction for the
total number of seats, and hence the result of the election.
Polling isn’t just important on election night - it increasingly
shapes policy, strategy, and communications. Canvassing public
opinion has always been part of successful politics, and as our
methods of data analysis improve, parties can pinpoint the importance of specific policies to each demographic, as well as measure
their current performance and adjust their behaviour accordingly. It’s not just in the run up to elections when this is important - looking closely, it becomes apparent that the Conservative’s
approach to Covid restrictions stick close to the level of severity
that the public think appropriate. Conveniently backed by public
opinion [1], their current strategy contrasts sharply with last
October’s messaging (even though the UK was experiencing similar numbers of cases). Parties can, and do, survey public opinion to
ensure that the steps they take lead them in the right direction with
regards to their popularity - a not-so-subtle reminder that, despite
the lofty idealism of many people, myself probably included, politics is also about winning elections.

The future of polling

The universities and hospitals in Oxford basically colonised
working class housing - 10 years ago that ran out and what happens
then is that every last scrap of housing ends up being used in the
city. The expansion of the universities and everything else in a city
that's not allowed to grow means that the worst little hovel now has
an American PhD student with a trust fund living in it, and one of the
reasons why people are dying on the streets of Oxford who grew up
here is because we have extremely rich people from abroad living in
the property that they would have lived in. There's a direct connection between the growth of the universities, not allowing Oxford to
grow, not building any more housing and so on and the homelessness. If you become a growth area like this without planning and
if the underlying assumption is “don't worry the market will sort
it out, it'll all reach an equilibrium”, well we're playing a game of
seeing what happens if you do that.

In politics, polling is inescapable. Barely a day goes by without
someone predicting a Labour increase, a Liberal Democrat surge, or
a Tory raise, prompting endless arguments about the significance
of such figures at a time so far from the election. Polling permeates
every part of politics, from party advertising to policy making, and
it‘s role is only set to increase as data becomes more readily accessible.

Martha Storey, Maths and Philosophy at University College

It's much easier if you've known people who've been homeless,
and the other thing that's hard is that often, people's experiences of
street homelessness are with the most confident street homeless
person, the person who's willing to sit in the most obvious place
and willing to talk. It's not with a person who's crying around the
corner, that's what you don't see. People get the wrong perceptions
which are based on a tiny subset.

As the world’s reliance on data and technology increases, it
would be expected that polls would get more and more accurate
as time goes on. But, recent experience shows this isn’t the case.
Polling has been off the mark as recently as 2015, where the Tories
outperformed pollsters’ expectations, while Labour’s popularity
was underestimated in 2017. Polling is adapting to new surveying
methods, particularly ones using the internet, which naturally
leads to error as pollsters try to find the most accurate surveying
methods. As well as testing different online polling methods, more
reliable methods like telephone polling have decreased in their
success, going from a 36% response rate in America in 1997 to
6% today [2]. This naturally leads to fluctuations in accuracy,
but the turbulence of current politics no doubt
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contributes too.

"If Labour is to have a chance in 2024, we must watch
and reflect upon the importance of opinion polling."

While internet polling is easy and cheap, there are worries that
it is unrepresentative of the general population. Not everyone regularly uses the internet [3] and, unlike the phone and address book
records that parties can access, there is no database of all UK emails
to sample from. There are ways around this - for example a mailed
invitation to fill out an online survey - but they are laborious, and
can still miss out those who, by nature of their relationship with
technology, simply won’t fill out an online survey.

Other methods that don’t take a random sample include polls
advertised on social media, websites, or through specific loyalty
programmes. While cheaper to execute, methods like these are naturally self-selecting, with people from certain demographics much
more likely to fill them out. The relatively recent development of
new methods of polling means that, despite improvements in data
analysis, polls aren’t necessarily more accurate, which explains the
recent discrepancy between polls and election results.

It’s important that we are careful with how we treat polls. As
well as the risk of policies being overly dictated by polls, clumsy
reporting of polls can - and does - impact the outcome of elections, especially when voter projections are translated into probabilities of a given candidate winning an election. Small differences
in voter projections can result in large differences in the probability of a given party winning. Studies show that, based on the same
underlying data, voters who are told the probability of a candidate
winning, as opposed to the projected vote share, are much more
confident that a given candidate will win, despite their predictions
being largely inaccurate [4].
Certainty about who will win an election makes it less likely
that people will vote. If candidates look like they are on equal
footing, people are more likely to go to the effort of voting. Consequently, the way that journalists report the results of polling can
seriously impact the outcome of a given election.

Polling isn’t the only option for predicting election outcomes
- models from physics have proven accurate in predicting election results. In ‘sociophysics’ [5], voters are modelled as particles,
with spin in certain directions correlating to a voter's inclination to
vote for different parties. The direction which a given particle spins
(and hence which party a voter is likely to vote for) affects the particles around it, making them more likely to spin in the same direction. However other things, like the heat and energy, make this less
likely. Rather than modelling all voters on identical homogeneous
particles, this method of predicting outcomes uses each particle’s
slightly varying magnetic fields to model each individual voter’s
differing opinions and influences.
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The key advantage of modelling in this way is that it can account
for “phase transitions”, when a physical system shifts from one way
of organising itself to another. This is great for modelling changes in



public opinion, and suggests there is a “tipping point” beyond which
the number of people holding extreme views increases at a higher
rate. While this method doesn’t tell us anything about the reasons
why people vote how they do, it is extremely accurate in predicting
how they will vote, giving close results in the French Presidential
election in 2017, and the 2018 US mid-terms.
Polling carries great political heft, but must quickly adapt to
the digital age in order to be useful to politics. Fields like sociophysics demonstrate that advances are being made beyond conventional polling methods. However, their scope is limited to merely
predicting the outcome of an election, rather than producing data
that parties can use to inform policy. It is clear that the Conservatives are already keenly aware of polling data and the information it
represents - if Labour is to have a chance in 2024, we must watch
and reflect upon the importance of opinion polling.
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Dan Harrison, History at Worcester College

Education, Education, Education
52

Tony Blair was right to argue in 1997 that Labour’s three priorities for government should be the three referred to in the title of
this article. Although the former West German Chancellor, Helmut
Schmidt, said that those who have a vision need to see a doctor, I
believe we suffer from a poverty of ambition in politics.

Politicians on the right seek power to neutralise threats, to
stabilise nations and to safeguard continuity and conservatism
against the sweeping winds of change. For the left this is not enough.
Change, renewal, progress - they must be continually flowing, building momentum and tearing down barriers and walls. This is why
Keir Starmer must put reforming our education system at the heart
of his agenda for government in 2024. It is only through an education system fit for the twenty first century that we will build a fairer,
more equal and more just society.

The Labour Party has a strong record on education, one to
defend and be proud of. Our party created the modern comprehensive school system, The Open University and in 1997 rescued crumbling schools from degradation. At the time, education spending
was at a historic low and Labour set out to improve the capacity and
quality of the education system. There was a significant programme
of modernisation of the entire school building stock and, critically,
funding was redistributed towards schools in disadvantaged areas.
Education spending increased by 78% from 1997 to 2010 and
for all those who ceaselessly bemoan that ‘Labour crashed the
economy’ with its profligate spending, this was money well targeted and well spent.
A report by the LSE in 2013 found that "attainment (in England’s
schools) overall increased and socio-economic gaps were reduced on every measure". As well as this, The Financial Times analysed GCSE results between 2006-2010 and found that poorer children had closed the educational attainment gap on children from
wealthier backgrounds. In response to this study, Professor Simon
Burgess, a Professor of Economics at the University of Bristol, said
that, “declining social mobility is not an immutable force, but can
be changed. Indeed, it seems that it was changed by the education
policies of the previous (Labour) government."

So Starmer has a record to build on, but Labour has unfinished
business when it comes to investing in and reforming our education system. Inequality is still deeply rooted in our schools. The
proportion of students achieving AAA or higher at A-Level is nearly
twice as high in the South East of England as it is in the North East.
Even before that, by the time they sit their GCSEs, the average pupil
on free school meals is academically two years behind the average
pupil who is not. Admittedly, when Labour was last in government,
it did not do enough to tackle some of the underlying causes of
inequality in educational attainment, such as income inequality.
Whilst the NHS and social care system have deservedly been
showered with praise for their pandemic response, it has felt at



times as though those on the frontline of our schools have been
forgotten. Yet they have had to teach pupils in school and simultaneously deliver online lessons. Many have not just been teachers
this past year, but also social workers and deliverers of free food
to starving families. When we reach the end of this pandemic, our
society will face a fundamental choice. Will we return to an education system, where the postcode you are born in determines your
life chances? Or will we rise to the challenge of creating a system
that gives every individual the opportunity to be sovereign over
themselves and their life’s journey?

What should Labour’s education policy look
like?

"Schools must no longer be
exam factories, endlessly
churning out robotic students
who can recite facts, but not
appreciate or value education"

Firstly, instead of a public sector pay freeze, all school staff
should receive an above inflation pay rise this year and next as
recognition for their work during the pandemic.

A future Labour government should prioritise teacher quality
above all. Therefore, a specialist University of Teaching should
be established that would focus on training young people for the
education sector and help train those who want to leave the private
sector to become teachers. This institution would be a centre of
innovation for new teaching methods, providing lifelong training
for teachers. It could also be a magnet for attracting the world’s
best educators, who could help lead training sessions at the institution and share best practice.
Alongside this, GCSEs should be abolished and replaced with a
mixture of internal assessment and teacher reports, because education does not end at 16, so why do we conduct intensive examinations then? Schools must no longer be exam factories, endlessly
churning out robotic students who can recite facts, but not appreciate or value education. Instead schools must be places where
young people can learn to appreciate the beauty of music and art;
the glory of sport and the vast wonders of nature. Schools should be
places where individuals can dare to experiment and be daring and
innovative: imaginative and creative. Therefore, a Labour government should increase funding for the delivery of arts and sports in
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A Labour government should also create an apprenticeship
system that is fit for purpose and can serve the needs of both young
people and employers in a fast changing economy. Therefore, we
should learn from Germany and Switzerland and create a system,
in which young people would spend some of their apprenticeship
at a specialised vocational school and the rest of their time at a
company. For too long, governments of both parties have forensically focused on universities, but many young people do not want
to go to university . For them there is a barren desert of opportunity, whilst those who aspire to university are drowned in choice.
This inequality must end.
Education, Education, Education is not a soundbite. It is a way
of life. For some it is the gateway to success; for others it provides protection against poverty. But today the education system in
the UK is not a gateway to self-development nor a protective arm
around the shoulder. It is failing young people. I went to a primary
school that had the motto ‘Aim High.’ To reform our education
system that is exactly what we must do.

Nevertheless, in recent years this relationship has seemed more
distant than ever. After the 2019 election, Lord Ashcroft’s polling
showed a lack of patriotism was a major factor in Labour’s defeat.
It demonstrated that the ex-leader, Jeremy Corbyn, was primarily at
fault due to a perceived lack of patriotism. From refusing to sing the
national anthem at a memorial service to reported meetings with
terrorist groups, Corbyn failed to connect with ‘red wall’ voters a group who largely identified themselves as proud of where they
come from. Rightly or wrongly, most voters are patriotic; a YouGov
poll found that 61% of voters see themselves as patriotic, compared to 32% who don’t. This visceral attachment to one's heritage,
as frowned upon as it may be to some, is integral to many people's
identities. We, as a party, have failed to incorporate this innate
admiration into our message, or worst of all, we have actively ignored its importance to our membership. In order to lead the country,
nevermind the Labour Party, we must make it clear that we like the
country we want to govern.
This inactivity over the patriotism problem will evidently prove
fatal. If we do not define our patriotism, our progressive patriotism,
the Tories will define it for us. In the same poll, 41% of people considered Labour as unpatriotic. By contrast, 55% consider the Tories
to be patriotic. As a result we are already seen as inferior on areas
such as foreign policy and national security, for we are not strong
enough to protect our country. Something must change.

What I am suggesting is not a complete rewrite of Labour’s
ideology, but rather a direct focus on what makes Labour the party
of the people. We must offer a patriotism that is beyond the Conservatives' reach, and one that can connect us to what we have lost.
A major survey from the BBC revealed, perhaps not surprisingly,
that young people are far less likely to feel proud to be English than
older generations. My own political consciousness has been filled
with hegemonic Tory rule, and overwhelmed with serial incompetence, austerity and the B word. How could we possibly be proud
of that? Labour has an opportunity to define a patriotism fit for
the 21st century, one that combines the history of our party with a
relentless vision of the future.
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Yet in unequivocally affirming the importance of patriotism
we must be wary of the nationalistic tendencies that can arise.
Playing nationwide identity politics is a tool of the right, one that
stereotypes people and fails to conceptualise the complexities of
our world - that our race, gender or sexuality does not define us
as people. A push towards patriotism could also alienate Labour’s
look within

The case for progressive patriotism

schools. There should be a compulsory outdoor education course
for primary schools, where young children would learn about
sustainability and climate change.

In a Zoom call with voters from Bury in April of last year, this
was Keir Starmer’s plea - that Patriotism and Labour were not
mutually exclusive but rather intrinsically connected. To some
people this may seem like a basic expectation, yet for some time
now Labour’s relationship with patriotism has been an awkward
endeavour at best.

Danial Hussein, PPE at Lady Margaret Hall

“I wouldn’t be leader of the Labour party if I wasn’t patriotic”.
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broad coalition of voters, particularly within the BAME community.
For me, it seems like a difficult balance that Labour has to strike: to
equally reclaim its old roots whilst protecting its new ones. Labour
was built on trade unions - the industrious working class who had
an innate patriotic element in their consciousness. Now, Labour
has shifted to a different membership consisting of the metropolitan middle class and students. The tensions have been clear for
some time now; the traditional membership does not feel represented anymore, but rather looked down upon and taken for granted.
Their desire to be proud of their country is unimportant to the new
coalition bloc, and therefore lower on the list of priorities. If Labour
wants to win in 2024, it needs to unite these two groups together.
Patriotism, despite its flaws, is the only way to do it.

So, what should progressive patriotism look like? First we
must look back to what has been done. Long-Bailey, who coined
‘progressive patriotism’ during the leadership election, was ultimately too vague. She recounted how Lancashire mill workers supported Lincoln’s embargo on slave-picked cotton during the American
Civil War, as a template for what must be done. Yet, this internationalist element, although part of the solution, is limited. It ignores
the national community that must be derived in order to win elections. By trying to stand for everything but with undefined references to “dignity” and “pride”, Long-Bailey in reality stood for nothing.
Whilst Corbyn ignored the patriotism problem, Starmer has
arguably pandered to conservative patriotism. Patriotism cannot
merely be “use of the flag, veterans, dressing smartly”, as suggested in Labour’s leaked plan to win back voters - it is so transparently insincere. According to the report, voters felt Starmer was
“sitting on the fence”, and they did not know what Labour stands
for. Instead, Labour needs to build a genuine patriotic belief system,
and that will take time, but it must be an alternative to nationalist
nostalgia.
How then should the
Left adopt patriotism? How can
we appeal
to voters
who are
proud to
be British
w h i l s t
simulta-

Keir Starmer, Rebecca
Long-Bailey, and Jeremy
Corbyn.
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neously retaining those who disagree? Patriotism can be the uniting
element between Labour’s past and future, highlighting how both
groups have more in common than they might think. The Covid-19
pandemic has highlighted this. What makes me proud of this country is not the symbolic gestures of flags or jingoistic language of
how we are superior. It is the NHS staff, teachers and lorry drivers
- in other words the key workers - who kept our country running
in the midst of political neglect. We have institutions which ensure
that everyone has access to an education and quality healthcare.
What connects people are the values of fairness and equality of
opportunity which the institutions promote.
Patriotic conservatism is inherently stable as it is squarely
focused on the short term and never the broad change the country
needs. As we get out of the pandemic and face up to the full extent
of damage done to our public services by austerity, we need a critical edge. Labour’s patriotism must not be blind, it must be honest.
We must not be merely proud, for that is overly defensive and thus
the opposite of what Labour ought to stand for.

Labour is the party of reform, of pioneering change - a trait
that is unequivocally British. We must be critical; our institutions
are great, but they have suffered under years of Tory rule with the
cutting of public services and overstretching the incredible people
who hold our country together. We must stand up for all that is
good in this country, but simultaneously argue that it could, and
should, be better. That second part is what separates Labour from
the Conservatives, and it is incumbent upon the party leadership to
remember that. We must show not just that the country needs to
change, but that we believe it can change. To be proud whilst still
realising it has its faults. That is what Labour is. Our 1945 election
win was encapsulated by the manifesto “Let us face the future”. We
can draw on the fact that throughout our history we have reformed Britain by creating the welfare state and the institutions that
so many are proud of today. These institutions make Britain what it
is, and Labour formed them.

Labour's 1945 Manifesto

But we have to be willing to act. We urgently need
to challenge the view that the current government is
patriotic; arguing that the proposed 1% pay rise to NHS
workers (a real cut in wages) is the opposite of patriotism. It is an insult. Labour has to be more self-assured and not uncritically accept the right’s attempts to
predetermine the political playbook. We must show
that we are the real patriots, that Britain’s patriotism
is based on tangible reform rather than
just symbolism, and that throughout
history Labour has been the party to
deliver on it.
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