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CO-CHAIRS’ REPORT
Hari Bravery and Maia Hamilton
Co-Chairs, Trinity Term 2022
Thank	you	all	 for	 taking	the	time	to	read	the	Oxford	University	Labour	Club’s	Trinity	Term	
2022	Look	Left!	

The	relentless	passion	and	enthusiasm	of	Look	Left’s	contributors	is	a	never-ending	source	of	
pride	for	our	club;	the	release	of	every	new	edition	of	Look	Left	is	a	testament	to	the	ideological	
diversity	of	our	club,	but	out	shared	membership	of	the	broad	church	that	is	the	Labour	Party.	
With	contents	ranging	from	a	book	review	of	Simon	Kuper’s	book	Chums,	surveying	the	role	
of	Oxford	in	the	upbringing	of	this	noxious	Tory	government,	to	an	interview	with	the	one	and	
only	Neil	Kinnock,	there	is	something	for	everyone!	Look	Left	and	the	respectful	academic	en-
gagement	with	different	sects	of	left-wing	thought	remind	us	that	all	this	business	of	campaign-
ing	and	political	parties	is	worth	nothing	without	the	ideology	that	underpins	it	–	the	ideals	of	
a	more	just,	more	compassionate,	more	diverse	Britain.

An	obvious	highlight	of	our	term	was	the	great	success	of	Oxford	Labour	in	the	local	city	coun-
cil	election.	If	you	came	out	and	canvassed,	handed	out	leaflets,	pidged	letters,	stuck	up	a	La-
bour	poster	in	your	JCR,	or	even	just	went	to	vote	red	in	your	local	area	–	thank	you!	It	was	
incredibly	rewarding	to	see	the	success	of	so	many	hours	of	tireless	campaigning.	This	term	we	
truly	cemented	OULC’s	status	‘as	an	active	campaigning	force’	as	per	our	Wikipedia	page!

Both	of	us	were	passionate	about	crafting	a	packed	termcard,	that	balanced	campaigning	with	
intellectually	engaging	speakers.	And	a	speaker	heavy	term	it	was!	In	Trinity	we	hosted	some	
huge	figures	of	 the	Labour	movement	of	 the	past,	 including	Neil	Kinnock,	David	Miliband,	
Richard	Corbett	and	Cherie	Blair	KC	as	well	as	current	members	of	the	Labour	Shadow	Cab-
inet	Rosena	Allin-Khan	and	Anneliese	Dodds.	Other	personal	highlights	of	the	term	included	
a	(now	very	topical)	talk	with	Graham	Smith,	the	CEO	of	the	anti-monarchist	pressure	group	
Republic,	a	talk	by	feminist	Labour	historian	Nan	Sloane	and	a	thought-provoking	discussion	
of	leftist	pessimism	with	Oly	Durose.	It	was	an	honour	and	certainly	a	great	pleasure	to	be	able	
to	meet	and	interview	to	all	of	these	speakers	for	the	benefit	of	OULC	members	and	to	be	able	
to	enrich	our	understanding	of	what	

We	could	never	have	achieved	all	of	this	without	the	help	of	our	dedicated	committee	–	run-
ning	the	club	wouldn’t	have	been	possible	without	all	your	hard	work	and	commitment.	We	are	
grateful	beyond	words	for	all	you’ve	done,	the	dedication	of	all	of	you	has	been	an	inspiration.	
An	especially	huge	thanks	to	Els	Staddon,	one	of	our	future	co-chairs,	for	her	immense	dedica-
tion	to	this	club.	From	helping	us	emailing	speakers,	to	pulling	together	the	graphic	design	for	
this	very	edition,	we	both	owe	Els	a	huge	debt	–	our	term	would	have	been	so	much	the	worse	
without	her	help.	She	will	forever	be	our	Treasurer!	Another	quick	thank	you	to	Baroness	Royall	
for	her	continued	kind	help	with	all	things	Labour.



Trinity	Term	2022’s	Look	Left	drops	at	a	time	of	unprecedented	political	turmoil.	We	have	had	
three	Tory	prime	ministers	 this	 year	 alone.	With	a	Conservative	government	 slowly	 self-de-
structing	and	a	cabinet	filled	with	the	smallest	of	small	fries,	saturated	in	an	isolationist	nation-
alism	and	economic	illiteracy	that	poses	an	existential	threat	to	the	culture	and	prosperity	of	this	
country,	it	has	never	been	clearer	that	a	Labour	government	is	a	necessity.	Use	this	publication	
as	a	starting	point,	one	that	engages	with	left-wing	thought	and	modern	politics	in	a	refreshing	
variety	of	ways;	the	richness	of	leftism	will	always	triumph	over	the	fusty	dullness	of	conserva-
tism.	We	will	see	you	all	very	soon	in	a	red	Britain.

In	solidarity	always,

Hari	and	Maia
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Animal Farm: Reflec-
tions on the Fairy 
Story
Maia Hamilton
My	 college	 library	 recently	 ran	 a	 “Bibliothera-
py”	scheme.	One	could	sign	up	and	be	assigned	a	
recommended	library	book	to	take	out,	with	the	
choice	of	fiction	or	non-fiction,	and	also	 receive	
a	free	chocolate	bar.	I	was	assigned	Animal	Farm,	
which	amused	my	boyfriend	given	my	position	in	
the	Labour	Club.	I	ate	the	Cadbury	bar	weeks	ago	
but	 waited	 until	 after	my	 exams	 for	 the	 literary	
nourishment.

Upon	 reading	Animal	Farm	 I’ve	had	people	 ask	
me	why	I’ve	picked	up	my	GCSE	syllabus	again.	
In	spite	of	the	fact	I	actually	studied	Of	Mice	and	
Men,	 I	understand	 the	sentiment,	as	 it	has	been	
many	 years	 since	 I	 first	 read	 the	 novel.	 At	 less	
than	200	pages,	 and	a	 simple	writing	 style,	Ani-
mal	Farm	tends	 to	be	an	early	 introduction	 into	
reading	 “classic	novels”.	The	allegories	 are	direct	
and	clear,	and	if	any	enlightening	is	needed,	BBC	
Bitesize	has	many	analyses.

In	the	day	and	age	where	Animal	Farm	is	so	prized	
and	distributed	 as	 essential	 reading,	 particularly	
by	 the	Government	 to	children,	 it	 is	easy	 to	 for-
get	how	Orwell	had	struggled	to	find	a	publisher.	
The	book	was	written	 in	3	months	at	 the	begin-
ning	of	 1943,	 at	 the	 same	 time	Stalin,	Churchill	
and	 Roosevelt	met	 in	 Teheran	 to	work	 together	
against	German	forces.	The	novel	was	rejected	4	
times,	one	 rejection	being	 from	T.S	Eliot,	work-
ing	for	Faber	&	Faber	at	the	time,	who	wrote	“We	
have	no	conviction	that	 this	 is	 the	right	point	of	
view	from	which	to	criticise	the	political	situation	
at	the	present	time.”	In	Orwell’s	proposed	original	

preface,	 which	 was	 eventually	 published	 in	 The	
Times	Literary	Supplement	in	1972,	he	mentions	
a	 letter	which	he	 received	 from	a	publisher	who	
had	decided	 to	consult	 the	Ministry	of	 Informa-
tion,	saying	“I	mentioned	the	reaction	I	had	had	
from	an	important	official	 in	the	Ministry	of	In-
formation	 with	 regard	 to	 Animal	 Farm.	 I	 must	
confess	that	this	expression	of	opinion	has	given	
me	seriously	to	think…	I	can	see	now	that	it	might	
be	 regarded	 as	 something	 which	 it	 was	 highly	
ill-advised	to	publish	at	the	present	time.”

Orwell	died	in	1950,	never	living	to	see	the	later	
interpretations	of	his	book.	It’s	interesting	to	think	
of	his	reactions	to	how	it	has	been	used.	Animal	
Farm	is	now	one	of	the	most	praised	books	of	the	
early	20th	century,	reaching	heights	Orwell	could	
hardly	have	expected	in	1943.	However,	because	of	
this	popularity,	interpretations	of	the	work	and	of	
Orwell	himself	vary	wildly.	In	1954	the	CIA	fund-
ed	a	full-length	animated	film	of	Animal	Farm.	All	
mentions	of	humans	in	the	finale	are	removed	and	
only	the	pigs	are	corrupt.	In	his	essay	“If	Orwell	
were	alive	today”	Norman	Podhoretz	claimed	that	
Orwell	would	be	a	neo-conservative.

In	“Why	I	Write”	Orwell	wrote,	“Every	line	of	se-
rious	work	that	I	have	written	since	1936	has	been	
written,	directly	or	indirectly,	against	totalitarian-
ism	and	for	democratic	socialism,	as	I	understand	
it.”	So	how	did	Orwell	understand	democratic	so-
cialism?	He	described	being	conve	rted	to	Social-
ism	“more	out	of	disgust	with	the	way	the	poorer	
section	of	 the	 industrial	workers	were	oppressed	
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and	neglected	than	out	of	any	theoretical	admira-
tion	for	a	planned	society.”	Did	Animal	Farm	fail	
at	relaying	this	socialist	message?	Orwell	certain-
ly	doesn’t	claim	that	life	was	better	under	Farmer	
Jones,	writing	“Only	old	Benjamin	professed	
to	remember	every	detail	of	his	long	life	and	to	
know	that	things	never	had	been,	nor	ever	could	
be	much	better	or	much	worse	-	hunger,	hard-
ship,	and	disappointment	being,	so	he	said,	the	
unalterable	law	of	life.”		Yes,	Orwell	chooses	to	
use	the	book	to	focus	on	the	tragedy	of	the	Soviet	
regime,	but	he	doesn’t	validify	the	farmers’	rule	
either	–	Boxer	was	always	going	to	be	sent	to	the	
glue	factory,	the	chicken’s	eggs	were	always	going	
to	be	stolen	and	sold.	 	

This	is	not	a	eulogy	to	Orwell,	whose	long,	
complicated	history	would	require	a	much	longer	
essay,	but	an	ode	to	the	lost	legacy	of	Animal	
Farm.	In	the	preface	to	the	Ukrainian	translation	
of	Animal	Farm	Orwell	wrote	“Indeed,	in	my	
opinion,	nothing	has	contributed	so	much	to	the	
corruption	of	the	original	idea	of	Socialism	as	the	
belief	that	Russia	is	a	Socialist	country	and	that	
every	act	of	its	rulers	must	be	excused,	if	not	im-
itated.	And	so	for	the	past	ten	years	I	have	been	
convinced	that	the	destruction	of	the	Socialist	
myth	was	essential	if	we	wanted	a	revival	of	the	
Socialist	movement.”

And	yet	at	the	time	of	publishing,	and	even	to-
day,	the	book	has	faced	much	criticism	from	the	
left.	Perhaps	the	book	could	be	easier	understood	
if	Orwell	had	laid	out	a	solution,	a	system	in	
which	the	animals	can	reach	the	justice	they	are	
promised.	But	to	do	so	would	be	a	Disneyfication	
of	the	fairy	story	Orwell	wrote.	Orwell	does	not	
want	to	play	Moses,	relaying	tales	of	Sugarcandy	
Mountain	to	us	readers.	

Animal	Farm	is	a	socialist	story	without	being	
utopian,	its	purpose	is	to	showcase	how	a	rev-
olution	can	fail.	As	Orwell	wrote	in	a	letter	to	
Dwight	McDonald	“I	meant	the	moral	to	be	that	
revolutions	only	effect	a	radical	improvement	
when	the	masses	are	alert	and	know	how	to	
chuck	out	their	leaders	as	soon	as	the	latter	have	
done	their	job.	The	turning-point	of	the	story	was

supposed	to	be	when	the	pigs	kept	the	milk	and	
apples	for	themselves.”	This	is	where	interpreta-
tions	of	Animal	Farm	differ	–	Orwell	did	not	in-
tend	the	tragedy	to	be	doomed	from	Old	Major’s	
speech,	but	rather	to	take	a	sharp	twist	when	our	
new	leaders	have	been	left	in	place	for	too	long.

No	socialist’s	bookshelf	is	complete	without	a	
copy	of	Animal	Farm.	Socialism	stems	from	a	
love	for	one’s	fellow	man,	and	Orwell	was	a	So-
cialist	because	of	this;	his	criticism	of	the	USSR	
showcased	his	bravery	in	criticising	a	regime	that	
nobody	else	would	at	the	time,	defending	the	
oppressed	and	neglected	workers	rather	than	a	
political	theory.

Maia Hamilton is a second year Chemist at New 
College. She was OULC Co-Chair this term.
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Why Francis Fukuyama 
remains relevant
Ali Khosravi

More	than	30	years	ago	in	1989	a	young	academ-
ic	 and	 US	 State	 Department	 employee	 took	 to	
the	pages	of	the	‘National	Interest’	journal	to	ask	
whether	 the	 world	 was	 witnessing	 ‘The	 End	 of	
History?’

That	provocative	essay	granted	Francis	Fukuyama	
his	academic	and	popular	notoriety	 to	 the	point	
that	 now	 most	 people	 automatically	 associate	
him	with	that	that	1989	essay.	He	now	jokes	that	
he	has	been	asked	what	he	meant	by	 it	 “at	 least	
twice	a	day	for	the	last	30	years”.	At	the	end	of	the	
1980s	when	the	Soviet	Union	seemed	to	be	on	the	
verge	of	collapse,	Fukuyama	was	predicting	a	new	
post-ideological	 and	 historical	 age	 where	 liberal	
democratic	politics	is	to	be	the
sole	 survivor	 amidst	 the	wreckage	 of	 history.	 In	
his	view,	a	new	world	order	would	emerge
where	there	are	no	durable	or	serious	ideological	
alternatives	to	liberal	political	systems	and	to	free	
market	capitalism.	

In	that	1989	essay	Fukuyama	asked	that,’If	we	ad-
mit	for	the	moment	that	the	fascist	and	commu-
nist	 challenges	 to	 liberalism	 are	 dead,	 are	 there	
any	other	ideological	competitors	left?	Or	put	an-
other	way,	are	there	contradictions	in	liberal	soci-
ety	beyond	that	of	class	that	are	not	solvable?’	He	
was	presenting	an	optimistic	theory	just	as	the	So-
viet	experiment	with	‘real	existing	socialism’	was	
coming	to	an	end.	

Whenever	he	is	asked	why	he	chose	those	words,	
he	replies	 that	he	actually	borrowed	the	concept	
from	Hegel	and	Marx.	Hegel,	he	writes,	 thought	
that	 ‘The	End	of	History’	occurred	in	1806	after	
the	defeat	of	the	Prussian	Monarchy	by	Napoleon	

which	Hegel	viewed	as	the	triumph	of	the	values	
of	the	French	Revolution.	Marx	on	the	other	hand	
would	have	viewed	‘The	End	of	History’	as	an	in-
evitable	future	in	which	capitalism	collapses	(sup-
posedly	under	the	weight	of	its
own	 inherent	 and	 irreconcilable	 contradictions)	
and	with	 the	 emergence	 of	 a	 dictatorship	 of	 the	
proleteriat	as	the	final	stage	of	historical	develop-
ment.	Fukuyama	suggested	that	on	that	bus	jour-
ney	 of	 political	 evolution,	 humanity	 did	 not	 in	
fact	 sit	 for	 the	 last	 stop.	 Instead	 they	got	off	one	
stop	early	and	arrived	at	liberalism.

The	End	of	History	was	later	turned	into	a	book	in	
1992,	though	without	the	question	mark.	Perhaps	
Fukuyama	 felt	 vindicated	by	 the	 events	of	 1991,	
when	the	Soviet	Union	actually	disintegrated	and	
with	it	the	Cold	War	turned	to	ashes.	

Yet	a	decade	later,	the	world	once	again	changed	
on	11th	September	2001.	In	the	immediate	after-
math	of	9/11,	the	dominant	theory	was	no	longer	
Fukuyama’s	 optimism	 about	 the	 inevitable	 and	
unchallenged	triumph	of	liberalism.	Instead	it	was	
Samuel	Huntington’s	theory	of	‘The	Clash	of	Civi-
lisations’	which	seemed	to	resonate	more	with	the	
new	epoch.	A	joke	from	the	time	apparently	went	
along	the	lines	of,	‘Have	you	heard	the	latest	polit-
ical	science	joke?’	and	the	punchline	was	‘Francis	
Fukuyama’.1

Yet	Fukuyama	has	been	quite	productive	over	the	
last	 three	 decades,	 writing	 several	 books	 on	 the	
history	 of	 political	 thought	 and	 other	 works	 of	
theory.	Through	them	one	can	detect	a	subtle	shift	
from	centre-right	liberalism	to	the	centre-left.	His	
latest	 book	 ‘Liberalism	 and	 Its	Discontents’	 was	
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published	 in	 2022	 which	 he	 apparently	 fin-
ished	writing	 just	before	 the	Russian	 invasion	of	
Ukraine.	 There	 he	 writes	 with	 a	 subtle	 sense	 of	
alarm	about	the	decline	of	liberal	democracy.	He	
cites	reports	by	Freedom	House	which	have	found	
that	for	the	last	sixteen	years	the	number	of	coun-
tries	which	have	become	less	free,	less	liberal	and	
less	democratic	has	outnumbered	those	that	have	
improved	 their	 scores.2	Fukuyama	views	his	 role	
as	reminding	people	‘How	the	ideas	of	liberalism	
and	liberal	democracy	came	about?’,	 to	diagnose	
‘What	went	wrong?	And	to	prescribe	the	ways	in	
which	liberalism	can	be	resuscitated	from	its	per-
ilous	lapse	into	a	deep	complacency.	

HOW DID WE GET HERE?

Fukuyama	 traces	 the	 roots	 of	 liberalism	 to	 the	
mid	17th	century	Europe	which	had	experienced	
‘a	150-year	period	of	almost	continuous	violence	
that	was	triggered	by	the	Protestant	Reformation.’	
In	 the	 face	 such	 bitter	 struggle	 between	 various	
‘substantive	 visions	 of	 the	 good	 life’	 offered	 by	
these	religious	denominations,	liberalism	emerged	
as	a	reconciliatory	force,	‘lowering	the	aspirations	
of	politics’	and	‘recognising	that	most	people	will	
not	agree	on	the	most	important	things.’3	He	de-
scribes	liberalism	as	 ‘the	institutional	solution	to	
the	problem	of	governing	over	diversity.’	He	goes	
on	to	argue	that	as	western	societies	are	becoming	
more	diverse,	 it	 is	 imperative	 that	 liberal	princi-
ples	are	revived;	 they	must	become	the	youthful	
and	 optimistic	 solution	 to	 problems	 of	 govern-
ance	once	more.

WHAT WENT WRONG?

Fukuyama	 primarily	 points	 the	 finger	 at	 two	
groups,	 neoliberal	 economists	 on	 the	 right	 and	
critical	 theorists	 on	 the	 left.	The	first	 have	 ‘irra-
tionally	demonised	government’	and	driven	 ine-
quality	(which	undermines	democracy)	by	taking	
the	principles	of	 ‘the	free	market’	 too	far	and	by	
forming	 a	 ‘religion’	 based	 on	 economic	 growth	
and	 profit	 maximisation.	 The	 critical	 theorists	
have	 launched	an	 intellectual	 assault	on	 the	 leg-
acies	of	the	‘liberal	enlightenment’	such	as	beliefs	
in	the	importance	of	empiricism	and	the	objective

truth.	 He	 views	 thinkers	 like	Michelle	 Foucault	
as	 anti-Enlightenment	 and	 critical	 theorists	 like	
Herbert	Marcuse	as	illiberal.	Marcuse	had	argued	
that	the	idea	of	toleration	is	itself	repressive.	Yet	he	
concedes	that	many	liberals	have	historically	fall-
en	 short	 of	 delivering	 liberalism’s	 central	 prom-
ise:	universal	human	dignity.	But	for	him	there	is	
nothing	 intrinsically	wrong	 in	 the	doctrine.	The	
problems	 of	 widening	 economic	 inequality	 and	
social	polarisation	are	 to	be	blamed	on	poor	ex-
ecution	of	otherwise	sound	and	noble	ideals.	The	
doctrine	was	 just	taken	too	far	and	became	doc-
trinaire.	

WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

A	 left	 of	 centre	 reader	would	 soon	 be	 surprised	
and	 impressed	 by	 how	 social	 democratic	 Fuku-
yama	 sounds.	He	 provocatively	 brands	 the	 nor-
dic	welfare	states	as	merely	‘liberal	societies	with	
higher	levels	of	redistribution’.	He	denounces	‘lib-
eral	incrementalism’	for	having	failed	to	deal	with	
the	climate	crisis.	He	asserts	that	‘liberalism	must	
be	paired	with	democracy	to	mitigate	the	inequal-
ities	created	by	market	economics.’	His	theory	on	
the	rise	of	populism	in	the	western	hemisphere	is	
primarily	materialistic.	For	him	they	are	reactions	
to	 the	 2008	 financial	 crash,	 austerity	 econom-
ic	 policies	 and	 the	 consequences	 of	 unmitigated	
de-industrialisation	 and	 globalisation	 driven	 by	
corporations.	

If	in	1989	he	took	his	telelogy	from	Hegel,	in	2022	
he	seems	to	have	taken	a	leaf	out	of	Marx.

He	argues	that	the	nation	state	remains	‘the	largest	
unit	of	solidarity	and	loyalty.’	Thus,	liberals	must	
capture	a	positive	and	inclusive	vision	of	nation-
al	identity	instead	of	shunning	it	in	exchange	for	
some	abstract	concepts	of	global	citizenship.	The	
issue	of	national	identity	may	be	an	awkward	sub-
ject	 for	 some	 on	 the	 left	 with	 opinions	 ranging	
from	 contempt	 to	 hostility.	 It’s	 either	 viewed	 as	
a	false	consciousness	or	as	a	regressive	and	reac-
tionary	impulse	which	inevitably	leads	to	the	path	
of	xenophobia	and	exclusion.	

Instead	of	ambivalence	or	hostility,	the	centre-left
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in	particular,	as	indisputable	members	of	the	lib-
eral	family,	must	embrace	a	positive	and	inclusive	
sense	of	patriotism	as	an	alternative	to	potentially	
‘nasty	nationalism’	of	 the	kinds	 seen	 in	 the	20th	
century.	

Another	 important	 point	 made	 by	 Fukuyama	
which	may	be	of	particular	interest	to	those	of	us	
in	the	British	Labour	Party	is	that	in	his	view	‘the	
size	of	the	state	is	far	less	important	than	its	qual-
ity.’	Yet	a	lot	of	the	discussions	around	public	ser-
vices	seem	to	revolve	around	the	issues	of	funding	
(as	important	as	they	after	years	of	austerity)	and	
little	 is	said	about	quality	and	public	satisfaction	
with	those	services.	It	would	be	far	easier	to	obsess	
over	the	public	spending	to	GDP	ratio	as	an	indi-
cator	of	a	well-performing	state.	And	it	would	be	
easy	as	social	democrats	and	democratic	socialists	
to	 simply	 see	 our	 role	 as	 campaigning	 for	more	
spending	on	public	services.	But	 the	real	 indica-
tors	of	how	the	state	 is	performing	are	not	 to	be	
found	 in	 the	 input	but	 rather	 in	 the	output.	We	
must	pay	attention	to	public	satisfaction	and	qual-
ity.	

Fukuyama’s	latest	book	is	undoubtedly	an	impor-
tant	resource	for	the	centre	left.	As	liberalism	fac-
es	many	challenges	at	home	and	abroad,	those	of	
us	in	the	broader	liberal	democratic	family	must	
reconnect	with	the	roots	of	the	ideology	that	has	
given	us	 so	much.	And	 in	 that	process	of	 think-
ing	and	introspection,	Francis	Fukuyama	remains	
more	relevant	than	ever!

In	the	British	context,	one	can	argue	that	the	La-
bour	Party	can	find	more	use	in	Fukuyama’s	ideas	
than	the	Conservatives.	If	one	(for	the	sake	of	ar-
gument)	concedes	that	the	two	internal	challenges	
posed	to	liberalism	and	liberal	democracy	are	ne-
oliberal	economics	and	critical	theories	then	one	
can	 easily	 argue	 that	 neoliberalism	 has	 a	 firmer	
grip	on	the	British	right	than	critical	theories	have	
on	 the	British	 left.	Not	 to	mention	 the	 fact	 that	
since	 2016,	 the	 Conservatives	 have	 undergone	
their	own	experiment	with	illiberal	populism.	You	
have	to	look	no	further	than	Priti	Patel’s	track	re-
cord	at	the	Home	Office	to	see	that.	

Once	upon	a	time	accusing	Labour	of	threatening	
to	introduce	a	 ‘Gestapo	state,’	now	it	 is	the	Con-
servative	government	that	has	curtailed	the	basic	
rights	to	free	speech	and	protest,	whilst	threaten-
ing	to	rip	up	the	Human	Rights	Act.	Faced	with	
such	 illiberalism	 from	 the	 so-called	mainstream	
right,	Labour’s	appeal	 to	the	country	should	not	
only	focus	on	economic	growth	and	public	invest-
ment	 (as	 important	 as	 they	 are)	 but	 also	demo-
cratic	 renewal.	As	 the	 late	Michael	Foot	 told	 the	
1975	Labour	Party	 conference	 “we	 can	mobilise	
our	resources	and	overcome	our	economic	prob-
lems.	Of	course	we	can!	We	can	do	that	and	save	
the	freedom	of	our	country	at	the	same	time!”

Ali Khosravi is a first year Historian at Balliol Col-
lege.

1	 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/books/non-fic-
tion/francis-fukuyama-progressives-threaten-
ing-cherished-values/
2	 https://freedomhouse.org/report/free-
dom-world/2022/global-expansion-authoritari-
an-rule
3	 https://www.ft.com/content/d0331b51-5d0e-
4132-9f97-c3f41c7d75b3
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Head in the Clouds 
and Feet Firmly on 
the Floor
Ella Staddon

“I had absolutely not the slightest wish to be the 
Deputy Leader of the Labour party... It’s a ghast-
ly job. And you know you’ve got to go to every 
dog-hanging there is, every unwinnable by-election 
and put a brave face on it and say how brilliantly 
your candidate is when you’ve got trash. I mean it 
really is a terrible job.”

Margaret	Beckett	never	actually	wanted	to	be	the	
Deputy	Leader	of	the	Labour	Party,	and	yet	thir-
ty	years	ago	this	July,	she	became	the	first	woman	
to	hold	the	post.	Despite	entering	the	contest	late,	
she	topped	all	three	sections	of	the	electoral	col-
lege	and	won	57.3%	of	the	vote.

Raised	on	the	outskirts	of	a	council	estate	by	her	
single	mother,	Beckett’s	childhood	on	the	“knife’s	
edge	 of	 poverty”	 isn’t	 exactly	 the	 usual	 route	 to	
a	Great	Office	 of	 State.	 After	 attending	 the	 local	
Catholic	 grammar	 school	 on	 a	 scholarship,	 she	
studied	 an	 apprenticeship	 in	 Metallurgy,	 later	
becoming	 an	 engineer.	 Her	 mother’s	 breadwin-
ner	status	meant	there	was	never	any	question	in	
Beckett’s	mind	 that	 she	would	 have	 a	 career.	 In	
fact,	she	regularly	horrified	the	nuns	at	her	school,	
and	later	her	colleagues,	by	informing	them	that	
she	had	no	 intention	of	marrying	anyone	unless	
they	valued	her	career	as	much	as	she	did.	Her	fa-
ther	had	died	while	she	was	very	young	after	years	
of	chronic	illness,	and	the	scars	of	witnessing	his	
illness	instilled	a	strong	belief	in	the	welfare	state	
and	 a	 life-long	 anger	 towards	 successive	 Tory	
governments	who	 sought	 to	 “punish”	 those	who	
relied	on	the	state	for	support.	She	also	cites	her	

lapsed	Catholicism	playing	a	role	in	her	political	
outlook,	 stating	 “the	 one	 thing	 I	 drew	 from	my	
[Catholic	upbringing]	was	the	belief	in	universal	
human	 dignity	 and	 sacrifice	 for	 others”.	 It’s	 this	
attitude	which	is	why	she	jokes	that	many	lapsed	
Catholics	“trade	Rome	for	socialism”.

She left engineering in 1970 to work as a research-
er in Labour’s industrial policy department. No-
torious for being a know-it-all, in 1973 her boss 
suggested that she “marry a nice young MP” be-
cause she would be “a great asset to his career”. She 
responded by leaving the department to work for 
Judith Hart and signing up for parliamentary se-
lection.

Meanwhile, Lincoln’s Labour MP Dick Taverne 
was deselected by his CLP for being too right-
wing. The CLP requested that to fight the next 
election Transport House send them an engineer, 
a trade unionist or a woman, hoping that someone 
who was the polar opposite of Taverne would turn 
him into electoral oblivion. Unsurprisingly they 
selected the former engineer and TGWU activist 
Margaret Jackson, who defied all expectations and 
won back Lincoln for Labour in 1974.

Appointed Hart’s PPS before Lanark’s count had 
even been announced, she was left to organise the 
infamous weekly “Husband’s and Wives” dinners. 
She was promoted to the Whips Office after being 
an MP for less than 2 months, where she caused 
chaos by including gossip in the weekly Whips re-
ports to the Queen. She was moved to Under-Sec-
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retary	of	State	for	Education	and	Science	in	1976.

Labour	 lost	Lincoln	 in	1979	and	Beckett	moved	
back	 into	her	mum’s	 council	house.	She	became	
the	head	researcher	for	World In Action	and	had	
initially	 considered	 staying	 on	 as	 a	 researcher	
rather	than	run	again	for	Parliament.	The	finan-
cial	cost	and	instability	of	being	an	MP	and	Parlia-
mentary	candidate	was,	and	is	still,	restrictive	for	
those	from	low-income	backgrounds.	

In	1979,	 she	also	married	 the	Chair	of	her	CLP,	
Leo	 Beckett,	 who	 had	 given	 up	 his	 own	 Parlia-
mentary	 aspirations	 in	 1973	 to	 back	 hers.	 Her	
subsequent	name	change	caused	some	confusion	
in	1981	when	she	 ran	 for	 the	NEC,	with	people	
claiming	to	not	know	who	she	was.	The	confusion	
did	not	last	long-	the	morning	of	the	election	she	
was	pictured	on	the	front	pages	next	to	the	report	
that	 she	 had	 thrown	 coins	 at	Neil	 Kinnock	 and	
compared	 him	 to	 Judas	 at	 the	 Tribune	 rally	 the	
night	before.

In	1983,	she	returned	to	Parliament	as	the	MP	for	
Derby	 South	 and	 joined	 the	 Socialist	Campaign	
Group.	Immediately	appointed	to	the	front	bench,	
she	continued	to	rebel	and	co-authored	a	minority	
report	criticising	the	NEC’s	threatened	expulsion	
of	 anyone	 on	 the	 left,	 not	 just	 those	 in	Militant	
Tendency.	In	1988,	she	resigned	from	the	SCG	in	
protest	alongside	Clare	Short	and	Jo	Richardson,	
and	a	year	later	was	elected	to	the	Shadow	Cabi-
net.	As	Shadow	Chief	Secretary	 to	 the	Treasury,	
she	was	the	first	woman	to	hold	a	treasury-related	
brief	in	Parliament.

After	winning	the	Deputyship	in	1992,	she	was	left	
in	charge	of	campaign	coordination	and	evaluat-
ing	the	role	of	trade	unions	and	socialist	societies	
in	the	Labour	Party.	At	the	1993	conference,	she	
rebelled	against	the	initial	plans	for	One	Member	
One	Vote	and	as	a	result,	the	plan	to	strip	the	un-
ions	 and	 societies	of	 their	 influence	 in	 choosing	
a	leader	was	scrapped.	John	Prescott	still	had	not	
forgiven	her	 for	winning	the	Deputyship	and	he	
attempted	a	coup	at	the	conference,	ence,	accus-
ing	her	of	disloyalty	and	careerism.

On	the	12th	May	1994,	John	Smith	died	of	a	heart	
attack.	Beckett	arrived	in	Westminster	to	discover	
she	was	the	Leader	of	the	Opposition	and	the	first	
female	Leader	of	 the	Labour	Party.	Two	months	
later,	Labour	won	71%	of	the	available	seats	in	the	
European	 Parliament	 elections,	 the	 highest	 vote	
share	a	UK	political	party	has	ever	won	at	a	nation-
al	election.	Labour	also	won	all	four	by-elections	
under	her	leadership.	Beckett,	who	was	highly	ef-
fective	at	PMQs,	reduced	John	Major	to	splutter-
ing	insults	twice	a	week.	He	was	on	one	occasion	
even	threatened	with	expulsion	from	Commons.

Her	 successes	 unsurprisingly	 made	 her	 deeply	
unpopular	among	the	party	and	the	media.	One	
colleague	reportedly	yelled	“they	buried	you	with	
Smith”	at	her,	while	others	informed	her	that	she	
had	 “gone	 mad”.	 Tony	 Blair	 and	 John	 Prescott,	
who	had	a	private	 electoral	pact,	briefed	against	
her	 in	 the	media,	 claiming	 she	was	 an	 “untrust-
worthy”	 career	 woman.	 The	 Telegraph	 and	 the	
Mail	published	deeply	misogynistic	articles,	many	
of	which	would	be	classed	as	sexual	harassment,	
even	accusing	Beckett	of	having	an	affair	with	a	
married	man	 in	 the	 1970s.	 The	Mail	 eventually	
concluded	 that	 the	story	had	 to	be	 false	because	
Beckett	wasn’t	‘attractive	enough’	to	have	an	affair,	
and	branded	her	an	‘ancient	gargoyle’	(compared	
to	the	young	and	sprightly	Prescott	who	was	five	
years	 older	 than	 her).	Major	 accused	 Beckett	 at	
one	point	 of	 being	 a	 threat	 to	 the	 family	due	 to	
her	 left-wing	 feminist	 views,	 her	 upbringing	 in	
a	 single-parent	 household	 and	 her	 own	 lack	 of	
children.	 Prescott	 and	 Blair’s	 campaigns	 began	
to	 privately	 brief	 simmilar	 attitudes,	 whilst	 sim-
multaenously	 presenting	 themselves	 as	 the	 ulti-
mate	 family	 men	 who	 had	 suddently	 embraced	
feminism.	Her	treatment	prompted	an	open	letter	
from	 female	 trade	unionists	 in	protest,	 although	
it	 received	 little	 support	 from	 the	wider	 Labour	
movement.

Knowing	 she	 would	 not	 win,	 she	 stood	 for	 the	
leadership	 to	ensure	Blair	and	Prescott	were	not	
“coronated	without	a	challenge”.	While	the	conte	
st	 had	 not	 begun	 until	 after	 the	 Euro	 elections,	
Blair	 and	 Prescott	 began	 campaigning	 for	 their	
leadership	bid	hours	after	John	Smith’s	death,	put-
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ting	Beckett,	who	could	not	abandon	Labour’s	
campaign,	at	a	severe	disadvantage.	

Of	the	three	candidates,	she	had	served	the	long-
est	on	the	frontbench	and	was	the	only	former	
government	minister.	Her	hustings	speech	out-
lined	a	belief	in	a	strong	welfare	state,	fully	fund-
ed	state	education	and	healthcare,	a	reversal	of	
Tory	industrial	relations	legislation,	and	a	revival	
of	Britain’s	industrial	sector.	Her	beliefs,	she	said,	
were	rooted	in	her	experience	of	childhood	pov-
erty	and	the	need	to	“set	people	free	to	have	their	
heads	in	the	clouds,	even	though	their	feet	stay	
firmly	on	the	floor”.	She	was	the	only	candidate	to	
say	the	word	‘socialist’	during	the	campaign	and	
the	only	one	to	commit	to	a	national	minimum	
wage	and	anti-discrimination	laws.	Many	argue	
that	had	she	‘stayed	in	her	place’	and	only	stood	
for	deputy	leader	she	would	have	kept	the	job,	
but	being	“too	ambitious”	by	standing	for	leader	
was	a	step	too	far.	

She	came	last	in	both	contests.	Prescott	finally	got	
what	he	wanted,	although	discovered	that	he	was	
not	up	to	the	job.	He	had	to	hire	five	extra	aides	
to	cope.	Beckett,	meanwhile,	was	relegated	to	the	
health	brief,	although	was	eventually	made	Shad-
ow	President	of	the	Board	of	Trade.	In	contrast	to	
how	she	was	described	only	three	years	before,	in	
1997,	Labour	presented	Beckett	to	the	nation	as	a	
reliable	wife	and	step-mum	who	served	a	year	as	
Shadow	Secretary	of	State	for	Health.	

On	the	2nd	May	1997,	Labour	came	into	govern-
ment	and	as	the	Secretary	of	State	for	Trade	and	
Industry	she	took	on	the	mantle	of	the	National	
Minimum	Wage	(NMW),	which	she	considers	
to	be	her	greatest	success	because	“everyone	else	
takes	the	credit	for	it”.	Even	by	the	late	1990s	
the	vast	majority	of	the	Labour	movement	still	
opposed	the	minimum	wage.	Unions	argued	that	
it	would	cost	two	million	jobs,	and	right-wing-
ers	such	as	Peter	Mandelson	thought	it	was	too	
radical.	He	tried	to	get	it	dropped	altogether	and	
when	that	failed,	attempted	to	ensure	there	were	
exemptions	to	the	proposed	law.	It	was	a	public	
battle	which	Beckett	ultimately	won.	Gordon	
Brown	also	opposed	the	NMW,	and	in	particular	

exemptions	 to	 the	 proposed	 law.	 It	 was	 a	 pub-
lic	 battle	which	Beckett	 ultimately	won.	Gordon	
Brown	also	opposed	the	NMW,	and	in	particular	
the	creation	of	the	Low	Pay	Commission.	Brown	
decided	 that	 if	 there	was	going	 to	be	a	NMW,	 it	
was	he	who	would	set	the	rate.	He	lost	that	argu-
ment	as	well.	The	last	hurdle	was	the	youth	rate.	
Brown	had	 restrained	public	 spending	 to	match	
the	Conservative	Party’s	spending	proposals	until	
1999.	While	Beckett	had	proven	that	the	country	
could	afford	a	single-rate	NMW,	Blair	ultimately	
sided	with	Brown.	Beckett,	who	still	opposes	the	
youth	rate,	reportedly	was	‘spitting	blood’	in	Cab-
inet	when	the	decision	was	made.

After	forcing	the	bill	through	parliament,	Mandel-
son	discovered	that	it	was	an	increasingly	popular	
policy.	He	insisted	that	Blair	demote	Beckett,	who	
had	turned	her	sights	on	reversing	Tory	trade	un-
ion	 legislation	and	 introducing	 the	Social	Chap-
ter,	and	put	him	in	the	DTI	to	take	the	credit	for	
the	 NMW.	 Beckett	 almost	 resigned	 in	 protest,	
but	accepted	the	demotion	after	her	husband	Leo	
pointed	out	 that	 she	would	be	 “bored	 stupid	on	
the	backbenches”.

Beckett’s	next	position	was	Leader	of	 the	House	
of	Commons	and	she	doggedly	pursued	House	of	
Lords	reform.	She	reduced	the	number	of	hered-
itary	peers	by	over	600	and	had	hoped	 it	would	
lead	 to	 the	 abolition	of	 the	House	of	Lords,	 but	
she	moved	departments	before	she	got	the	chance.

In	 2001,	 Beckett	 established	 the	 Department	 of	
Environmental,	Food	and	Rural	Affairs	(DEFRA).	
At	DEFRA,	Beckett	banned	fox	hunting,	although	
it	is	her	work	on	climate	change	that	was	the	most	
significant.	 Credited	 with	 coining	 the	 term	 ‘cli-
mate	security,’	Beckett	is	regarded	as	the	first	pol-
itician	in	the	world	to	take	up	climate	change	as	
a	 national	 security	 issue.	 She	 organised	 the	 first	
international	agreement	aimed	at	tackling	climate	
change,	which	later	led	to	the	2015	Paris	Climate	
Agreement.	The	future	of	energy	was	a	key	issue,	
and	lifelong	CND	member	Beckett	ruled	out	nu-
clear	energy.	She	rightfully	pointed	out	that	it	was	
an	 unnecessary	 and	 costly	 danger	 particularly	
when	our	status	as	an	island	meant	that	it	would	
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be	cheaper	to	produce	renewable	energy.	Renew-
able	 energy	 production	 also	 did	 not	 possess	 the	
potential	pitfall	of	nuclear	radiation	leaks	or	pos-
sible	explosions.	

She	was	now	ironically	regarded	as	the	‘safest	pair	
of	hands’	in	government,	and	her	refusal	to	con-
form	to	the	flashy	New	Labour	model	meant	she	
was	widely	considered	the	most	normal	and	hon-
est	Cabinet	minister.	She	was	by	now	the	only	‘Old	
Left’	survivor	in	government.

‘Oh	 fuck’	was	 her	 famous	 response	 to	 being	 of-
fered	the	Foreign	Office	in	2006.	She	was	the	first	
female	 Foreign	 Secretary,	 the	 second	woman	 to	
hold	a	Great	Office	of	State	and	the	first	Labour	
woman	 to	 hold	 a	Great	Office	 of	 State.	 She	was	
also	an	interesting	pick	for	Foreign	Secretary	given	
her	public	questioning	of	the	Iraq	war,	which	she	
continued	while	in	office.	She	had	barely	stepped	
into	King	Charles	Street	when	she	was	informed	
that	 there	were	men	 in	 the	department	who	did	
not	think	a	woman	should	be	Foreign	Secretary.	

As	Foreign	Secretary,	Beckett	 continued	her	 en-
vironmental	 work,	 organising	 the	 first	 ever	 UN	
conference	 on	 climate	 change.	 As	 Chair	 of	 the	
UN	Security	Council,	she	forced	through	the	first	
debates	and	motions	aimed	at	 tackling	the	 issue.	
She	warned	that	the	scientific	evidence	exceeded	
our	worst	fears	and	that	inaction	over	a	period	of	
five	to	ten	years	would	cause	irreparable	damage.	
In	particular,	she	argued	that	a	warming	climate	
would	 result	 in	 wars,	 mass	 migration,	 scarcity,	
famine,	pandemics	and	extreme	weather	of	which	
we	 were	 not	 prepared	 for	 and	 yet	 were	 entirely	
preventable.

A member of CND, in 2007 she made Britain the 
first nuclear power in the world to commit to total 
nuclear disarmament. 

Her final speech as Foreign Secretary was hailed 
as ‘game-changing’ and resulted in initiatives like 
Global Zero. Shortly afterwards, the US and Russia 
followed with similar commitments, and there was 
a general feeling in the international community 
that Beckett had organised the first steps towards 

multilateral nuclear disarmament. Successive 
PMs and Foreign Secretaries followed up on her 
work, although in 2021 the situation deteriorated 
significantly when Boris Johnson broke the UK’s 
commitment to multilateralism by increasing the 
number of nuclear warheads by 40% through cuts 
to foreign aid. In light of the current global situ-
ation, nuclear weapons remain one of the biggest 
threats to national security, which is why Beckett 
believes the need for multilateral disarmament has 
increased “tenfold” over the past few months. As 
Beckett warned in 2007, “there is a danger in famil-
iarity with something so terrible. If we allow our 
efforts on disarmament to slacken [...] the nuclear 
shadow that hangs over us all will lengthen and it 
will deepen. It may, one day, blot out the light for 
good”.

In June 2007, Brown was elected Labour Leader 
whilst Beckett was abroad, and upon arriving in 
Britain she discovered that she had been sacked. In 
2008 Brown allowed her back into government as 
a junior minister to tackle the housing crisis. She 
suspended the link between rent and mortgage 
payments and inflation, halting the rapid increase 
in the cost of living. Unsurprisingly, the policy was 
rolled back by the Tory/Lib Dem coalition. Out of 
government, she returned to chairing the APPG 
on National Security. In 2013 she was awarded a 
DBE for services to politics, and in 2017 became 
the longest-serving woman MP in history. She has 
served 44 years as an MP so far and is the only 
sitting MP to have served in the Wilson and Cal-
laghan governments.

Of	all	 the	politicians	 from	Labour’s	history	who	
should	have	been	Prime	Minister,	Dame	Marga-
ret	 Beckett	 ought	 to	 be	 at	 the	 top	 of	 that	 list.	 A	
combination	of	her	pragmatic	“feet	firmly	on	the	
ground”	attitude	to	utopian	“head	in	the	clouds”	
socialism	 has	 produced	 some	 of	 Labour’s	 finest	
achievements.	It’s	safe	to	say	that	she	ranks	along-
side	her	heroines	Dame	Judith	Hart	and	Barbara	
Castle	as	some	of	the	greatest	politicians	our	move-
ment	has	produced.	And	yet,	despite	her	achieve-
ments,	Beckett	points	out	that	she	got	where	she	
did	by	“accident”.	The	system,	as	she	points	out,	
has	 never	 been	 designed	 to	 allow	 working-class	
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grow	up	to	be	Foreign	Secretaries.	And	that	sys-
tem	will	never	change,	as	she	also	points	out,	un-
less	those	who	are	not	“born	to	wealth	and	power”	
get	involved	in	politics.

Ella Staddon is a first year Historian at Merton 
College. She was OULC Treasurer this term.

Writing this article involved a mammoth amount 
of reading. Unfortunately Beckett says she will nev-
er write an autobiography because she ‘knows too 
many secrets’, and no one has, of yet, written a bi-
ograph of her. She also rarely features in Labour 
Party, or Parliamentary, history books, meaning 
that I had to turn to online newspaper archives 
from the 1970s through to the 2020s. The Guardian 
and the Daily Telegraph were particularly useful, 
as were Holyrood and LabourList. In addition to 
these archives, there was also two academic pa-
pers publisihed in the mid-1990s by Clare Walsh 
and Karen Ross which looked into the gendered 
aspect of the 1994 Labour Leadership election and 
the media’s response to it. I also watched the 1994 
Leadership hustings, news broadcasts, speeches and 
PMQs on C-Span’s website, plus conference footage 
from Getty Images website. Podcast interviews and 
radio archives were also particularly useful, such 
as such as Reasons to be Cheerful, The Political 
Podcast, Women’s Hour and Reflections with Peter 
Hennessy. I also regard the chapter about Beckett 
in The Honourable Ladies volume 1 as one of my 
key starting points for writing this.
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Britain’s Striking 
History
Lyndsay Weatherall 
When	you	hear	the	word	‘labour’	used	in	the	eng-
lish	 language,	 your	 mind	 might	 spring	 to	 hard	
work,	 exertion	 and	 industry,	 an	 image	 of	 the	
working-class	labourer	appearing.	Digging	deep-
er	 into	 the	 etymology,	 the	 term	 ‘labour’	 evolved	
from	the	Latin	verb	‘laborare’	meaning	‘to	toil;’	an	
ideal	name	for	a	party	formed	by	trade	unionists	
and	the	working-class	intending	to	represent	their	
voices	in	a	political	environment.	But	more	than	
a	 century	 after	 its	 creation,	 can	 the	Labour	Par-
ty	still	be	defined	by	its	connections	to	the	trade	
unions,	 or	has	 the	 term	 ‘labour’	 fallen	 victim	 to	
semantic	satiation?	By	reflecting	on	the	history	of	
strikes	in	the	UK,	we	can	explore	the	power	and	
social	impact	brought	by	the	unions	and	the	im-
portance	 of	 supporting	 the	 current	 movements	
within	today’s	political	climate.

One	of	the	most	important	movements	in	the	his-
tory	 of	 British	 trade	 unions	 was	 the	Welsh	 coal	
strike	of	1898:	the	colliers	of	South	Wales	fought	
to	remove	the	sliding	scale	(a	tool	used	to	calcu-
late	wages	based	on	the	price	of	coal).	With	over	
15,000,000	working	days	 lost,	 the	miners	gained	
an	advance	of	5%,	a	lower	figure	than	their	orig-
inal	 goal.	 Following	 the	 strike,	 the	 South	Wales	
Miners’	 Federation	 was	 formed	 (colloquially	
known	as	 ‘The	Fed’).	 It	was	a	 left-leaning	union	
affiliated	with	the	Labour	Party	and	by	1914	with	
200000	 members,	 it	 became	 the	 largest	 union	
within	the	UK.

Following	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 1898	 strike,	 the	
‘sliding	 scale’	 system	was	 largely	 abandoned,	 re-
placed	 instead	by	a	price	 list.	However,	 this	 lack	
of consistency in wages across the country resulted 
in differing prices between collieries and districts, 

with miners across the country calling for a stand-
ard minimum wage. With almost one million 
workers involved, the miners’ first national strike 
began in February 1912, continuing for thirty-sev-
en days. Almost 41,000,000 working days were lost, 
pushing the government to pass the Coal Mines 
(Minimum Wage) Act 1912.

The sentiment of solidarity has long been a founda-
tion of the strength at the picket lines, the sense of 
unity highlighting the anger and necessary change, 
irrespective of the outcome of strike action. The 
General Strike of 1926 was the UK’s first and only 
general strike, initiated once again by the mining 
community. “Not a penny off the pay, not a minute 
off the day” echoed around Britain, as the miners 
disputed the reduction in wages and the deteriora-
tion of working conditions. As the strike took hold, 
more than 1.5 million workers from a range of in-
dustries joined the fight in support of the colliers. 
Despite the levels of nationwide support, the low 
pay and poor working conditions remained. The 
following year the Trades Disputes Act prohibited 
sympathy strikes, perhaps an implication that sol-
idarity with the workers should come from else-
where, such as the political parties affiliated with 
the trade unions.

As the nature of the economy changed in the UK, 
strikes developed in conjunction with the chang-
ing workforce of the twentieth century. The Winter 
of Discontent in 1979 almost feels like a reflection	
of	the	public	sector	strikes	we	have	faced	this	sum-
mer.	Lorry	drivers,	NHS	staff	and	council	workers	
all	walked	out,	prompted	by	below	 inflation	pay	
rises,	virtually	an	echo	of	the	1%	pay	rise	offered	
by	Boris	Johnson	to	NHS	workers	in	2021.	After	
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around	30,000,000	 lost	working	days	 in	 the	year	
1978-79,	 pay	 rises	 for	 Ford	 workers,	 waste	 col-
lectors,	 and	gravediggers	 ensued.	However,	with	
some	workers	feeling	let	down	by	the	Labour	Par-
ty	they	turned	to	the	Conservatives	in	the	subse-
quent	general	election,	with	Margaret	Thatcher’s	
Conservative	 Party	 winning	 a	 majority	 of	 for-
ty-four	in	1979.	

With	the	current	cost	of	living	crisis,	 it	 is	unsur-
prising	that	these	workers	would	expect	a	similar	
success	to	their	striking	predecessors.	With	thou-
sands	from	a	variety	of	industries,	rail,	postal	and	
telecommunications,	 continuing	 to	 strike	 after	 a	
summer	 of	 disrupted	 services,	 the	 significance	
of	these	walkouts	cannot	be	ignored.	A	feeling	of	
anguish	has	settled	over	our	country’s	labourers,	
heightened	by	Starmer’s	anti-strike	stance	and	the	
sacking	 of	 a	 Labour	 shadow	minister	 Following	
a	 summer	of	political	unrest	 in	Number	10,	our	
next	 trip	 to	 the	polling	 stations	may	be	 in	 sight,	
with	the	risk	of	trade	unionists	asking	the	Labour	
Party	‘where	was	your	solidarity	when	we	needed	
you?’.

Lyndsay Weatherall is a first year French and Ital-
ian student at Somerville College.
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Chartism and the 
working-class commu-
nity
Muhammed Akhtar 
Over	 the	 past	 fifty	 years,	 Britain’s	 working-class	
has	undergone	an	explosive	series	of	changes.	Yet,	
there	is	one	fundamental	shift	that	 is	surprising-
ly	 little	 talked	about;	 the	erosion	of	 the	national	
working-class	community.

Having	studied	at	Oxford	for	two	years,	this	ero-
sion	has	 become	 increasingly	 clear	 to	me.	 Some	
working-class	 students	 do	 come	 from	 local-
ly-based,	 relatively	 strong	 communities	 around	
the	 country.	 However,	 being	 working-class	 here	
becomes	more	of	an	isolated	part	of	your	identity,	
despite	the	existence	of	societies	such	as	Class	Act	
to	counteract	that.

On the one hand, this is understandable; more of-
ten than not, most of the friends that you make here 
will be middle-class. Oxford itself is very much a 
middle-class institution. So much so, in fact, that 
once you have an offer to study here, some people 
claim that you have already ‘bumped up a class’, as 
if being working-class is just an economic and ed-
ucational marker that can easily be shed.

Nevertheless, this is not a completely satisfying 
explanation. As a South-Asian Muslim, I still feel 
a strong sense of both communities whether at 
Oxford or at home, even if many of my university 
friends do not belong to either. Several LGBTQ+ 
students find a stronger community for them at 
Oxford than where they came from. Cohesive, 
tight-knit communities can exist within the diver-
sity of student life, and members of each identity 
can still find ways to befriend others outside the 

can still find ways to befriend others outside the 
group. So why does this not exist for working-class 
students too? Perhaps it’s a reflection of how the 
national working-class community has gradually 
withered away.

This is all the more tragic since, under Chartism, 
a unified working-class emerged for the first time 
in British history by creating a communal identi-
ty. Chartism was a national protest movement, at 
its strongest from 1838 to 1848, which sought to 
establish working-class representation in British 
politics. Whilst The People’s Charter set out six key 
points for reform, the most popular of them was 
the call for all men to be allowed to vote, regard-
less of property ownership. The main strategy to 
achieve this was petitioning; the first petition that 
the Chartists presented to the Commons was three 
miles long, totalling 1.28 million signatures, whilst 
the petition of 1842 came out with 3.3 million1. 
It was truly Britain’s first national working-class 
movement.

Whilst the Chartists did ultimately fail to achieve 
their goals in the face of fierce opposition from the 
State, they nevertheless created a cohesive com-
munity centred around being working-class that 
would survive after the movement itself petered 
out. Post-Chartism, a factory weaver in Bradford, a 
coal miner in Glasgow, an iron worker in Newport, 
and an artisan in Birmingham could now recog-
nise each other as sharing a common experience 
and way of life together. The Chartist movement 
brought the bulk of the country’s labourers and 
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their	families	together	to	fight	for	their	rights.	At	
a	mass	meeting	in	May	1838	at	Glasgow,	around	
200,000	 attended.	 Similar	 numbers	 were	 also	
seen	in	West	Yorkshire	and	Birmingham.2	Many	
attendees	 produced	 banners	 and	 signs,	 and	 also	
wrote	songs	and	hymns	sung	by	the	crowds	in	uni-
son,	raising	their	 lit	 torches	against	 the	darkness	
of	the	night.	This	communal	campaigning	was	vi-
tal	to	the	creation	of	a	shared	class-consciousness.

Nevertheless, working people did not just come 
together when it was time to form mass meetings 
for petitioning. In fact, when looking at the auto-
biographies of former Chartists, historian Dorothy 
Thompson discovered that most talked very little 
about collecting signatures, which was the primary 
purpose of these meetings. Instead, they highlight-
ed lectures, tea parties, and the shared reading of 
newspapers as their favourite Chartist activities.3 
Participants did not join for just the political ac-
tivism, but because Chartism created a social com-
munity that allowed working-class people to bond 
with each other.

Whilst Chartism was a movement mainly for 
manhood suffrage, women were equally vital for 
its success. At a time when middle-class Victori-
an domesticity was preached as ‘the ideal’ that all 
women should follow, working-class women were 
actively and publicly involved in this new work-
ing-class community. The following newspaper 
report provides just one of many examples of this:

[“The female radicals of the Bradford district, 
amounting to upward of 600, walked in procession 
through the principal streets headed by a band of 
music and banners…at the head of the procession 
there was carried by a woman a large printed board 
with the words “exclusive dealing”…” (Northern 
Star, 4. Aug 1839)].

Women fought for the cause in private just as they 
did in public. Countless activists recounted how 
they became Chartists due to their education given 
by their mothers. In fact, this was so common that 
Henry Vincent, a prominent leader of the move-
ment, believed Chartism could never be fully sup-
pressed:

“Talk	of	putting	down	the	Chartists,	forsooth,	why	
every	 kitchen	 is	 now	 a	 political	 meeting-house;	
the	little	children	are	members	of	the	unions,	and	
the	good	mother	is	the	political	teacher”	(Western	
Vindicator,	28	Sept	1839).

Chartism	 was	 not	 just	 a	 movement	 of	 working	
men,	but	of	working	women	too.	And	the	involve-
ment	of	all	helped	to	develop	a	social	community	
that	consolidated	the	British	working-class.

One obvious question that arises out of this is why 
women were so heavily involved, when the chief 
aim was to give their husbands and fathers the 
vote, entirely ignoring their own right. Aside from 
the arguments from some Chartist leaders that fe-
male suffrage would be on the agenda after male 
suffrage had been achieved, there was a more im-
portant reason why women chose to dedicate their 
lives to the movement.

Despite some of our perceptions of the Industri-
al Revolution as a period of constantly increasing 
fortune, it was in reality a fluctuating cycle be-
tween prosperity and poverty. This was especially 
so for the working-class. During times of reces-
sion, it was the workers who were expected to bear 
the largest wage cuts, whilst food prices increased. 
Sometimes workers were merely dismissed with-
out any sort of funding to keep their families afloat. 
Unemployment was a chronic issue. Labourers had 
little control over their working conditions, and 
employers were not afraid to replace them at even 
the slightest complaint.4

After the Reform Act of 1832 and the rise of a sup-
posedly middle-class, Whiggish government in the 
subsequent election, many hoped that the newly 
enfranchised would bring about positive change 
for the plight of workers. But this was not so; in 
fact, it was the very opposite. The new government 
introduced a series of reforms which the work-
ing-class perceived as an attack against them.

The most controversial laws were the Anatomy Act 
of 1832 and the new Poor Law two years later. The	
former	 allowed	 for	 the	 dissection	 of	 unclaimed	
people	who	died	in	prisons,	hospitals	and	work-
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houses	 for	 medical	 research,	 understandably	
viewed	as	an	attack	on	the	poor.	What	had	been	
an	exclusive	punishment	for	murderers	was	now	a	
punishment	for	poverty.	Fear	of	dissection	was	so	
widespread	that	some	workers	became	‘midnight	
watchers’,	 standing	 guard	 in	 cemeteries	 to	 pre-
vent	the	corpses	of	their	poor	friends	and	relatives	
from	being	taken	away.

The lower-classes viewed the new Poor Law as an 
even greater affront. The State now walked further 
away from its humanitarian approach to pover-
ty; outdoor relief was abolished, and poor people 
could now only seek help by going to the work-
house. Chartists denounced the meagre diets of 
the workhouse, as well as the separation of hus-
bands and wives and of parents and children in 
those institutions. The bastardy clauses of the Act 
were also seen as an attack on women of the lower 
classes, who now had to bear the full costs of sup-
porting an illegitimate child should they have one 
with a man of a higher class. The Chartist minis-
ter J.R. Stephens criticised this policy, believing it 
would cause an increase of infanticides and female 
suicides amongst the poor.5

Therefore, Chartism and the working-class com-
munity it fostered arose out of a need to protect 
the lower order. The new government not only 
failed to deliver what it had promised to workers 
and their families, but proved itself to be an enemy 
to the poor. Chartist leader Bronterre O’Brien pro-
claimed that:

[“In one respect the New Poor Law has done good. 
It has helped to open the people’s eyes as to who are 
the real enemies of the working classes. Previously 
to the passing of the Reform Bill, the middle orders 
were supposed to have some community of feeling 
with the labourers. That delusion has passed away.” 
(Twopenny Dispatch, 10 September 1836).]

And so, working men gaining the right to vote was 
only ever a means to an end, and never the ultimate 
goal. Women and men were far more interested in 
what would follow the granting of manhood suf-
frage, rather than the vote itself. Chartism offered 
the unrepresented a way to protect their homes 

and families in a time of economic upheaval and 
classist governance. And since the well-off clear-
ly had little interest in helping them, it was up to 
the labourers to rise up and form a community 
that could challenge the unfavourable status quo. 
Through Chartism the British working-class was 
born, as a tight-knit community.

Now, is our situation all that different from back 
then? The raging cost of living crisis will impact 
all, but once again it will disproportionately affect 
the working-class, just as it did two centuries ago. 
Meanwhile, in politics, whilst working-class issues 
are more openly discussed now than in the days 
of The People’s Charter, there is still under-rep-
resentation within Parliament; according to the 
Institute for Public Policy Research recently, only 
seven percent of MPs can be said to have come 
from working-class backgrounds. Even the pro-
portion within the Labour Party has halved since 
the 1980s. As for the current government, both 
candidates for the leadership contest lean heavily 
on Thatcher’s legacy and ideals. And yet, few oth-
ers have done more than her to rupture the nation-
al working-class community spirit. Her neo-liberal 
ideals envisioned a Britain without class which, in 
reality, was little more than a desire for the ubiqui-
tous acceptance of middle-class culture and values.

But it is in this way that working-class needs will 
be ignored yet again. And they will continue to 
be ignored unless we can revive that vocal and 
active community upon which the working-class 
emerged. In the time of technology and social me-
dia, there are new and exciting ways to rebuild the 
community, which the Chartists never had availa-
ble to them. Middle and upper-class activists can 
certainly help to fight for working-class issues; it 
is very welcome for sure, but they can only ever be 
supplementary to the cause at best. The main drive 
for the fight to protect our homes, our families, 
and our rights must come from the working-class 
community itself.

Muhammed Akhtar is a second year Historian at 
Worcester College.
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Love’s Labour’s Lost 
Union
Ciaron Tobin 
“Retreating	 into	 their	miserable	 dungareed	 cau-
cuses,”	 sneered	 a	 young	 Boris	 Johnson	 35	 years	
ago,	 as	 Socialist	 students	 boycotted	 the	 Oxford	
Union	 officially,	 until	 1986.	 The	 Labour	 Club,	
high	on	Billy	Bragg,	the	miners’	marches,	and	the	
militant	 tendency	 sought	 to	 stand	firm	against	a	
society	whose	fees	were	extraordinarily	high,	and	
whose	members	represented	the	corpus	of	the	ar-
istocracy.	

Stephen	Twigg,	who	famously	defeated	the	Tory	
grandee	Michael	Portillo	in	1997	in	what	was	later	
dubbed	as	 ‘the	Portillo	moment,’	arrived	in	1985	
to	study	at	Oxford	and	saw	how	Labour	students	
actively	campaigned	for	left-wing	politicians	to	re-
fuse	invitations	to	the	Union.	Yet,	by	his	2nd	year,	
a	motion	to	overturn	the	boycott	passed	and	led	to	
even	himself	speaking	in	a	debate	on	LGBT	rights	
and	 later	 winning	 the	 annual	 Union	 no-confi-
dence	debate	in	1987!	

Labour	 students	 have	 continually	 tossed	 and	
turned	over	the	Union.	Luminaries	of	the	Labour	
movement	have	been	elected	to	the	Union,	from	
Michael	Foot	becoming	 its	president	 in	1933,	 to	
his	later	3	Labour	leadership	rivals	in	1976-	Tony	
Benn,	 Anthony	 Crosland,	 and	 Roy	 Jenkins,	 all	
formerly	holding	Union	Officer	positions.

So	why	did	the	1930s-1950s	uniquely	feature	future	
Labour	politicians	participating	 and	dominating	
the	 Union	 vigorously,	 whilst	 the	 post-Thatcher	
world	has	featured	significantly	fewer	socialist	stu-
dent	participants	in	the	Union	apparatus?	Recent-
ly,	 former	 union	 president	 Molly	 Mantle	 spoke	
at	a	protest	against	conversion	therapy,	alongside	
officers	 from	 the	 Labour	 Club.	 Moreover,	 even	
the	current	President	was	a	member	of	the	OULC	

Committee, so in some spectre, the Union and the 
Labour movement’s values can align.  The tradition 
of the Oxford Union in the 1930s was radicalism. 
Nourishment of ideological debate, fiery fanati-
cism, and rebellion against orthodoxies was the 
Union’s bread and butter. It is no silly coincidence 
Foot was active in the Union at the same time as 
the famous debate on whether “this House will in 
no circumstances fight for its King and Country.” 
A controversial motion that espoused pacifism 
and free thought, no wonder it passed by a major-
ity of 123 votes. Churchill later called the Society’s 
motion an “abject, squalid, shameless avowal”. At 
a time of increasing militaristic authoritarianism 
across the Globe, the Union stood firm as a bastion 
of free speech. To see Socialist participation in the 
Union is to see it in this light. One of radicalism 
and fervour against prevailing thought.

Even after the student boycott had ended in 1986 
the Union was not the natural home of socialist 
firebrand ecstasy. Daniel Hannan in an article for 
a student magazine pointed out that ‘ambitious 
young Tory’s who succeed in Oxford politics are 
well on their way to a safe seat, whilst a socialist on 
selection with the basis of a glittering Oxford career 
is met with a suggestion they join a Trade Union.’ 
The Union has traditionally sought different skills: 
bombastic speeches, back door deals, and a meg-
alithic sense of drama. All that fits into the mod-
ern Tory party, but the former skill of speechcraft 
may have been of more use to Labour politicians if 
our budding leaders had participated and changed 
this archaic part of Oxford life to fit socialist val-
ues. Imagine for a moment if when Keir Starmer 
or Ed Miliband were here as Oxford Students, they 
not only participated in their respective common 
rooms, socialist gatherings, and OUSU meetings 
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but	 also	 debated	 once	 every	 Thursday	 in	 a	Un-
ion	debate	against	Conservative	 foes.	 If	 that	had	
happened,	I	would	speculate	the	Forensic	Starmer	
would	become	less	nasally	and	more	vibrative,	or	
Miliband	would	be	 less	 “Sandwhichy”	 and	 rath-
er	more	 thunderous.	Maybe	 then	 the	 proud	 left	
wing	of	our	party	would	reach	the	same	oratory	as	
Michael	Foot,	or	even	the	centre	left	of	our	party,	
in	the	resemblance	of	Miliband,	would	reach	the	
same	status	as	Crosland.

The	point	of	the	Union	is	clear	to	create	and	facil-
itate	points	of	view,	but	often	Labour	perspectives	
have	been	discarded	in	the	face	of	a	lack	of	partic-
ipation	or	disinterest.	Recently	a	friend	joked	that	
every	year	a	budding	fresher	aims	to	 juggle	all	3	
major	 elected	 positions,	 Union,	 Student	 Union,	
and	the	JCR.	The	perfect	candidate	 for	all	3	has	
been	 a	 Labour	 student.	Only	 they	 have	 had	 the	
power	to	participate	in	all	3.	In	recent	years	Ani-
sha	Faruk,	a	historian	from	Univ,	had	been	on	the	
Standing	committee	of	the	Union,	President	of	the	
Student	Union,	and	former	co-chair	of	the	Labour	
Club.	To	change	the	traditional	establishment	pol-
itics	of	the	Union	with	the	latter	2	natural	homes	
of	 progressive	 action	 can	 be	 possible.	 JCRs	 and	
the	SU	can	see	real	action.	From	the	‘Sandwhichy’	
Miliband	 leading	 a	 rent	 strike	 from	 his	 JCR	 to	
contemporary	SU	campaigns	that	expose	injustic-
es	from	Class	to	Sexual	Harassment.	Why	not	aim	
to	make	the	Union	an	additional	home	for	social	
progress?

So,	a	conclusion	that	the	Union	is	the	new	battle-
ground	of	Leftism	could	be	made.	The	Union	no	
longer	is	controlled	by	elitist	Tories,	as	seen	by	the	
banishment	of	OUCA	from	holding	events	on	the	
Union	premises,	nor	is	it	hip	to	hark	back	to	a	Un-
ion	purity	of	a	ruling	chumocracy.	The	new	Un-
ion	is	ripe	for	gaining	Left-wing	and	progressive	
meritocratic	values.	The	new	Johnson’s	and	Gove’s	
that	come	in	as	freshers,	wanting	to	conquer	the	
Union,	 loving	 the	 treachery	and	knifing,	will	be	
surprised	 to	 learn	 that	 is	 increasingly	 becoming	
the	old	Union.	The	termly	blood	lettings	will	be-
come	few	and	fewer	as	a	plurality	of	background	
is	reached.	The	new	Union	is	no	longer	Johnson’s	
home,	but	 instead	 the	field	 the	Left	can	enter	as	

they	continue	to	participate	and	convert	this	once	
foreign	 territory	 into	 their	 own	 force	 for	 social	
action.	In	 the	past	3	years,	10	 former	committee	
members	of	OULC	have	been	elected	to	a	Union	
position,	 from	 President	 to	 secretary’s	 commit-
tee.	Countless	members	of	the	93%	club,	ACS,	SU	
Campaigns,	and	 JCR	Executives	are	also	 joining	
the	 Union	 Committee	 through	 election	 or	 ap-
pointment.	This	diversity	of	political	thought	and	
background	 can	only	be	 good	 for	 a	 Society	 that	
claims	to	be	based	on	radicalism	and	free	thought.

The	Oxford	Unions’	criticisms	have	centred	in	re-
cent	times	on	the	culture	of	soullessness;	speaker	
invites	at	whatever	cost,	no	matter	if	such	speak-
er	would	espouse	hate	speech.	A	Union	that	rec-
ognises	 and	 attacks	 Hate	 Speech,	 that	 does	 not	
invite	 a	 Tommy	 Robinson,	 or	 a	 Katie	 Hopkins	
again,	 is	possible.	 Speakers	 shouldn’t	be	 entitled	
to	an	immediate	invitation	to	the	Union,	 instead	
in	the	interest	of	the	members,	speakers	should	be	
weighed	on	multiple	factors.	From	whether	mem-
bers	would	even	be	interested	in	the	speaker,	to	if	
the	views	espoused	by	a	speaker	are	honest	and	in	
the	 spirit	 of	 free	 speech,	 rather	 than	 hampering	
others’	free	speech	with	their	speech.

So,	when	the	production	of	Look	Left	is	finished	
by	Michaelmas,	and	at	a	time	when	budding	fresh-
ers	are	entering	Oxford	Life,	I	direct	this	part	to	
you.	Enter	Oxford	with	a	spirit	of	courage,	make	
Oxford	your	space,	no	matter	if	they	have	histori-
cally	been	against	you,	make	them	your	own.	Hav-
ing	come	from	a	comprehensive	state	school,	and	
free	school	meals	background	and	Irish	Catholic	
heritage,	the	Union	is	but	one	microcosm	of	per-
sonal	historical	exclusivity.	But,	only	through	our	
take-over	of	 these	 formerly	exclusive	spaces,	can	
we	make	them	a	progressive	force	for	Oxford	Life	
and	 ourselves.	 More	 socialist	 Union	 committee	
members	mean	more	left-wing	speakers	and	more	
economically	disadvantaged	members	mean	more	
accommodation	 for	 those	 without	 the	 income	
available	for	Union	membership.	To	invite	diverse	
speakers,	which	do	not	reflect	the	narrow	obses-
sions	of	 an	 elite	 but	will	 bring	 the	Union	 closer	
to	how	real	Britain,	or	even	the	real	world	looks	
and	sounds	like.	Only	if	you	join	these	spaces	can	
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you	make	them	your	own.	Hell,	what	is	a	victory	
without	a	battle.

Ciaron Tobin is a first year Historian at Magdalen 
College.

2626



27
27



L O O K



A R O U N D



30

In Conversation With

Neil Kinnock
Ella Staddon
Following his talk in 1st week, I had the opportu-
nity to interview Neil Kinnock, former Leader of 
the Labour Party 1983-92. The conversation was 
recorded and transcribed.
	
ES:	 Keir	 Starmer	 has	 said	 there	 is	 no	 case	 for	
re-joining	the	EU,	do	you	think	this	a	mistake?

NK:	At	the	moment	no.	It’s	not	a	mistake.	I	mean	
there	is	a	case,	but	it’s	not	one	to	be	deployed	now	
until	 public	 sentiment	 and	 understanding	 has	
moved	by	objective	understanding	of	 the	 conse-
quences	of	Brexit	and	the	disadvantages	of	being	
outside	the	EU	and	particularly	the	single	market.	
However,	 that’s	 going	 to	 take	 time	 to	 really	 root	
itself	 in	the	British	population	so	that	we	simply	
be	 diverting	 ourselves	 by	 concentrating	 on	 that.	
Now,	what	 there	 is	a	case	 for,	 is	very	specifically	
and	relentlessly	drawing	attention	to	the	real	bills	
of	Brexit,	and	when	people	come	to	fully	under-
stand	 that	 the	 difficulties	 are	 not	 just	 flashes	 on	
the	 ten	 o’	 clock	 news,	 but	 deep	 rooted	 difficul-
ties	and	hazards	and	costs,	that	arise	from	Brexit,	
that’s	when	sentiment	will	really	start	to	shift.	And	
options	then	have	to	be	opened.

The	 other	 thing	 that’s	 possible,	 and	 I’m	 certain	
will	be	done	by	Keir	and	the	Labour	leadership,	is	
to	continue	to	seek	to	establish	a	much	closer	rela-
tionships	of	understanding	and	opportunities	for	
frictionless	trade	with	the	European	Union.	That’s	
underway	already,	its	healthy,	its	necessary	in	the	
national	interest.

ES:	Your	 ‘first	 in	a	 thousand	generations	speech’	
still	 rings	 true	 for	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 today,	 myself	
included.	Do	you	 think	progress	has	been	made	
since	your	speech	[...]	 in	breaking	down	some	of	

the	 barriers	 for	 people	 from	 backgrounds	 that	
wouldn’t	normally	be	expected	to	succeed	in	life?

NK:	Statistically	and	psychologically,	it	really	has	
changed.	The	 great	 seismic	 shift	 in	 that	was	 the	
Blair	 government	 policy	 of	 expanding	 access	 to	
university,	which	 is	 excellent.	 It	 shouldn’t	be	 re-
garded	to	be	the	only	option	for	people	to	develop	
their	capacities,	but	it	should	be	generously	avail-
able,	and	that	is	increasingly	the	case.

However,	the	impediments	imposed	by	the	system	
of	student	finance	that	we’ve	got	mean	that	along	
with	social	mobility	comes	a	burden	of	obligation	
which	really	can	disrupt	people	 in	 later	 life,	and	
I	would’ve	much	preferred	 since	 the	universities	
need	buoyant	revenue,	both	for	teaching	and	re-
search	purposes,	I	would’ve	much	preferred	that	
we	have	a	graduate	tax.	It	would’ve	been	a	modest	
per	capita	tax,	 it	would’ve	been	earmarked	to	go	
directly	to	the	universities	and	their	research	ca-
pabilities,	and	people	would’ve	seen	it	as	equitable	
because	they	know	they	do	get	additional	advan-
tages	of	life	experience,	professional	advancement	
and	 income	 as	 a	 result	 of	 university	 education.	
And	they	don’t	mind	paying	for	it,	but	a	modest	
graduate	tax	would’ve	done	that	with	ease,	and	it	
would	be	understood	by	the	whole	population	as	
the	former	students	quote	on	quote	“paying	their	
way”.	 So	 it	 would	 have	 all	 kinds	 of	wider	 social	
and	economic	significance	and	been	greatly	pref-
erable	to	the	system	of	charges	and	fees	that	we’ve	
got	now.

ES:	Growing	up	your	MP	was	Nye	Bevan,	and	he	
had	quite	a	few	strong	opinions	on	Labour	lead-
ers,	what	do	you	think	he	would’ve	made	of	you?
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NK:	Umm,	 he	 probably	would’ve	 been	 an	 awk-
ward	sod.	Though	those	Bevanites	who	outlived	
him,	 and	 I	was	 extremely	 fortunate	 to	know,	 al-
ways	provided	me	with	great	understanding	and	
support,	 including	 those	of	 them	who	 remained	
in	the	House	of	Commons	right	up	until	the	time	
that	I	resigned.	People	like	Ian	Mikardo.	And	then	
there	 were	 other	 Bevanites,	 who,	 some	 of	 them	
went	 to	 the	Lords	 for	 instance,	who	always	gave	
me	 great	 encouragement	 and	 support.	 So,	 per-
haps	Nye	and	I	would’ve	got	on,	especially	since	
I’ve	always	understood	and	employed	his	maxim	
that	“the	advance	of	socialism”-	I’m	quoting	him-	
“doesn’t	have	 to	be	complete	 in	order	 to	be	sub-
stantial”.	 I	mean	Nye	has	got	a	posthumous	rep-
utation	as	the	uncompromising	rebel	and	radical	
critic.	That	he	was,	 there’s	 no	doubt	 about	 that,	
and	 it	was	 to	 his	massive	 credit	 and	 he	 showed	
immense	courage	doing	 it.	But	he	was	also,	 and	
this	is	why	he’s	got	my	undying	admiration,	some-
one	who	could	do	the	plumbing	of	politics	as	well	
as	 the	poetry,	and	he	was	a	pragmatist,	and	that	
phrase	from	Bevan	sums	it	up.

If	 it	 could	be	comprehended	and	acted	upon	by	
every	 single	 last	 person	 in	 the	 movement,	 our	
country	and	our	cause	would	be	much	better	off.

ES:	Leading	on	from	the	Bevanites	who	supported	
you	in	the	past,	I’m	aware	that	people	like	Michael	
Foot	and	Barbara	Castle	were	quite	supportive	of	
you-

NK:	Yes.

ES:	And	encouraging-

NK:	Great	comrades.

ES:	What	was	the	best	advice	they	ever	gave	you?

NK:	Well	one	of	the	great	attributes	they	had	was	
not	to	go	round	handing	out	advice.	Michael	be-
cause	he	was	much	too	much	of	a	socialist	gent,	
and	a	beautiful	man.	And	Barbara	never	gave	ad-
vice,	Barbara	gave	orders.	There	was	one	occasion	
when	she	came	into	the	office,	and	of	course	she	
was	always	welcome,	I	 loved	her	dearly,	and	she	

was	a	great	friend	of	Glenys’s	as	well,	and	we	had	
some	wonderful	 adventures	 together,	 some	 very	
joyous	times.	Anyway,	Barbara	came	in	and	start-
ed	 telling	me	how	 to	 run	 the	Labour	party,	 and	
this	was	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	miner’s	 strike,	and	
the	only	way	I	could	silence	her	was	actually-	she	
was	very	small-	was	to	pick	her	up,	and	carry	her,	
across	my	arms,	out	of	the	office	and	open	a	bot-
tle,	because	she	liked	a	tipple	of	gin	and	tonic,	and	
that’s	the	only	way	I	could	get	her	to	stop	preach-
ing	at	me.	She	was,	she	was	such	a	good	friend.

ES:	She’s	one	of	my	heroes.

NK:	Yeah	she	was	a	great	woman.

ES:	One	of	my	favourite	quotes	was	that	she	used	
to	[...]	say	she	won	her	election	on	gin	and	nerves-

NK:	Yes!	That’s	right!	Well	she	wasn’t	alone	in	that	
there	was	a	few.	Especially	of	her	generation.	Lena	
Jeger	was	another	beaut.	Here’s	a	story	for	a	young	
canvasser.	Lena	was	a	very	distinguished	journal-
ist,	she	won	a	Pulitzer	prize.

ES:	She	was	the	one-

NK:	Holborn	and	St	Pancreas

ES:	The	one	that	did	the	Russian	journalism	dur-
ing	WW2.

NK:	Yes,	absolutely.	And	her	real	expertise	was	on	
Russia	and	China,	and	she	was	a	woman	of	great	
courage	and	terrific	ability.	But	she	really	did	like	
gin.	Uhh	so,	in	the	1959	general	election-	she	had	
been	 elected	 in	 a	 by-election-	 and	 this	 was	 her	
first	general	election.	So,	she’s	slogging	around	the	
streets	 of	 St	Pancreas	without	 the	 tribe	 that	 you	
get	in	a	by-election,	and	she	was	due	to	speak	that	
night	as	we	did	every	night	 in	elections	 in	those	
days.	And	 she	was	 really	weary	 and	 it	was	driz-
zling	and	she	was	fed	up	and	cold	and	she	decid-
ed	 she’d	 do	 the	 last	 four	 flats	 in	 this	 apartment	
block,	 council	 block,	 and	 then	 she’d	 go	 home,	
have	a	bath,	gin	and	tonic,	and	be	up	for	the	fight	
in	the	night.	So,	three	doors	she	knocks,	nobody	
in,	which	she	greeted	with	great	relief.	She	gets	to	
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the	 last	 door,	 knocks	 the	 door,	 and	 a	 woman	
comes	to	the	door-

“Oh	Mrs	 Jeger,	 just	 the	woman	 I	wanted	 to	 see!	
Oh	Mrs	Jeger,	so	good	to	see!”

So	the	woman	thought	‘Oh	Christ,	here	we	go’.
“Umm,	Mrs	Jeger	I	have	a	question.”

“Yes,”	said	Lena.

“If	we	get	a	Labour	government,	will	the	People’s	
Republic	of	China	be	allowed	to	be	in	the	Security	
Council	of	the	United	Nations?”

So	this	was	meat	and	drink	to	Lena,	she	gave	her	
ten	minutes	on	all	the	reasons	why	we	were	going	
to	fulfil	this	policy.	And	the	woman	at	the	end	of	
it	said-

“Oh	I’m	so	relieved.	I’m	so	grateful	for	all	the	facts	
and	 all	 the	 arguments	 you’ve	 given	me.	 I	 really	
glad	that	Labour	will	definitely	have	the	People’s	
Republic	of	China	in	the	Security	Council	of	the	
United	Nations.	‘Cus,	if	they	can	do	that,	they	can	
stop	them	pissing	on	the	stairs!”

Wonderful	story.

[Laughter]

ES:	There	are	quite	a	lot	of	women	from	that	gen-
eration	who	have	been	completely	forgotten.

NK:	Yep.

ES:	Judith	Hart’s	another	one.

NK:	Judith,	good	woman,	great	friend.

ES:	Why	do	you	think	that	is?

NK:	 Joan	 Lestor,	 another	 bloody	 marvellous	
woman.

ES:	Jo	Richardson.

NK:	Yes,	oh	Jo.	Great.	What	a	comrade	she	was.	

Umm	and,	well	uhh.	The	Labour	party	 [sighs]...	
has	had	great	women	at	national	and	at	local	lev-
el.	Some	are	wonderful	figures.	Women	have	been	
really	prominent	in	local	government.	Usually	not	
as	council	 leaders	but	as	education	chairs,	social	
services	chairs.	I	mean	they	did	remarkable	work,	
quite	 extraordinary.	 And	 yet,	 the	 Labour	 party	
still,	 I	hope	 I	 can	say	until	 very	 recently,	 I	hope	
it’s	changing,	I	think	it	is.	The	Labour	party	was	
never	warmly	disposed	 towards	women	 as	 lead-
ing	representatives.	And	it	was,	it	was	never	writ-
ten,	 it	was	never	part	of	 the	constitution,	on	the	
contrary,	we’ve	had	provision	for	equal	treatment	
for	 decades.	 But,	 it	was	 a	 fact	 of	 life,	 and	 it	 did	
mean	women	who	should	have	had	greater	prom-
inence	 didn’t	 get	 it.	 And	women	who	 should’ve	
had	 recognition	 didn’t	 get	 that.	 I	mean,	 when	 I	
changed	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 Parliamentary	 Labour	
Party,	must’ve	been	about	1989,	so	that	 in	order	
to	validate	a	member	of	parliaments	votes	for	the	
shadow	cabinet,	they	had	to	vote	for	at	least	three	
women	candidates.

After	 some	 struggle,	 against	 some	quite	 unlikely	
enemies	 in	some	cases,	usual	 suspects	 in	others,	
we	got	 it.	And	on	the	Thursday	night	the	results	
were	announced,	and	Harriet	[Harman]	was	elect-
ed,	Jo	[Richardson]	was	elected,	Ann	Taylor	was	
elected.	I	mean	great	stuff.	Real	assets	all	of	them.	
And	 four	got	 elected,	not	 three,	which	 is	what	 I	
always	expected	to	happen.	Okay	that	was	great,	
and	I	was	obliged	then	to	get	up	and	congratulate	
the	Parliamentary	Labour	Party	on	its	wisdom,	in	
a	vote	taken	somewhat	less	unanimously	in	agree-
ing	 with	 me	 to	 altering	 the	 rules,	 and	 how	 ‘it’s	
wonderful,	 we’ve	 made	 real	 progress,	 we’ve	 got	
four	women	out	of	fifteen	members	of	the	shadow	
cabinet’.	and	then	I	said	“and	you	know,	nobody’s	
willy	has	dropped	off.”	And	I	guess	I	got	away	with	
it	all	because	there	was	a	gust	of	laughter,	and	then	
everybody	from	that	moment	on	treated	the	elec-
tion	of	women	to	the	shadow	cabinet	as	if	they’d	
always	done	it.	It	suddenly	achieved	the	strength	
of	convention.	And	there’s	no	greater	strength.

ES:	 I	 remember	 reading	 that	when	 that	 election	
was	 going	 on,	 people	were	 going	 around	 saying	
‘oh	 if	you’ve	got	 to	vote	one	of	 the	candidates	of	
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the	left	make	sure	you	vote	for	Clare	Short	because	
Margaret	Beckett’s	more	trouble.’

NK:	Yes!	Yes!

ES:	And	Clare	Short	was	quite	insulted.

NK:	Well	Margaret-

ES:	Went	on	to	Lead	the	Labour	Party.

NK:	Yes,	and	is	a	great	friend	and	comrade.	And	
it	was	a	 tragedy	that	Leo	died,	because	he	was	a	
great	mate	 as	well.	 Leo	Beckett,	Margaret’s	 hus-
band.	But,	 in	 the	Benn	years	she	was	one	of	my	
most	ferocious...

ES:	She	threw	coins	at	you	didn’t	she?

NK:	Oh	yeah	yeah	yeah	all	of	that	stuff.	So	when	
she	then	got	elected	and	I	immediately	put	her	on	
the	front	bench.	And	everybody	was	quite	shocked	
really.	‘How	could	you	do	that?	All	the	things	she’s	
said	about	you’.	One	or	two	of	the	women,	who	ve-
hemently	disliked	Margaret,	really	bloody	hostile	
you	know.

ES:	I	think	Joan	Lestor	was	one.

NK:	Joan	was	one	yes,	absolutely.	Not	least	because	
she	had	resigned	from	the	Callaghan	government,	
and	Margaret	had	taken	her	place.	And	that	was	in	
1978	or	something.	And	then	in	a	couple	of	years	
she	was	carrying	the	shield	for	Benn.	Anyway	Joan	
was	vehement,	and	Joan	was	very	close	to	me,	and	
I	 said	 ‘no	 love,	 she’s	 a	 capable	woman,	 and	 you	
know	what	I	always	say	I	don’t	give	a	damn	wheth-
er	you’re	wearing	trousers	or	not	or	where	you’re	
from,	if	they’re	good	there	in.’	And	anyway,	there	
was	some	grizzling	over	that	but	it	didn’t	go	any	
further.	And	then	of	course	Margaret	was	as	good	
as	I	expected	her	to	be,	and	then	I	made	her	shad-
ow	financial	secretary,	a	real	 toughie,	really	very	
good.	Next	thing	of	course	after	the	1992	election,	
she	became	Deputy	Leader	and	the	rest	is	history.	
So,	you	always	have	to	bring	along	talent	even	if	
you	have	minor	disagreements	sometimes.

ES:	You	were	 the	 last	 leader	 that	didn’t	have	All	
Women’s	Shortlists,	 although	 I’m	aware	 some	of	
the	work	that	was	going	on	when	you	were	leader.

NK:	Yes	 it	was,	but	 the	problem	was	when	John	
[Smith]	brought	it	to	the	National	Executive	Com-
mittee,	by	which	time	I	was	re-elected	to	the	NEC,	
I	said,	‘well	listen,	no	reasonable	person	could	be	
against	this,	but	in	the	form	that	you’ve	got	it	pal,	
it	will	fall	at	the	first	employment	tribunal.’	Why	I	
mean	he	was	a	lawyer,	and	I	told	him	the	reasons	I	
thought	it	would,	‘aw	bloody	nonsense,	you’re	be-
ing	too	cautious’.	‘Oh	okay,	I	stick	my	hand	up,	but	
I	don’t	think	it’s	going	to	work,	I	think	you’re	go-
ing	to	have	to	do	it	another	way.’	and	sure	enough,	
first	employment	tribunal,	bang.	So	they	did	do	it	
a	different	way,	which	is	very	good.

ES:	 It’s	 now	being	not	 used	 at	 the	next	General	
Election.	So	you	were	one	of	the	leaders	that	man-
aged	to	get	the	number	of	women	increased	in	the	
PLP	by	about	27	which	was	quite	big	at	the	time,	
is	there	any	advice	for	Keir	Starmer	so	it	doesn’t	go	
down	at	the	next	general	election?

NK:	Well	I	don’t	think	it	will	because	the	regular-
ity,	 the	convention,	of	women	getting	on	 the	se-
lection	lists	and	being	selected	is	now	much	more	
widespread.	I	don’t	think	in	the	long	term	it	can	be	
left	to	look	after	itself,	but	it	was	going	to	be	nec-
essary	at	some	stage	to	let	it	look	after	itself,	and	if	
it	works	great,	and	I	think	that	it	will.	If	it	doesn’t,	
we’ll	 have	 to	 go	back	 to	 the	drawing	board.	But	
I	 think	its	sensible	to	really	test	whether	 it	 looks	
after	itself,	and	I	think	it	will.	And	apart	from	an-
ything	else	there	is	a	terrific	number	of	really	ca-
pable	women	 around,	 and	 I	 think	 they’re	 going	
to	be	judged	on	that	rather	than	whether	they’re	
female	or	not.

ES:	 I	 think	 you	 did	 go	 on	Peter	Hennessy’s	Re-
flections	but	he	didn’t	actually	ask	you	what	your	
great	reform	would	be.	So	what	would	your	great	
reform	be?

NK:	 Oh	 I	 would’ve	 introduced	 a	 hypothecated	
health	and	social	care	tax,	which	by	coincidence	
I	outlined	the	principles	earlier	on,	because	great

33



34

though	the	provision	of	universal	healthcare	free	
at	the	time	of	need	is,	it	always	needs	to	be	nour-
ished	by	effective	investment	not	only	in	the	pres-
ent	but	in	the	future,	which	means	skills	as	well	as	
technology	and	research,	and	I	think	the	only	way	
you’re	going	 to	ensure	 that	 that	 is	as	continuous	
as	the	publics	commitment	to	the	national	health	
service	is	if	they	continually	pay	for	it	collective-
ly	instead	of	just	blowing	their	horn	in	solidarity	
outside	a	nurses	picket,	which	 is	what	we’ve	got	
now.

ES:	Thank	you	so	much.

NK:	You’re	more	than	welcome.
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What You Can Learn 
From Your Striking 
Postie
Isabella Simpson 
Over	the	last	couple	of	months	we	have	seen	un-
ion	 after	 union,	 profession	 after	 profession,	 bal-
lot	for	strike	action.	From	the	rail	workers	in	the	
National	Union	of	Rail,	Maritime	and	Transport	
Workers	 (RMT)	 to	 criminal	 barristers	 who	 are	
members	of	the	Criminal	Bar	Association	(CBA),	
working	people	have	been	pushed	to	their	limits	
and	there	is	a	growing	sense	that	simply:	‘enough	
is	 enough.’	 Over	 the	 summer,	 the	 RMT	 led	 the	
way	when	it	came	to	strike	action,	with	their	Gen-
eral	Secretary,	Mick	Lynch,	becoming	a	star	over-
night.	Now,	it	seems	that	it	is	the	Communication	
Workers	Union	(CWU)	who	will	 lead	us	and	all	
unions,	through	the	autumn	with	strikes	planned	
and	more	unions	will	be	balloting.

“We can’t keep on living in a country where bosses 
rake in billions in profit while their employees are 
forced to use food banks” Dave Ward, General Sec-
retary of the CWU 2022.

On	 August	 17th	 it	 was	 announced	 that	 over	
115,000	 UK	 postal	 workers	 voted	 overwhelm-
ingly	 for	 further	 industrial	 action	 over	 working		
conditions,	 ahead	of	 four	days	of	 strikes	 already	
planned	for	late	August	into	early	September.	Ac-
tion	came	after	Royal	Mail	supported	a	mere	2%	
pay	 increase	 for	 employees.	The	CWU	said	 that	
there	was	a	72%	turnout,	of	which	98%	voted	yes	
to	strike	action.	Since	then,	postal	workers	in	the	
CWU	have	been	on	 strike	 for	 fair	pay	 in	a	fight	
that	has	been	described	by	them,	as	 the	“biggest	
strike	of	 the	 summer.”	Undoubtedly,	picket	 lines	
and	rallies	have	provided	an	opportunity	for	soci-
ety	to	be	reminded	of	the	punishing	sacrifices	and	

pain	endured	my	so	many	workers	and	will	con-
tinue	to	offer	a	sense	of	hope	to	many.

On	 August	 26th	 Mick	 Lynch	 joined	 other	 gen-
eral	 secretaries	and	activists,	 including	 Jo	Grady	
(general	 secretary	 of	 the	University	 and	College	
Union)	and	Dave	Ward	(general	secretary	of	the	
CWU).	They	addressed	a	crowd	outside	the	Roy-
al	Mail	building	in	Mount	Pleasant,	London	and	
were	joined	by	hundreds	of	supporters	as	well	as	
strikers.	Mount	Pleasant	was	full	of	solidarity	and	
positivity.	 We	 stood	 protesting	 the	 government	
and	employers.	We	knew	that	we	were	 there	be-
cause	 workers	 have	 been	 neglected.	 Yet	 despite	
that,	 members	 of	 the	 CWU	 were	 dancing	 and	
singing	 to	 create	 a	 sense	 of	 happiness	 and	hope	
for	one	another.

“We need a summer of solidarity, and a spring of 
solidarity if it needs to go through next year. The 
CWU, Unite, GMB, RMT and the others, we have to 
call on the entire movement [...] and not be dictated 
to by people from Eton and Harrow, telling us we 
have to give up our wages and give up our place.” 
Mick Lynch, at the CWU’s Mount Pleasant rally for 
fair pay on August 26th, 2022.

For	the	past	twelve	years	Britain	has	been	subject	
to	 neglect.	Workers	 overworked	 and	 underpaid,	
public	services	crumbling	and	families	close	to,	if	
not,	starving,	deprived	of	so	many	basic	necessi-
ties.	Patriotism	goes	beyond	flag	waving	and	emp-
ty	promises.	 It	 is	difficult	 to	 look	at	politics	now	
and	imagine	a	world	where	a	bloke	from	Eton	or	
Harrow	does	not	try	to	explain	to	you	your	arm	
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from	your	leg.	Of	course,	I	generalise	here,	there	
are	 some	 decent	 people	 from	 privileged	 back-
grounds	out	there,	but	unfortunately	the	likes	of	
Johnson	make	it	hard	to	see	past	the	entitlement	
and	dangerous	actions	of	a	privileged	few.

“Our members deserve a pay rise that rewards their 
fantastic achievements in keeping the country con-
nected during the pandemic, but also helps them 
keep up during this current economic crisis.” Terry 
Pullinger, Deputy General Secretary of the CWU.

On	August	31st,	Bernie	Sanders,	 the	US	 senator	
from	Vermont,	joined	striking	workers	at	the	‘Save	
London’s	 Public	 Transport’	 Rally	 in	 London.	
Hannah	 Carroll	 (CWU,	 East	 London	 Women’s	
Officer)	spoke	on	behalf	of	the	CWU	at	the	rally:	
“In	 an	 attempt	 to	break	our	 strike	 they	have	of-
fered	the	managers	up	to	£1500	bonus	as	a	reward	
if	they	keep	their	100%	attendance	record	up	until	
the	end	of	October	 [...]	which	 is	disgusting”	and	
it	 is	 just	 that.	 The	 Enough	 is	 Enough	 campaign	
and	the	CWU	have	called	out	Royal	Mail	on	their	
shameful	record,	reporting	that	Royal	Mail	made	
£758	million	 in	 profit	 and	 gave	 £400	million	 to	
shareholders	 and	 “rewarded”	 its	 executive	 team	
millions	of	pounds	 in	bonuses.	All	of	 this	whilst	
working	people	struggle	to	put	food	on	the	table;	
all	of	this	after	the	workers	at	Royal	Mail	kept	Brit-
ain	going	during	the	covid-19	pandemic	and	all	of	
this	after	record	levels	of	inflation	have	been	an-
nounced.	

So,	what	can	you	learn	from	your	postie?	The	first	
thing	 is	 courage.	To	go	on	strike,	when	 those	 in	
government	are	against	you,	when	your	employ-
er	is	against	you	and	when	some	members	of	the	
public	 are	 against	 you,	 to	demand	better	 and	 to	
risk	so	much,	takes	bravery.	The	second	is	kind-
ness.	Solidarity	is	at	the	heart	of	our	Labour	and	
trade	union	movement.	If	you	go	out	and	support	
them,	 they	 will	 support	 you.	 The	 final	 thing	 to	
learn	is,	quite	simply:	facts.	Workers	do	not	strike	
for	 fun,	 they	 are	 striking	 for	 a	 reason	 and	 their	
words	are	 far	more	valuable	 than	mine,	 those	of	
newspapers	or	the	television.	So	go	and	learn	from	
them	if	you	can.	Go	out	and	stand	with	your	local 
postie, or railway worker, or with your local postie, 

or	 railway	worker,	 or	 barrister	 or	 shop	 assistant	
when	they	strike.	Go	and	stand	with	your	union;	
go	and	join	a	union	if	you	haven’t	already	and	cel-
ebrate	the	beauty	of	solidarity.	Because,	if	or	when	
you	need	support,	your	union	will	be	there	to	sup-
port	you,	as	will	the	postie	and	the	railway	worker	
and	the	barrister	and	the	shop	assistant.

Isabella Simpson is a first year Musician at Oriel 
College. She was OULC Co-Chair Elect this term.
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The Gilded Cage of 
the Insider: Chums 
Review
Danny Leach 
In	 Chums:	 How	 a	 Tiny	 Caste	 of	 Oxford	 Tories	
Took	Over	the	UK,	Simon	Kuper	presents	some-
thing	of	an	insider’s	view	of	an	educational	insti-
tution	which	reproduces	the	political	elite	of	our	
society.	He	himself	was	an	Oxford	student	in	the	
1980s	and	the	book	is	in	part	informed	by	his	own	
experience	there,	as	well	as	interviews	with	other	
contemporaries.	Indeed,	it	is	his	personal	experi-
ence	which	informs	the	best	parts	of	the	book,	in	
which	Kuper	describes	the	culture	of	laziness	that	
pervaded	the	university	in	that	era	and	identifies	
the	in-groups	which	proved	more	influential	than	
anyone	could	have	imagined.	These	two	insights	
are	 what	 drives	 his	 analysis	 of	 how	 a	 well-con-
nected	group	of	Tories	managed	to	make	it	to	the	
top,	and	yet	do	so	badly	as	our	leaders.	Unfortu-
nately,	 lacking	the	political	conviction	to	call	 for	
a	changed	society,	Chums	remains	an	interesting	
set	 of	 observations	 and	 anecdotes	 which	 never	
quite	comes	to	a	convincing	conclusion.	

Oxford’s	 self-mythologising	 has	 always	 been	 a	
strength,	and	this	seems	to	have	disguised	the	fact	
that	in	the	late	20th	century,	the	hardworking	Ox-
ford	student	was	a	rare	breed.	Kuper	admits	that	
he	 himself	 occasionally	 turned	 up	 to	 a	 tutorial	
having	 skimmed	 one	 item	 from	 the	 reading	 list	
and	it	is	clear	that	30-odd	years	on	he	remains	in	
awe	of	those	who	could	pretend	to	be	‘reading’	an	
essay	which	in	fact	existed	only	in	their	head.	This	
part	of	 the	book	 is	 interesting	and	demonstrates	
that	Boris	 Johnson’s	behaviour	has	been	consist-
ent	since	he	was	at	school.	However,	it	is	more	of	a	
fun	diversion	from	his	theme	than	a	crucial	piece	
of	it;	some	of	the	worst	offenders	of	the	Tory	old	

boy	network	 (David	Cameron,	 for	 example)	 are	
reported	 to	 have	 been	 good	 or	 even	model	 stu-
dents.

In	some	respects,	the	story	of	a	bunch	of	toffs	par-
tying	 and	doing	 very	 little	work	 is	 an	 unhelpful	
lens	through	which	to	view	21st	century	Toryism.	
There	have	been	plenty	of	so-called	sensible	To-
ries	 in	 British	 politics	 in	 the	 last	 20	 years,	 who	
looked	and	sounded	competent	and	who	did	have	
a	decent	work	ethic,	and	yet	set	about	ransacking	
the	state	anyway.	It	is	important	to	remember	that	
austerity	and	 its	consequences	were	 the	result	of	
a	driven	government	that	could	achieve	its	goals;	
lazy	incompetence	is	too	generous	an	excuse.

It	would	be	highly	unfair	to	characterise	Kuper’s	
book	as	primarily	about	the	laziness	of	students	in	
the	1980s,	and	as	such	his	analysis	does	not	cen-
tre	on	that.	The	other	major	investigation	Kuper	
undertakes	is	into	the	societies	and	social	groups	
which	 formed	 the	 current	 ruling	 class	 of	 this	
country.	 There	 are	 interesting	 revelations,	 such	
as	how	Dominic	Cummings	got	his	 start	 in	pol-
itics	working	 as	 a	 researcher	 for	 anti-Maastricht	
Tory	MPs,	after	having	organised	many	of	them	to	
speak	at	Oxford	on	that	very	topic.	This	demon-
strated	neatly	how	the	old	generation	of	Tory	Eu-
rosceptics	passed	the	torch	to	the	new	through	the	
system	of	privilege	and	patronage	that	is	exempli-
fied	at	Oxford	as	anywhere	else	on	earth.

It	is	in	this	analysis	of	networks	that	Kuper	points	
out	 that	 the	 very	 best-connected	 students	 were	
those	who	had	 come	 from	Eton.	This	highlights	
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the	extent	to	which	money,	and	maleness,	were	im-
portant	to	the	creation	of	these	social	groups,	but	
it	also	exposes	a	flaw	in	his	conclusions.	Networks	
from	the	wealthiest	private	schools	were	recreated	
and	only	slightly	expanded	at	Oxford	University,	
as	 opposed	 to	 being	 created	 from	 scratch.	 Had	
Oxford	not	existed,	 the	chance	 is	 vanishing	 that	
such	 a	 cohesive	 class	 of	 students	 would	 simply	
abandon	the	privilege	they	were	granted	by	their	
in-group	status.

Kuper	 appears	 to	 have	 given	 this	 little	 thought.	
One	might	 say	 it	 is	 typical	 that	 an	Oxford	alum	
might	not	grasp	the	possibility	that	another	uni-
versity	could	also	create	a	ruling	elite,	but	a	glance	
at	the	UK’s	higher	education	shows	that	any	sort	
of	Oxbridge	 “them	vs.	us”	 view	 is	 sorely	outdat-
ed.	 As	 strongly	 as	 the	 two	 oldest	 universities	 in	
the	UK	hang	on	to	their	exclusive	status,	they	now	
contend	 with	 Durham,	 St.	 Andrews,	 UCL	 and	
others	 snapping	at	 their	heels.	As	 for	 the	 rest	of	
the	“Russell	Group,”	the	group	itself	is	effectively	
a	club	established	solely	to	deny	assimilated	poly-
technics	the	legitimacy	which	its	members	derive	
from	 their	 pre-Major	 university	 status.	The	 idea	
that	the	rest	of	the	UK’s	higher	education	hierar-
chy	would	disappear	with	Oxbridge	 is	 of	 course	
nonsense,	and	Kuper	does	not	suggest	it	will.	But	
on	the	other	hand,	he	fails	to	consider	the	ramifi-
cations	of	its	endurance.	

Towards	the	end	of	 the	book,	Kuper	talks	about	
his	experience	at	a	European	university.	No	class	
distinctions	 were	 so	 stark	 there	 and	 as	 a	 result,	
such	a	class	structure	was	not	reproduced,	and	in-
deed	no	ruling	elite	persists	quite	so	much	in	that	
country	 as	 it	 does	 in	 ours.	His	 observations	 are	
fascinating,	 but	 his	 cause	 and	 correlation	 ought	
to	be	reversed.	In	most	European	countries,	there	
is	already	greater	equality	of	 income	than	 in	 the	
UK,	and	when	their	aristocracies	died	off,	so	did	
the	 aristocratic	 culture.	We	 allowed	 our	 aristoc-
racy	 to	 survive,	 and	 the	wealthiest	 in	 this	 coun-
try	have	always	cherished	the	opportunity	to	join	
their	ranks,	usually	by	entering	their	children	into	
one	of	only	a	handful	of	elite	 schools,	and	 then,	
of	course,	Oxford.	But	there	is	no	thoughtful	con-
sideration	 of	 how	 a	 changed	politics	 could	have	

changed	Oxford,	and	the	relationship	Kuper	sees	
between	 political	 culture	 and	 the	 university	 is	 a	
one-way	street.	

It	is	here	that	the	author’s	“inside	view”	starts	to	
obstruct	 his	 vision.	 Simon	Kuper	 is	 a	 long-time	
Financial	Times	 journalist,	who	self-identifies	as	
having	a	middle-class	background,	and	who	went	
to	Oxford.	As	someone	with	foreign	heritage	and	
a	non-private	schooling,	it	is	clear	that	he	did	not	
feel	 like	a	“true”	insider	at	university,	and	yet	by	
any	reasonable	metric	he	now	is	one.	He	sighs	at	
the	 fact	 that	 so	many	 politicians	 and	 journalists	
went	 to	 school	 together,	 while	 out	 of	 hand	 dis-
missing	the	rise	of	the	one	major	party	leader	of	
the	 last	 decade	who	did	not	 go	 to	Oxford:	 Jere-
my	Corbyn.	Of	course,	there	should	be	no	expec-
tation	for	a	 journalist	 to	 like	a	politician,	 indeed	
politics	would	be	better	if	there	were	fewer	polit-
ical	 journalists	writing	 about	 their	 close	 friends.	
In	 this	 case,	 on	 the	other	hand,	his	 analysis	has	
a	 critical	 blind	 spot	 because	he	 simply	does	not	
think	Corbyn	worthy	of	discussion.

One	could	say	that	Ed	Miliband	went	to	Oxford,	
yet	he	was	certainly	not	welcomed	as	part	of	the	
gang.	Chums	 even	 goes	 as	 far	 as	 to	 say	 that	 the	
Oxford	University	Labour	Club,	chaired	by	Mili-
band,	was	 of	 very	minimal	 relevance	 in	Oxford	
society.	What	Kuper	might	 have	noticed	had	he	
looked	 was	 that	 both	 leaders	 faced	 horrendous	
mauling	in	the	press	–	not	for	their	background,	
but	 for	 speaking	out	 about	 the	 cosy	 culture	 and	
lack	 of	 oversight	 enjoyed	 by	 the	 (mostly	 Ox-
ford-educated)	press	pack	and	economic	elite.	On	
the	other	hand,	Cameron,	May,	and	 Johnson	all	
faced	comparatively	easy	rides,	despite	their	vast-
ly	different	levels	of	engagement	in	the	boys’	club	
society	 culture	 at	 Oxford.	 He	 sometimes	 comes	
close	to	recognition	of	how	Toryism	itself	is	more	
important	to	the	Oxford	Tories	than	the	vessel	of	
its	 reproduction,	but	never	quite	gets	 there.	The	
important	 thing	 about	 the	 Oxford	 Tory	 is	 that	
even	after	they	leave	Oxford	they	remain	a	dedi-
cated	Conservative.

Kuper	concludes	that	what	we	need	is	an	overhaul	
of	Oxford	and	Cambridge,	via	conversion	to	grad-



uate	only	 institutions,	or	by	 increasing	academic	
rigour	 to	 create	 true	 research	 institutions	 out	 of	
them.	Yet,	he	lacks	the	courage	to	call	for	the	aboli-
tion	of	the	private	schools	that	create	the	inequali-
ties	he	felt	at	Oxford,	or	indeed	the	political	insight	
to	 suggest	 closing	 the	 gaping	 income	 inequality	
that	make	such	private	schools	viable	in	the	first	
place.	Even	the	previously	promised	second	part	
of	the	Leveson	enquiry	into	the	press	might	blunt	
the	power	of	the	Oxford-alumni	lobby	by	taming	
its	most	vicious	attack	dog.	In	the	end	though,	the	
gilded	cage	of	the	insider	obstructs	Kuper’s	view	
and	leaves	Chums	an	interesting	read,	and	a	lesser	
work	than	it	could	be.

Danny Leach is a second year PPEist at Pembroke 
College. He was OULC Co-Chair Ex-Officio this 
term.
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LTNs: A Positive or 
a Poisoned Chalice?
Adam Gordon-Boyle
An	 unexpected	 example	 of	 our	 increasingly	 bit-
ter	 and	 hostile	 public	 discourse	 is	 the	 furore	
surrounding	 local	 government	 measures	 to	 dis-
courage	driving	on	 residential	 roads.	Low	 traffic	
neighbourhoods	 (LTNs)	 have	 prompted	 cries	 of	
hallelujah	from	some,	whereas	an	increasingly	vo-
cal	minority	 has	 launched	 a	 crusade	 against	 the	
small	 planters	 and	 bollards	 dotted	 around	 the	
country.	

But	how	much	do	residents	really	care?	Apparent-
ly	quite	a	bit.	Certainly	as	 the	outspoken	former	
Hackney	councillor	Jon	Burke	can	attest	to.	After	
shepherding	 in	 LTNs	 in	 the	 East	 London	 bor-
ough,	he	received	vile	death	threats	in	September	
2020.	There	were	no	punches	pulled	in	a	tweeted	
rebuttal	as	he	claimed	that	“anti-LTN ‘campaign-
ers’ were responsible for the creation of an atmos-
phere in which public property is destroyed and 
councillors receive death threats for doing the job 
they were democratically elected to do.”2

This	 is	 by	no	means	 an	 isolated	 incident.	There	
are	 numerous	 examples	 of	 road	 barriers	 be-
ing	 vandalised,	 damaged,	 or	 even	 burnt	 to	 the	
ground.	The	latter	occurred	in	Oxford	in	July	this	
year.	Two	bollards	were	melted	down	in	the	Iffley	
Fields	ward	by	hooded	thugs	in	the	middle	of	the	
night.	Some	individuals	are	so	angry,	so	deluded,	
that	they	resort	toarson	on	a	residential	road.3

A	common	trend	in	those	opposed	to	LTN	schemes	
is	a	dismissal	of	facts	and	logic	in	favour	of	deeply	
held	beliefs.	Sound	familiar?	LTNs	are	get	another	
case	in	modern	politics	where	the	ability	to	have	
a	reasoned	debate	has	been	replaced	by	a	nonsen-
sical	culture	war;	the	influence	of	far-right	Ameri-
can	politics	continues	to	grow	in	Britain.	

So	what	are	the	facts	about	LTNs?	It	is	unarguable	
that	 excessive	motor	 traffic	 plagues	 our	 ever-ex-
panding	urban	areas.	Vehicles	in	Britain	were	di-
rectly	 responsible	 for	 the	 deaths	 of	 1752	 people	
in	20194,	whereas	air	pollution	may	contribute	to	
40,000	more	fatalities	annually.5		Labelled	a	pub-
lic	health	emergency	by	 the	WHO,	air	pollution	
‘made	a	material	contribution’	in	the	high-profile	
case	 of	 Ella	 Kissi-Debrah,	 a	 nine-year-old	 from	
Lewisham,	who	died	following	an	asthma	attack	
in	2013.6	A	 tragedy	 that	will	become	more	com-
mon	if	no	action	is	taken.	

LTNs,	whilst	imperfect,	are	a	noble	and	a	signifi-
cant	move	in	the	right	direction.	Growth	of	traffic	
on	London’s	quiet	C	roads	has	doubled	in	the	dec-
ade	up	to	2019.	That	this	was	not	a	continuation	
of	an	existing	trend	has	led	some	experts	to	blame	
everything	 from	satnavs	 to	online	deliveries,	 the	
latter	 a	 distinct	 characteristic	 of	 pandemic	 Brit-
ain.	A	simpler	explanation	is	a	swelling	in	vehicle	
numbers	by	ten	million	in	the	last	decade.7	Either	
way,	 LTNs	 work	 by	 blocking	 shortcuts	 through	
residential	 roads	–	 so	called	 ‘rat	 running,’	which	
means	traffic	stays	where	intended,	on	main	roads.	

The	evidence	on	LTN’s	effectiveness,	whilst	 lim-
ited,	 is	 clear.	 After	 three	 years	 of	 the	 Waltham	
Forest	 LTN	 scheme,	 residents	 reported	 walking	
for	115	minutes	more	a	week	compared	to	those	
in	nearby	areas.8	This	method	has	also	convinced	
those	in	the	public	health	community;	Guy’s	and	
St	 Thomas’	 charity	 provided	 £250,000	 worth	
of	 funding	 to	 Southwark	 council	 for	 temporary	
LTNs.9	Other	than	health,	LTNs	can	increase	foot-
fall	for	local	businesses	and	may	even	significantly	
reduce	street	crime.	



41

In	face	of	all	kinds	of	evidence,	the	naysayers	on	
LTNs	are	armed	with	flimsy	claims	that	fall	apart	
upon	closer	inspection.	Perhaps	most	common	is	
the	fiction	 that	 overall	 traffic	 is	not	 reduced	but	
merely	 pushed	 onto	 surrounding,	 supposedly	
less	affluent	roads,	leaving	them	more	congested.	
‘When	you	cut	a	vein	the	blood	has	nowhere	to	go,’	
as	I	was	told	once	on	the	doorstep.	An	impressive	
case	of	a	grossly	oversimplified	metaphor	used	to	
make	 a	 point	 that	 is	 wrong.	 Yet	 any	 perception	
of	 LTNs	 as	 a	 distinctly	 middle-class	 endeavour	
could	 still	make	 them	 a	 tricky	 issue	 for	 Labour.	
The	right	needs	no	provocation	to	push	the	 line	
that	our	party	is	only	for	‘lefty	Islington	lawyers.’	
The	truth	is,	however,	that	people	in	deprived	ar-
eas10	of	London	are	2.5	 times	more	 likely	 to	 live	
in	LTNs	than	those	in	less	deprived	areas	with	no	
evidence	of	a	social	equity	problem.11

Another	frequently	repeated	line	to	discredit	LTNs	
is	that	they	were	undemocratically	imposed	on	res-
idents.	Whilst	it	is	true	their	implementation	was	
hasty,	there	is	good	reason	for	this.	Boris	Johnson	
heralded	in	the	‘cycling	and	walking	revolution’12	
with	a	£2	billion	package	for	local	government	in	
May	2020.	As	the	UK	made	tentative	steps	out	of	
the	first	lockdown,	a	car-led	recovery	would	have	
been	a	disaster.	Consultations	have	and	continue	
to	take	place	with	many	instances	of	LTNs	being	
changed	or	 scrapped	 altogether.	Moreover,	 poll-
ing	consistently	points	 towards	majority	support	
with	the	number	of	those	opposed	only	shrinking	
over	 time;	 this	 stood	 at	 44%	 in	Waltham	Forest	
prior	 to	 introduction	 with	 only	 1.7%	 currently	
against.13	It	does	seem	as	if	an	increasingly	rattled	
minority	is	hell	bent	on	stoking	division	when	the	
public	is	largely	on	side.

LTNs	may	not	only	be	the	right	thing	to	do	poli-
cy-wise,	but	also	electorally.	The	loud	voices	of	dis-
dain	over	the	schemes	make	it	tempting	to	change	
course,	or,	as	Oxford	Labour	seemed	to	do	in	the	
recent	city	council	 elections,	defer	 responsibility	
and	equivocate	on	your	stance.	Perhaps	the	most	
striking	thing	to	come	out	of	May’s	local		elections	
was	 the	 surge	 in	 support	 for	 the	Green	Party	 as	
they	gained	three	seats	in	Oxford.	I	would	argue	
our	failure	to	properly	support	LTNs	contributed.

Candidates	who	framed	themselves	largely	in	op-
position	to	this	single	issue	widely	faltered.	Nota-
bly,	the	defection	of	Sadiea	Mustafa-Awan	to	stand	
as	 an	 independent	 failed	 to	win	 a	 seat	 in	Little-
more.14

Whilst	it	is	tempting	in	the	face	of	so	much	right-
eous	 assertion	 from	 the	 opposition,	 we	 cannot	
say	 LTNs	 are	 perfect.	 Poorly	 designed	 schemes	
that	 lack	 accompanying	 transport	 development	
may	not	work	as	intended.	Furthermore,	council	
engagement	with	residents	over	design	of	neigh-
bourhoods	must	be	sincere	and	non-judgmental.	
Not	everyone	opposed	 to	LTNs	 is	a	 far-right	ar-
sonist.	Whilst	public	opinion	is	currently	on	our	
side,	this	must	not	be	taken	for	granted	by	simply	
dismissing	criticism.	The	facts	are	there;	they	just
need	 to	be	 robustly	pressed	 to	prevent	 the	post-
truth	 narratives	 from	 bedding	 in.	 In	 the	 fight	
against	air	pollution	and	the	climate	crisis,	there	is	
no	room	for	backward	steps.	But	it	is	clear,	LTNs	
are	a	step	forward.	

Adam Gordon-Boyle is a first year Medic at Worces-
ter College.
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Olaf Scholz, a Model 
for Labour’s Elec-
toral Success?
Ben Nolan

On	the	15th	July	2022	Kier	Starmer	was	pictured	
with	German	Chancellor	Olaf	Scholz	in	the	SDP	
headquarters,	 Berlin.	 The	 two	 opted	 for	 jovial	
smiles	in	the	place	of	calculated	concentration	to	
the	press	as	 they	sat	across	 from	each	other	 in	a	
meeting	 room.	 Another	 photo	 of	 them	 walking	
through	the	corridors	of	the	building	gave	the	ap-
pearance	of	a	 strangely	Socially	Democratic	ver-
sion	 of	Top-Gun,	 yet	 rather	 than	 competing	 for	
the	attention	of	Kelly	McGills,	the	two	sought	to	
capture	the	attention	of	the	public,	with	the	most	
important	 topic	 of	 discussion	 for	 Labour	mem-
bers	alongside	Brexit,	energy	and	Anglo-German	
relations	being	that	of	electoral	advice.	This	brings	
up	 the	 question,	 to	 what	 extent	 should	 Starmer	
look	to	Scholz	and	the	SDP	for	political	guidance?	

In	2021	the	Chancellor	won	a	close	victory	over	
the	 centre-right	 CDU	 party	 with	 25.7%	 of	 the	
vote,	a	5.2%	gain	from	2017.	However,	when	hung	
in	the	halls	of	former	election	victories	and	even	
defeats,	 the	win	appears	 to	be	a	meagre	one,	es-
pecially	 in	 comparison	 to	 the	 40.9%	 vote	 share	
that	was	held	in	2002.	The	discussion	between	the	
two	leaders	was	held	in	the	light	of	disappointing	
results	 in	recent	state	elections.	The	traditionally	
blue-collar	North	Rhine	Westfalia	was	retained	by	
the	CDU	with	36%	of	 the	 vote,	 a	 3%	gain	 from	
2017,	in	comparison	the	SDP	achieved	only	27%	
of	 the	 vote	 a	 4%	 fall	 from	 what	 was	 previously	
a	 close	 second.	The	 following	 election	 in	 Schle-
swig-Holstein	produced	a	 similar	 trend	with	 the	
SDP	achieving	a	historic	low	in	the	election.

The	only	state	that	presented	real	promise	for	the	
SDP	as	an	electorally	successful	party	was	in	the	
Saarland	 state	 election	 which	 provided	 a	 strong	
majority.	 Scholz	 appears	 to	 be	 heading	 an	 SDP	
which	quietly	paddles	by	in	a	stagnant	lake	rather	
than	riding	the	waves	in	an	ocean	of	electoral	en-
thusiasm.	To	interpret	this	string	of	close	victories	
and	narrow	defeats	 as	 a	model	 for	Labours	 suc-
cess	would	be	to	massively	lower	the	ambitions	of	
a	party	which	currently	remains	in	political	oppo-
sition	to	a	Conservative	government	hell	bent	on	
its	own	implosion.	

In	 terms	 of	 Scholz	 the	 person,	 Starmer	 should	
look	 to	 him	 less	 as	 an	 encouraging	 example	 for	
his	 own	 presentation	 to	 the	 public,	 but	 instead	
a	 lesson	on	the	 limits	of	Scholz’s	mechanic,	aus-
tere	style	of	presentation.	Scholz’s	method	of	say-
ing	 little	 in	 order	 to	 allow	 room	 for	manoeuvre	
proved	 incredibly	 effective	 in	 the	 run	 up	 to	 the	
2021	election	in	the	wake	of	the	various	gaffes	that	
were	 experienced	 by	 his	 competitors,	 yet	 when	
deployed	as	chancellor	this	method	has	often	led	
to	 failure.	The	example	of	Ukraine	proved	 to	be	
a	potent	one	with	Scholz	criticised	on	his	cryptic	
declaration	 of	 armoured	 support	 for	Ukraine	 as	
well	as	providing	multiple	accounts	as	to	why	he	
has	not	yet	visited	Kyiv.	This	 lack	of	 responsive-
ness	has	 led	the	German	response	to	Ukraine	to	
appear	weak	on	the	world	stage	whilst	simultane-
ously	causing	a	frosty	relationship	with	Ukranian	
President	Vladimir	Zelensky.	Starmer	should	see	
this	as	a	cause	for	concern,	whilst	his	employment	
of	methodical,	 legalistic	methods	 of	 speech	may	



43

prove	effective	 in	 the	 face	of	 the	partygate	 scan-
dal	 they	 could	 also	 lead	 to	 his	 detriment	 when	
faced	with	issues	that	require	a	clear,	unequivocal	
decisiveness.	 In	 the	 case	of	 Scholz	 the	politician	
therefore,	Starmer	may	need	to	look	elsewhere	for	
advice.	

The	two	leaders	face	a	vastly	different	form	of	op-
position.	Scholz	came	into	the	2021	election	as	a	
former	 vice	Chancellor	 and	Minister	 of	 Finance	
in	the	previous	coalition	government	and	is	there-
fore	closely	associated	with	the	previous	regime’s	
successes	and	failures.	Whilst	the	Tories	may	have	
to	search	far	and	wide	 in	order	 to	find	any	skel-
etons	 in	 Kier	 Starmer’s	 closet,	 Olaf	 Scholz’s	 are	
on	full	display.	Scholz	is	a	man	imbued	with	the	
previous	 Wirecard	 and	 Cum-Ex	 scandals	 that	
rocked	the	German	financial	system.	In	terms	of	
Wirecard,	Scholz	stood	as	the	head	of	Germany’s	
financial	 oversight	 authority	 (BaFin)	 whilst	 the	
scandal	went	on	and	was	accused	of	protecting	the	
company	as	 it	garnered	€3.5	billion	 in	debt	after	
faking	its	sale	transactions	to	inflate	revenue	and	
profits.	Alongside	this	Scholz	is	also	personally	as-
sociated	with	Johannes	Kahrs	who	was	found	with	
€218,000	in	a	bank	deposit	box	which	was	linked	
to	the	Cum	Ex	scandal	that	saw	the	EU	lose	€55	
billion	due	to	loopholes	in	its	financial	law.	Whilst	
his	involvement	remained	inactive	it	is	the	ques-
tion	as	to	whether	Scholz	remained	silent	on	these	
issues	that	was	frequently	asked	during	the	2021	
election.	In	the	light	of	this,	Starmer	may	struggle	
to	relate	 to	Scholz,	whilst	he	 is	a	 former	head	of	
prosecutions,	he	is	only	a	recent	arrival	on	the	UK	
political	scene	being	an	active	MP	since	2015	and	
has	certainly	been	excluded	from	any	form	of	gov-
ernance.	Whilst	 Scholz	went	up	 against	 a	 fellow	
coalition	member,	Starmer	will	face	an	incumbent	
party	that	has	held	tightly	onto	the	reins	of	gov-
ernment.	

Whilst	it	is	important	for	Labour	to	stand	in	sol-
idarity	with	other	Social	Democratic	movements	
around	the	world,	the	question	of	the	SDP’s	rele-
vancy	to	the	situation	of	the	Labour	party	hangs	
high.	Whilst	Scholz	has	managed	to	win	an	elec-
tion	victory	it	was	a	close	one	and	lies	in	the	recent	
light	of	defeats	in	state	elections.	While	Scholz	may

somewhat	 mirror	 Starmer	 in	 his	 technocratic,	
methodical	 style	 of	 leadership	 and	 speechcraft,	
he	has	also	proved	an	example	of	 its	 limitations.	
Whilst	the	two	may	appear	as	highly	capable	and	
experienced	with	government,	Scholz	due	to	the	
nature	of	the	German	political	system	and	his	own	
career	 has	 been	 an	 active	 politician	 for	 a	much	
longer	period.	If	Starmer	is	to	 look	to	Scholz	for	
electoral	advice	as	he	did	on	the	15th	of	July,	then	
he	will	need	to	realise	the	vastly	different	contexts	
in	which	the	two	parties	find	themselves	 in.	Yes,	
they	may	seek	to	stand	in	solidarity,	but	they	do	so	
on	vastly	different	political	terrain.

If	not	to	Scholz	and	the	SDP,	then	where?	Whilst	
institutional	 differences	 remain,	 the	 May	 2022	
Australian	Election	could	prove	a	greater	example	
to	the	Labour	party.	Anthony	Albanese	managed	
to	win	a	slim	majority	in	the	lower	house	and	re-
tain	a	level	of	control,	but	not	dominance	over	the	
senate.	Whilst	this	is	another	example	of	a	closely	
won	victory,	it	was	done	so	in	similar	conditions,	
Australian	 labour	being	 a	party	 in	 complete	 op-
position	 to	 the	 incumbent	 coalition.	 In	 terms	of	
Europe,	Iberia	may	prove	to	be	a	strong	example	
to	the	Labour	party.	Pedro	Sánchez	of	the	Spanish	
Socialist	Workers’	 Party	has	 been	 able	 to	hold	 a	
left-wing	coalition	from	2017	and	Portugal’s	Antó-
nio	Costas	of	the	Socialist	party	managed	to	gain	
a	5%	swing	to	41.4%	in	 the	2022	election.	From	
these	examples	alone	it	is	clear	that	Labour	has	a	
plethora	 of	models	 through	which	 it	 can	 obtain	
electoral	 success	beyond	the	confines	of	our	 im-
mediate	neighbours.			

Ben Nolan is a first year Historian at Oriel College.
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Barrister Strikes: A 
Sexual Violence Sur-
vivor’s Perspective
Mehvish Khan

TW: this article contains mentions of child sexual 
abuse and sexual violence.

When	I	first	reported	the	sexual	abuse	I	had	expe-
rienced	to	the	police,	several	years	after	its	occur-
rence,	the	case	was	referred	to	the	wrong	force	and	
therefore	my	statement	was	given	incorrectly.	This	
was	the	first	in	what	was	to	be	a	long	line	of	police	
and	CPS	blunders.

When	we	were	finally	put	in	touch	with	the	cor-
rect	police	officers,	 I	was	 informed	 that	 the	case	
against	 the	 person	 I	 had	 reported	had	been	on-
going	since	2018	and	it	would	be	referred	to	the	
CPS	by	the	end	of	the	year.	This	was	at	the	start	
of	2020,	and	since	then,	no	advancements	made.	
CPS	has	turned	the	case	away	multiple	times,	each	
time	 asking	 for	 new	 evidence,	 including	 “expert	
opinions”	 as	 to	whether	or	not	 the	 sexual	 abuse	
was	 part	 of	 how	 a	 child	would	 be	 trained	 for	 a	
sport.	The	case	was	most	recently	referred	to	them	
in	October	2021.	I	have	not	heard	back	from	them	
yet	regarding	a	decision	to	charge.	

Given	this,	it’s	understandable	that	I	and	others	in	
similar	positions	may	be	frustrated	by	the	crimi-
nal	barrister	 strikes.	 “Court	 ‘chaos’	 seeing	crimi-
nals	go	free,	victims’	commissioner	warns,	as	bar-
risters	strike”	declares	the	Telegraph,	making	clear	
that	 the	 barristers	 are	 at	 fault	 for	 a	 legal	 system	
that	is	largely	ineffective.	It	seems	to	further	pro-
long	the	agonising	wait	that	victims	are	expected	
to	put	up	with	when	pursuing	 justice.	However,	
my	case	has	not	yet	even	been	seen	by	a	criminal	

barrister.	It	is	the	CPS	and	police	forces	involved	
that	have	stagnated	the	process	to	the	point	that	it	
has	become	traumatic	to	engage	with.

In	another	separate	case	of	sexual	violence	that	I	
reported,	I	did	not	hear	back	from	the	Met	until	I	
called	101,	three	months	after	giving	a	video	state-
ment.	When	I	asked	what	steps	had	been	taken	to	
investigate	during	these	three	months,	the	officer	
admitted	 that	 he	 had	 not	 yet	 even	 watched	 the	
video	statement	and	had	not	attempted	to	contact	
me	because	of	an	“admin	error.”

Yet	it	is	the	barrister	strikes	that	somehow	slowed	
this	down!	

The	 reality	 is	 that	 these	 barristers	 are	 working	
within	a	broken	legal	system.	The	CPS	as	an	or-
ganisation	 lacks	 empathy	 for	 victims,	 especially	
those	of	sexual	and	domestic	violence.	They	com-
municate	poorly,	usually	relying	on	underfunded	
and	often	apathetic	police	forces	to	relay	messages	
to	victims,	leaving	substantial	delays	between	any	
decision	being	made	and	 the	victim	being	made	
aware.	 Their	 standard	 of	 evidence	 is	 harsh	 and	
unsympathetic	to	the	traumatic	experiences	some	
may	have.	One	reason	the	CPS	requested	further	
evidence	 in	 my	 case	 is	 because	 they	 wanted	 to	
know	what	kind	of	bra	I	was	wearing	when	I	ex-
perienced	sexual	abuse	at	age	twelve.	By	the	time	
any	 case	 reaches	 a	 barrister’s	 desk,	 victims	 have	
usually	had	 to	wait	years	 for	any	hope	of	 justice	
and	suffered	constant	anxiety	due	to	the	often	un-
necessary	prolonging	of	charging	decisions.
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It	 seems	 that	most	will	 agree	 that	 there	are	 seri-
ous	flaws	within	the	legal	system	that	consistently	
fail	 those	 who	 hope	 to	 obtain	 justice.	 However,	
criminal	barristers’	 strikes	 seem	 to	have	become	
the	latest	scapegoat	for	those	who	can,	but	do	not	
wish	 to,	 resolve	 the	 issues.	 Rather	 than	 address	
the	CPS’s	multiple	failures	or	the	disproportionate	
number	of	domestic	abusers	 in	police	 forces,	 it’s	
much	easier	to	blame	those	fighting	for	their	right	
to	earn	a	wage:	the	barristers.	The	CPS’s	failures	
often	 fall	 to	 the	barristers	 to	deal	with;	 the	 con-
stant	backlog	of	cases	waiting	to	be	heard	leads	to	
them	being	overworked	and	underpaid.	Numbers	
of	 solicitors	are	 falling	and	poor	working	condi-
tions,	along	with	an	increase	to	legal	aid	fees	be-
ing	 less	 than	 inflation,	means	 that	 fewer	 lawyers	
are	willing	to	enter	and	remain	in	the	profession.	
The	 government’s	 refusal	 to	 ensure	 that	 one	 of	
the	most	integral	parts	of	the	legal	system	is	justly	
paid	 continues	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 backlog	 that	
has	caused	so	many	issues	in	the	first	place.	

Of	course,	as	a	survivor	of	sexual	violence	I	sup-
port	 the	 strikes.	 It	may	 prolong	 the	 time	 until	 I	
can	find	 justice,	but	 I	doubt	 that	 it	would	be	by	
much	longer	than	the	CPS’s	inability	to	deliver	it.	
Instead,	 if	 the	strikes	are	successful	and	the	gov-
ernment	yields	 to	barristers’	demands,	barristers	
may	be	able	to	begin	to	chip	away	at	the	CPS-cre-
ated	backlog	with	the	help	of	better	working	con-
ditions,	 higher	 pay,	 and	 new	 lawyers.	 After	 all,	
the	barristers	seem	to	be	the	few	who	are	actively	
fighting	 for	change	within	 the	 legal	 system	rath-
er	 than	being	 bound	by	 the	 same	 inertia	 that	 is	
depriving	so	many	victims	of	the	relief	of	 justice	
and	the	closing	of	their	cases.	The	legal	system	is	
failing	everyone	who	engages	with	 it;	 those	who	
seek	justice	from	it	and	those	who	serve	it.	Con-
demning	those	who	are	 failed	by	the	same	insti-
tutions	that	I	have	been	because	they	are	fighting	
for	better	working	conditions	ignores	the	real	is-
sue	of	apathy	within	the	government	and	the	CPS	
towards	 the	working	and	vulnerable	population.	
Don’t	blame	the	barristers	for	delaying	survivors’	
fights	for	justice;	blame	all	those	who’ve	perverted	
our	legal	system

Mehvish Khan is a first year PPEist at Somerville 

College.
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Socialists Shouldn’t 
Work in High Paid 
Jobs. Should They?
Kwabena Osei

Imagine	 you	 are	 a	 university	 student	 in	 2022.	
You’re	about	to	enter	the	final	year	of	your	stud-
ies,	yet	you	already	have	enough	on	your	plate	to	
worry	about,	from	dissertation	proposals	to	appli-
cations	for	graduate	jobs.	Perhaps	you	are	working	
class	or	from	a	state-educated	background,	and	are	
aware	of	just	how	much	harder	you	have	to	work	
to	make	it	into	the	UK’s	top	professions	compared	
to	those	from	more	traditional	backgrounds.	You	
may	have	heard	of	 a	 little	 thing	 called	 socialism	
during	your	time	at	uni	-	you	know,	the	idea	that	
society’s	 institutions	 should	 be	 run	 and	 owned	
by	working	people?	Maybe	you	disagree	and	you	
prefer	capitalism.	As	an	ideology,	it	appears	more	
meritocratic	 and	 does	more	 to	 differentiate	 and	
reward	 those	 who	 work	 hard	 and	 contribute	 to	
society.	Right?	

But	 what	 if	 you	 don’t	 agree	 with	 the	 statement	
above?	We	 live	 in	 a	 time	where	 the	 inequalities	
of	 capitalist	 society	 have	 been	 clearer	 than	 ever,	
and	things	are	only	getting	worse.	With	the	Unit-
ed	Kingdom	 struggling	 to	 tackle	 an	 almost	 nev-
er-ending	cost	of	living	crisis,	alongside	an	upcom-
ing	recession	that	will	no	doubt	hit	the	poorest	the	
hardest,	 it	 is	difficult	 to	understand	why,	despite	
all	of	this,	the	current	government	has	not	taken	
action	to	analyse	its	own	wrongdoings,	or	consid-
er	that	they	may	stem	from	capitalist	beliefs	that	
reinforce	inequality	on	a	large	scale.	But	what	can	
socialists	do	about	it?	Practically,	not	much.	Un-
less	there	does	happen	to	be	a	snap	socialist	rev-
olution	in	the	UK	one	day,	the	means	of	produc-
tion	will	continue	to	be	controlled	by	capitalists.	

Which	then	raises	another	question.	Going	back	
to	the	example	of	the	university	student,	the	time	
will	come	when	 they	graduate	and	begin	 to	find	
their	 feet	 within	 the	 working	 world.	 Graduate	
schemes	 are	 vital	 to	 the	 performance	 and	 oper-
ation	 of	many	 of	 the	UK’s	 largest	 organisations,	
and	competition	for	places	on	these	schemes	are	
ferocious.	 However,	 the	 nature	 of	 competition	
for	these	places	is	remarkably	capitalist	in	nature,	
and	it	is	argued	that	socialists,	who	back	the	idea	
that	 workers	 should	 own	 the	means	 of	 produc-
tion,	 shouldn’t	be	 competing	 for	high-paid	 roles	
in	 large	 companies	who	 thrive	 off	 capitalism,	 as	
this	runs	contrary	to	their	ideals.	In	other	words,	
socialists	shouldn’t	accept	high	paid	 jobs,	as	 this	
only	 contributes	 to	 the	 prevalence	 of	 capitalism	
within	a	deeply	unequal	country,	and	does	noth-
ing	to	tackle	the	inequality	the	country	faces.	

This	is	a	topic	that	has	often	been	brought	up	in	
the	 past.	 In	 fact,	 it’s	 quite	 easy	 to	 see	where	 the	
justification	 for	 socialists	 boycotting	 high	 paid	
work	has	come	from.	According	to	research	from	
training	 and	 development	 company	 STRIVE,	
in	2018,	only	28%	of	city	 law	firm	trainees	were	
state-educated.	This	trend	is	seen	in	other	sectors	
as	well,	with	 51%	of	 senior	 investment	 bankers,	
68%	of	private	equity	managers,	52%	of	the	most	
influential	doctors,	 and	65%	of	 senior	 judges	all	
being	educated	at	 independent	schools.	 In	2017,	
the	University	of	Oxford	admitted	more	students	
from	one	independent	school	than	black	students.	
It	is	clear	from	this	evidence	that	such	ine	quality	
has	a	stranglehold	on	our	institutions	and	top	pro-
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fessions.	 Some,	 however,	 may	 argue	 that	 this	 is	
very	 much	 expected.	 Sectors	 such	 as	 law	 and	
banking	 rely	on	 the	 labour	of	 ‘knowledge	work-
ers’,	who	use	 their	 skills	 to	 keep	 their	 respective	
sectors,	 and	 the	 economy,	 running.	 As	 per	 the	
theory	 of	 Austrian-American	 management	 con-
sultant	 Peter	 Drucker,	 knowledge	 workers	 are	
differentiated	 from	 other	workers	 by	 their	 abili-
ty	 to	solve	complex	problems	or	 to	develop	new	
products	 or	 services	 in	 their	 respective	 indus-
tries.	Unlike	manual	 labourers	who	 are	 paid	 for	
performing	physical	tasks,	the	main	capital	of	the	
workers	Drucker	describes	is	simply	‘knowledge’.	
Therefore,	 it	 is	assumed	that	 those	with	the	best	
grades	will	have	the	most	capital	in	this	sense.	The	
significance	of	 this	 is	 that	 the	knowledge	worker	
economy	is	heavily	capitalist	in	nature,	and	stands	
to	give	the	greatest	reward	to	those	who	accumu-
late	high	levels	of	knowledge,	evidenced	through	
grades	and,	in	some	cases,	university	prestige	and	
reputation.	So	why	would	socialists	feed	into	this	
by	choosing	to	become	knowledge	workers	them-
selves?	Surely	it	is	nothing	short	of	hypocritical	to	
support	the	socialist	belief	that	the	means	of	pro-
duction	should	belong	to	the	workers	whilst	also	
offering	 their	 labour	 to	 capitalist	 organisations	
that	only	seek	to	gain	more	capital	from	it?	

The	honest	truth	is	that	we	simply	have	no	choice.	
As	previously	mentioned	and	stressed	throughout	
this	piece,	 socialists	 in	 this	 country	do	not	have	
control	over	the	means	of	production.	Because	of	
this,	highly	educated	people	who	otherwise	would	
strongly	advocate	for	the	redistribution	of	wealth	
across	 the	population	are	finding	 that	 they	must	
offer	their	labour	to	the	knowledge	worker	econo-
my	in	order	to	gain	a	living.	Knowledge	workers,	
also	described	as	‘white-collar	workers’	by	Upton	
Sinclair,	receive	high	salaries	that	reflect	the	com-
plex	nature	of	their	work.	In	a	capitalist	economy	
where	 resources	 are	 scarce,	money	 is	 always	 an	
incentive.	High	paid	white-collar	jobs	are	very	of-
ten	associated	with	middle-class	stability,	and	this	
acts	as	a	further	incentive	for	people	to	offer	their	
labour	 (as	 can	 be	 seen	with	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘the	
American	dream’).	The	only	way	socialists	would	
be	able	to	do	away	with	the	capitalist-worker	di-
chotomy	would	be	through	a	complete	revolution.

Why	hasn’t	anyone	thought	of	this	already?	Well,	
in	fact,	someone	has.

Take	 a	 look	 at	 Karl	Marx.	Hailed	 as	 one	 of	 the	
greatest	socialist	theorists	of	all	time	(and	maybe	
theorists	in	general	of	all	time),	Marx	was	famous	
for	his	belief	in	historical	materialism,	or	in	other	
words,	the	belief	that	human	societies	develop	in	
stages	throughout	time	as	a	result	of	class	conflict	
and	revolution.	It	must	be	noted	that	despite	his	
beliefs,	Marx	had	quite	a	stable	middle-class	up-
bringing.	Born	to	a	lawyer	and	a	mother	who	was	
part	of	a	prosperous	family,	Marx	studied	law	and	
philosophy	at	the

universities	of	Bonn	and	Berlin	in	Germany.	His	
father,	Heinrich	Marx,	gained	an	income	that	put	
him	comfortably	in	the	middle	class,	and	insisted	
that	his	son	studied	law	instead	of	philosophy	or	
literature,	as	a	result	of	it	simply	being	a	more	voca-
tional	subject.	Following	university,	Marx	moved	
to	Cologne	in	1842	where	he	became	a	journalist,	
criticising	right-wing	European	governments	and	
expressing	his	views	on	socialism	and	economics.	
Analysing	Marx’s	life	further,	it	can	be	seen	how	
much	of	an	impact	his	father	had	in	his	education.	
Heinrich	had	privately	educated	him	before	send-
ing	him	to	a	school	which	employed	many	liberal	
humanists	as	 teachers,	 invoking	the	anger	of	 the	
local	 conservative	 government.	 Seeing	 as	 Hein-
rich	Marx	was	a	classical	liberal,	he	was	able	to	use	
his	status	and	influence	as	a	middle-class	lawyer	to	
ensure	 that	his	son’s	education	reflected	his	own	
ideals,	opening	 the	possibility	 for	 these	 ideals	 to	
be	 strengthened	 and	pushed	 further	when	 com-
bined	with	a	prestigious	education	and	an	 influ-
ential	occupation.	And	 in	Karl	Marx’s	case,	 they	
were	indeed	strengthened	and	pushed	further.	

So	what	is	the	argument	here?	In	theory,	if	you,	as	
a	socialist,	were	to	accept	a	high	paying	job,	the	el-
evation	in	status	and	socio-economic	position	that	
comes	with	said	job	enables	you	to	more	effective-
ly	promote	socialist	ideals.	In	other	words	by	tak-
ing	on	a	highly	paid	position,	you	become	richer,	
and	the	richer	you	are,	the	more	likely	people	are	
to	listen	to	you.	Is	this	correct?	Or	are	‘socialists’	
in	highly	paid	professions	simply	just	middle-class

47
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people	who	don’t	want	to	be	labeled	as	Tories?	The	
honest	truth	is	that	we	live	in	a	world	where	every-
one	wants	to	be	comfortable.	The	only	issue	is	that	
people	 have	 different	 ideas	 of	 what	 this	 means.	
Some	 believe	 that	 only	 a	 certain	 percentage	 of	
people	can	be	‘comfortable’	at	the	expense	of	the	
majority,	whereas	others	believe	comfortability	is	
a	right	that	should	be	afforded	to	all.	Maybe	it	is	
the	case	 that	because	socialists	are	 forced	 to	 live	
in	a	society	where	they	do	not	have	control	over	
the	means	of	production,	they	have	no	choice	but	
to	take	on	these	jobs	in	order	to	not	just	survive,	
but	 to	allow	 their	 socialist	beliefs	 to	 survive	 too.	
Which	 is	 not	 a	 problem	 at	 all.	 The	 issue	 comes	
where	 self-proclaimed	 ‘socialists’	 promote	 capi-
talist	 organisations	 who	 consistently	 act	 against	
socialist	principles.	 It’s	 like	a	working-class,	 left-
wing	 student	 taking	 on	 an	 internship	 with	 the	
Conservative	Party,	 fully	 aware	 that	 it	 is	 a	party	
that	does	not	have	 the	 interests	of	working-class	
people	at	heart.	The	same	can	be	said	of	many	dif-
ferent	types	of	organisations	-	investment	banks,	
energy	companies,	even	universities.	So	then	think	
about	this	-	should	working	class	people	refuse	the	
opportunity	 to	 take	 a	place	 at	 a	highly-regarded	
university,	 or	 an	 internship	 or	 job	 at	 a	 prestig-
ious	firm	or	bank	in	the	City	of	London,	knowing	
that	such	an	opportunity	could	change	their	life?	
Frankly,	refusing	to	do	so	does	not	fix	the	problem	
of	inequality	between	the	rich	and	poor	that	exists	
in	 the	UK.	If	you	want	 to	strengthen	or	develop	
an	 ideology,	 you	need	 influential	people	 in	high	
places;	 it	 is	 primarily	 through	 this	method	 that	
modern	socialism	has	developed	and	challenged	
other	ideologies	on	the	political	spectrum.	So,	to	
conclude,	 if	 you	are	 the	university	 student	men-
tioned	at	the	beginning	of	this	piece,	and	you	feel	
like	you’re	betraying	your	own	beliefs	by	feeding	
into	capitalism	-	you’re	not.	Go	get	that	job.	Go	get	
that	internship.	But	keep	your	political	beliefs	on	
the	left	side	of	the	fence.

Kwabena Osei is a second year History and Politics 
student at Corpus Christi College. He was OULC 
BAME Officer this term.
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It’s Not Just a 
Failed Ideology. 
They Are Also Incom-
petent.
Cameron Hodgkinson

It	is	hard	to	fight	the	feeling	that	things	in	Britain	
are	 only	 getting	 worse.	 Booking	 a	 GP	 appoint-
ment,	never	 a	walk	 in	 the	park	 a	 few	years	 ago,	
has	now	become	a	weeks-long	waiting	game.	Our	
rivers	 are	 full	 of	 sewage.	 Wages	 have	 stagnated	
and	child	poverty	is	starting	to	mount.	Criminal	
barristers	are	on	a	permanent	strike.	It	is	hard	to	
think	of	a	single	thing	in	this	country	that	is	going	
well.	It	has	even	led	to	the	LSE	branding	the	last	
few	years	as	“Britain’s	lost	decade.”

I	believe	it	to	be	a	reasonable	assumption	that	poor	
performance	comes	down	to	poor	leadership.	Of	
course,	 a	 lot	 of	 this	 is	 because	 our	 government	
is	 gripped	 by	 free	market	 dogma	 exemplified	 in	
the	recent	leadership	race,	where	it	seems	like	the	
only	solution	offered	to	any	problem	was	tax	cuts.	
However,	I	think	this	belies	some	of	the	problem.	
It	seems	to	me	that	the	calibre	of	government	min-
isters	just	seems	to	be	lower	than	it	has	ever	been.	
I	mean,	I	have	never	seen	a	future	Prime	Minister	
fail	to	find	the	exit	to	their	own	campaign	launch.	
It	makes	the	prospect	of	meeting	Liz	Truss	seem	
even	worse,	 since	 she	might	not	even	be	able	 to	
leave.	Is	there	anything	worse?	

When	you	consider	the	last	 few	years	of	govern-
ment,	cock-ups	and	basic	mistakes	are	noy	hard	to	
come	by.	We	had	the	Minister	for	Transport	sign	a	
contract	with	a	ferry	company	that	had	no	ferries.	

Worse	 still,	 it	 appears	 this	 company	 copy-and-
pasted	 a	 pizza	 delivery	 firm’s	 website.	 Then	 we	
had	a	former	Chancellor	who	did	not	even	know	
how	to	use	contactless,	and	the	Culture	Minister	
unable	to	say	whether	she	had	talked	to	the	Prime	
Minister	while	a	lone	calculator	was	the	sole	object	
occupying	her	bookshelves	in	the	background.	It	
is	hard	to	conclude	that	these	people	should	be	in	
charge	of	a	kettle,	let	alone	the	country.

This	 raises	 the	 question	 of	 how	 we	 ended	 up	
with	such	a	sad	set	of	talentless	leaders.	It	seems	
like	 that	 there	 are	 three	 main	 causes	 which	 set	
the	 current	 bunch	 apart.	The	first	 is	 their	 back-
ground.	As	the	rest	of	society	is	determined	to	ex-
pand	the	diversity	of	its	leaders,	it	seems	the	top	
of	the	Tory	party	is	drawn	from	a	rather	narrow	
social	 circle.	 Over	 68%	 of	 the	 cabinet	 attended	
fee-paying	schools,	 four	from	Eton	alone.	As	the	
Sutton	 Trust	 remarked,	 this	 is	 the	 worse	 share	
since	Major	was	in	power.	What	is	perhaps	more	
concerning	is	not	the	fact	that	the	cabinet	seems	
to	be	drawn	increasingly	from	the	upper	and	up-
per-middle	classes,	but	the	complete	exclusion	of	
working-class	people.	According	to	analysis	from	
the	Guardian,	less	than	one	in	one	hundred	have	
working-class	backgrounds.

Here	I	am	not	trying	to	make	the	argument	that	
people	 from	 more	 privileged	 backgrounds	 are	
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necessarily	going	to	be	less	competent.	But	to	have	
all	your	leadership	drawn	from	such	narrow	class	
backgrounds	does	encourage	a	form	of	groupthink	
and	dogmatism	that	a	diversity	of	life	experiences	
helps	 to	defeat.	For	 instance,	 it	would	be	harder	
for	 a	Tory	of	 any	working-class	background	not	
to	see	the	difference	that	adequately-funded	pub-
lic	services	can	make	to	the	lives	of	millions.	The	
privilege	of	the	current	leadership	allows	them	to	
cling	to	their	fantasies.	

Secondly,	we	have	experienced	some	of	the	most	
fractious	politics	in	the	post-war	period.	It	is	worth	
acknowledging	how	strange	this	 is.	We	have	had	
the	same	party	in	power	for	the	last	12	years,	but	
we	are	coming	onto	the	fourth	Prime	Minister	in	
this	period.	The	constant	shift	of	power	from	lead-
er	to	leader	means	that	for	a	minister	to	survive,	
they	cannot	climb	the	greasy	pole	on	their	creden-
tials	and	talent	alone.	Instead,	as	each	Prime	Min-
ister	 has	 to	maintain	 their	 own	network	 of	 sup-
port,	ministers	are	now	selected	for	loyalty.	Why	
else	would	Nadine	Dorries	be	in	the	cabinet?	It’s	
also	worth	noting	that	 those	ministers	who	have	
survived	have	had	a	remarkable	ability	 to	reflect	
whichever	way	the	wind	blows	to	appease	the	cur-
rent	Prime	Minister.	And	so,	these	are	not	minis-
ters	with	deep	commitments	to	policy,	but	those	
with	a	desperate	desire	 to	do	anything	maintain	
their	power.	

Lastly,	I	think	there	is	something	to	be	said	about	
the	media	environment.	As	ministers	do	not	just	
have	 to	govern,	 they	must	 look	and	sound	good	
on	 the	morning	media	 rounds.	This	means	 that	
leaders	 from	 all	 parties	 have	 something	 else	 to	
consider	 when	 selecting	 their	 frontbench.	What	
is	specific	to	the	Conservative	party	 is	 that	most	
of	 the	media	 takes	 a	 supportive	 editorial	 line.	A	
friendly	media	means	that	ministers	do	not	have	
to	fear	scrutiny	for	poor	performance,	and	so	have	
no	incentive	to	improve.	This	is	how	we	get	a	situ-
ation	where	PPE	contracts	for	mates	are	not	scru-
tinised	but	the	Labour	leader	having	a	curry	while	
campaigning	is	a	three-month	media	storm.

This	 is	all	 to	say	 that	 there	 is	 something	else	di-
viding	Labour	from	the	Conservatives	apart	from

who	are	 they	 think:	 it	 is	who	 they	 are.	Labour’s	
frontbench	 has	more	 people	 who	 attended	 state	
schools	and	simply	has	working	class	people	 in-
cluded.	The	relative	stability	of	Labour	party	lead-
ership	 means	 that	 shadow	 ministers	 have	 been	
able	 to	 rise	 not	 just	 based	 on	 their	 ideological	
fidelity	 to	 the	 leader.	 Finally,	 the	media	 has	 not	
been	 particularly	 friendly	 to	 any	 Labour	 leader.	
Such	probing	by	journalist	has	forced	the	Labour	
leadership	 and	 cabinet	minister	 to	 perform	 and	
clear	up	the	party.

Cameron Hodgkinson is a first year PPEist at 
Somerville College.
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New Labour 2.0 or 
the Party of the Un-
ions?
Nidhi Madhani
The	year	is	2022.	The	end	of	Labour’s	reign	over	
trade	 unions	 marks	 a	 turning	 point	 in	 history.	
Gone	are	the	days	where	Blair	and	Brown’s	‘Third	
way’	places	a	chokehold	on	British	politics	and	in	
are	the	days	where	Starmer’s	rule	dominates	leftist	
conversations	in	every	room	in	Britain.

The	 term	Labour	may	be	used	by	economists	 to	
describe	the	process	of	production,	while	doctors	
may	use	 it	 to	describe	 childbirth.	However,	pol-
itics	will	 associate	Labour	with	 the	principles	of	
hard	work	and	grinding;	a	 fundamental	 alliance	
between	 urban	 working-class	 populations	 and	
workers’	needs.	It’s	2022,	and	trade	unions	argu-
ably	need	the	Labour	Party’s	support	now,	more	
so	than	ever	before.	Across	2022,	 the	Resolution	
Foundation	predicts	 inflation	 to	 reach	8.4%,	 the	
highest	 rate	 since	 1981.	 89%	 of	 adults	 in	 Great	
Britain	continue	to	report	that	their	cost	of	living	
has	 increased,	 equivalent	 to	 46	 million	 people.	
Anti-poverty	campaigners	have	raised	their	voic-
es	against	this	injustice,	reporting	that	the	poorest	
20%	of	the	country	will	now	be	unable	to	afford	
basic	necessities,	such	as	food,	housing	and	ener-
gy,	despite	these	expenses	already	accounting	for	
over	half	of	their	current	disposable	income.

Against	 this	 backdrop,	what	 strategy	 should	 La-
bour	adopt?	

In	order	to	answer	such	questions,	it	is	first	neces-
sary	to	look	back	to	the	past.	During	Blair’s	1997	
campaign,	he	made	it	clear	that	his	govern	ment	
would	not	“be	held	to	ransom”	by	union	demands,	
declaring	that,	“We	will	not	cave	in	to	unrealistic	

pay	demands.”	He	was	aware	of	the	perilous	legacy	
that	 the	Winter	of	Discontent	bequeathed	to	 the	
Labour	 Party	 and	 he	was	 determined	 not	 to	 al-
low	another	political	tragedy	to	haunt	the	party’s	
standing	 in	 the	 country.	Carving	 the	Third	Way	
was	part	of	his	antidote	to	the	scars	of	the	seven-
ties	that	were	etched	on	the	party’s	tombstone	in	
the	eighties.

Turning	back	to	the	present,	a	similar	parallel	can	
be	observed	in	Starmer’s	stance	against	trade	un-
ion	militancy.	He	is	keen	to	rebrand	Labour	as	a	
party	ready	to	govern	by	creating	some	distance	in	
the	relationship	between	the	party	and	the	unions.

Is	he	correct	to	do	this?

After	all,	 it	can	be	well	argued	that	Blair	himself	
was	the	perpetrator	of	this,	embracing	Thatcher’s	
neoliberal	 legacy	 and	 converting	 Labour	 into	 a	
somewhat	post-Thatcherite	party,	thereby	actively	
alienating	Labour	from	its	labourist	roots.	

Is	it	fair	to	blame	Starmer	for	simply	following	one	
of	his	predecessors’	historically	 successful	 strate-
gies?

As	a	result	of	an	increase	in	working-class	voters	
between	1918	and	1940,	Labour	succeeded	in	con-
solidating	its	second	party	status.	More	important-
ly,	the	1918	constitution	marked	Labour’s	transi-
tion	into	a	national	party	with	branches	across	the	
country.	The	past	indications	of	Labour’s	national	
character	cannot	be	ignored.	Labour	in	1918	be-
came	a	national	party	and	today	it	remains	a	party
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of	the	nation.	It	is	not	a	party	of	solely	the	working	
class.

In	the	21st	century,	Labour	is	able	to	thrive	with-
out	supporting	aggressive	trade	union	action,	as	it	
did	in	the	past,	especially	as	trade	unions	declined	
in	the	late	20th	century.

Labour	must	begin	to	accept	the	changing	tides	in	
politics	rather	than	cling	onto	a	rose-tinted	view	
of	the	past.

There	should	also	be	a	focus	on	the	extent	to	which	
the	Tories	should	be	held	responsible	for	today’s	
economic	 turmoil.	 As	 the	 General	 Secretary	 of	
Usdaw,	 Paddy	 Lillis	 was	 quoted	 in	 the	 Evening	
Standard,	“We	need	to	be,	as	a	trade	union	move-
ment	and	a	Labour	movement,	putting	the	blame	
squarely	 where	 it	 belongs.	 And	 that’s	 with	 this	
Tory	Government	who	have	been	missing	in	ac-
tion.”	Now	you	may	ask,	why	should	Labour	step	
back	in	such	crucial	times,	and	what	makes	them	
any	different	from	the	Tories,	if	they	too,	passively	
watch	the	working	class	suffer	at	the	hands	of	the	
rich?	The	answer	is	very	simple.	They	should	not.	

They	should	not	because	the	very	founding	prin-
ciples	of	Labour	are	rooted	 in	 its	 relationship	 to	
trade	unions,	and	more	significantly	as	the	“party	
of	the	workers.”	As	headline	after	headline	in	Brit-
ish	newspapers	reports	energy	companies	making	
record	 profits	 while	 consumers’	 incomes	 are	 re-
lentlessly	reduced	by	the	forces	of	an	unbalanced	
capitalistic	model,	Labour	cannot	shed	its	identity	
and	strip	itself	of	all	the	values	that	it	represents.	
It	cannot	afford	to	do	so,	because	what	is	Labour	
without	what	 is	Labour	without	 labour?	Labour	
was	founded	on	the	conviction	that	workers	and	
trade	unions	deserve	their	own	political	voice	and	
a	stronger	voice	in	government.	In	the	face	of	crip	
pling	wage	crises	and	deteriorating	public	servic-
es,	it	is	the	fundamental	connection	between	trade	
unions	 and	 Labour	 party	 that	 ultimately	 deter-
mines	the	strength	of	their	policies,	and	by	refut-
ing	to	accept	its	history,	Labour	is	propelling	tself	
and	the	country	into	dangerous	waters.

But	 the	answer	 is	more	complex	than	that.	Only	

by	 obtaining	 control	 can	 Labour	 both	 reclaim	
its	 legacy	as	a	 trade	union	party	and	rebrand	 it-
self	as	a	party	entering	a	new	era.	To	achieve	true	
change	in	the	lives	of	the	working	class,	to	the	lives	
of	 trade	unionists,	and	to	 the	 lives	of	 the	British	
people,	Labour	needs	 to	 gain	power	 in	order	 to	
achieve	 its	 goals.	 Through	 fighting	 for	 progres-
sive	bills	relentlessly	on	the	green	benches	of	the	
House	 of	 Commons.	 Through	 championing	 the	
socialist	legacy	that	has	long	since	yearned	for	its	
revival.	Through	winning	the	hearts	of	the	elector-
ate,	eliminating	falsified	rumours	regarding	‘woke	
socialist	nonsense’	and	proving	exactly	why	it	was	
the	only	party	that	deserved	to	win	all	along.	To	
inspire	change,	real	tangible	change	to	the	every-
day	 lives	 of	 British	 citizens	 who	 deserve	 at	 the	
very	 least	 to	be	able	 to	put	 food	on	the	table	 for	
themselves	and	their	families.	Power	is	the	inevi-
table	solution,	it	is	the	only	means	to	an	end.	And	
if	remaining	‘neutral’	during	industrial	disputes	is	
vital	for	preserving	its	image	as	a	trustworthy,	reli-
able	and	electable	party,	Labour	should	be	whole-
heartedly	supported	along	this	trajectory.

Hence,	 Starmer’s	 allegedly	 failing	 relationship	
with	the	unions	might	prove	to	be	Labour’s	great-
est	 boon.	 Nevertheless,	 the	 crucial	 question	 re-
mains:	 does	 Labour	 deserve	 its	 reputation	 as	 a	
party	of	power	at	the	expense	of	trade	union	sup-
port?	 It	 is	 unlikely,	 at	 least	 not	 in	 the	 long	 run.	
Perhaps	now	 is	 the	 time	 for	Labour	 to	 revise	 its	
electoral	strategy	and	pave	a	path	to	champion	the	
very	 roots	upon	which	 it	was	 founded.	Labour’s	
biggest	 strength	 relies	 on	 its	 trade	 unions;	 they	
are	 the	 backbone	 of	 Labour’s	movement,	 and	 it	
will	be	these	unions	that	will	rehabilitate	Britain,	
eventually	guiding	it	back	on	track	to	prosperity.	
But	crucially,	 it	 is	only	 through	obtaining	power	
that	Labour	will	 be	 able	 to	push	 for	progressive	
policies	and	inspire	concrete	change	in	British	so-
ciety,	so	Labour’s	efforts	must	steer	towards	being	
electable	first,	and	focus	on	trade	union	relations	
later.	It	is	the	quality	of	electability	that	will	cham-
pion	Labour’s	success,	and	one	that	is	at	often	at	
the	greatest	risk	of	being	underestimated.

Nidhi Madhani is a first year PPEist at University 
College.
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Living with Pain: 
Gender Inequality in 
Healthcare
Ellie Owen

Navigating	healthcare	provision	as	a	person	of	a	
marginalised	gender	can	be	a	stressful	and	some-
times	 degrading	 experience.	 This	 can	 manifest	
itself	in	a	number	of	ways	across	intersections	of	
class,	race,	gender	identity,	sexual	orientation	and	
age,	among	others.	This	article	will	 focus	on	the	
experience	 of	 cisgender	 women	 in	 accessing	 re-
productive	healthcare.

This	 is	 a	 topical	 issue	with	 the	 recent	 overturn-
ing	of	Roe	vs	Wade	in	America,	in	addition	to	the	
ninety	million	women	of	reproductive	age	world-
wide	who	are	unable	to	access	an	abortion.	These	
rights	 are	 even	 under	 threat	 in	 the	 UK:	 in	 July	
2022,	 the	 British	 government	 removed	 its	 com-
mitment	to	abortion	and	sexual	health	rights	from	
a	statement	on	gender	equality.	Abortion	 is	only	
partially	decriminalised	in	mainland	UK	and	two	
women	are	currently	facing	life	imprisonment	in	
England	for	illegal	abortions.	In	Northern	Ireland,	
although	abortion	was	decriminalised	in	October	
2019,	the	service	is	still	heavily	restricted	and	dif-
ficult	to	access.	The	pushback	against	Labour	MP	
Stella	Creasy’s	amendment	to	protect	abortion	in	
the	Bill	of	Rights	further	demonstrates	that	these	
rights	are	not	unconditionally	protected,	with	the	
potential	 for	 further	 erosion	 as	 the	 NHS	 is	 in-
creasingly	privatised.	

For	those	who	go	through	with	a	pregnancy,	risks	
of	serious	complications	persist	and	each	day,	830	
women	 across	 the	 globe	 lose	 their	 lives	 to	 com-
plications	in	pregnancy	and	childbirth.	Individual	
experiences	 of	 childbirth	 are	 affected	 heavily	 by	

socioeconomic	 factors	 across	 the	 globe:	 94%	 of	
these	 deaths	 occur	 in	 low	 and	 lower-middle	 in-
come	 countries.	 In	 2017	 the	maternal	 mortality	
rate	ranged	from	11	per	100,000	live	births	in	high	
income	countries	to	462	in	low-income	countries.	
In	 the	 US,	 African	 American	 women	 are	 243%	
more	 likely	 to	 die	 from	 pregnancy	 and	 child-
birth-related	issues.	In	the	UK,	women	in	prison	
are	five	times	more	likely	to	have	a	stillbirth	and	
twice	as	 likely	 to	give	birth	 to	a	premature	baby	
needing	 special	 care.	 Access	 to	 safe	 childbirth	
should	not	be	restricted	for	women	in	the	devel-
oping	world,	or	according	 to	 race	and	class,	but	
this	is	systematically	the	case	across	the	globe.	

Similarly,	women	should	be	able	to	choose	not	to	
become	mothers	at	all,	but	women	who	seek	per-
manent	 sterilisation	 often	 face	 years-long	 delays	
while	being	dismissed	and	patronised.	Guidelines	
for	procedures	such	as	endometrial	ablation	and	
hysterectomies	generally	require	the	patient	to	be	
over	 21	 years	 old,	 be	 declared	 mentally	 sound,	
be	informed	of	all	 the	risks	and	outcomes	of	the	
surgery,	 rational	 requirements	 for	 a	 permanent	
procedure	of	 this	nature.	However,	under	a	pro-
vision	known	as	medical	paternalism,	healthcare	
practitioners	can	overrule	a	patient’s	wishes,	even	
when	they	have	reached	these	thresholds.	In	some	
cases,	these	refusals	are	based	upon	a	societal	ex-
pectation	that	women	should	both	be	and	want	to	
be	mothers.	

In	 others,	 women	 seek	 such	 surgeries	 to	 relieve	
symptoms	 of	 PMS	 (premenstrual	 syndrome)	 or	



endometriosis,	a	process	which	is	equally	difficult	
as	 doctors	 continue	 to	 disbelieve	 women’s	 pain	
and	symptoms.	Endometriosis	is	a	long-term	con-
dition	wherein	the	uterine	lining	grows	outside	of	
the	uterus,	with	effects	ranging	from	debilitating	
pain	during	menstruation	to	issues	with	infertility.	
It	is	a	condition	which	affects	one	in	ten	women	
of	 reproductive	 age,	 but	 it	 is	 poorly	 treated	 and	
understood.	 It	 takes	 an	average	of	 eight	 years	 to	
diagnose	in	the	UK	and	ten	years	in	the	US.	This	
problem	is	rooted	in	systematic	dismissal	of	wom-
en’s	pain	existing	for	decades,	with	studies	finding	
that	while	men	who	reported	pain	 tended	 to	 re-
ceive	 pain	medication,	women	were	more	 likely	
to	receive	sedatives	or	antidepressants.	For	endo-
metriosis	patients,	49.5%	were	misdiagnosed	with	
a	mental	health	condition	and	42%	were	told	by	
healthcare	professionals	that	their	symptoms	were	
normal,	before	being	correctly	diagnosed.	

Simultaneously,	 women	 are	 consistently	 un-
der-represented	 in	 medical	 drug	 trials,	 and	 the	
effect	of	 the	menstrual	 cycle	on	medication	pre-
scribed	 to	 women	 has	 been	 woefully	 under-re-
searched,	 although	 it	 has	 been	 found	 to	 affect	
antipsychotics,	 antihistamines,	 and	 antibiotic	
treatments	as	well	as	heart	medication.	The	 lack	
of	representation	of	women	on	medical	boards	re-
duces	the	chances	of	drug	trials	targeting	women’s	
issues	getting	funding	and	approval.	In	2013,	a	tri-
al	led	by	Dr	Richard	Legro	discovered	that	silde-
nafil	 citrate,	 more	 commonly	 known	 as	 Viagra,	
could	 provide	 near	 total	 relief	 from	period	 pain	
across	 four	 consecutive	 hours.	 However,	 when	
he	applied	 to	 the	National	 Institute	of	Health	 in	
America	twice	for	a	more	extensive	study,	he	was	
rejected,	 twice.	 The	 basis	 for	 this	 rejection	 was	
that	 dysmenorrhea,	 or	 period	 pain,	 something	
suffered	by	90%	of	women,	as	not	a	public	health	
priority.	 Moreover,	 this	 potential	 treatment	 for	
dysmenorrhea	may	have	been	found	much	soon-
er,	 had	 the	 original	 trials	 of	 sildenafil	 citrate	 in	
the	early	1990s	not	been	tested	on	an	all-male	test	
group.	 Who	 knows	 how	 many	 treatments	 have	
been	dismissed	because	they	had	no	effect	on	the	
exclusively	or	predominantly	male	cells	on	which	
they	were	tested?

While	 medical	 professionals	 do	 amazing	 work	
every	day	around	the	globe,	there	are	systematic	
issues	which	are	undermining	women’s	autonomy	
and	endangering	their	health.	Moving	forward,	it	
is	imperative	that	women	are	better	represented
both	 on	 medical	 boards	 who	 approve	 drug	 tri-
als	to	treat	women’s	issues	as	well	as	in	the	trials	
themselves.	Women	deserve	to	be	listened	to	and	
taken	seriously	when	they	describe	their	pain	and	
their	 reproductive	 choices.	 These	 changes	 must	
take	place	as	an	integral	part	of	the	move	towards	
a	gender	equality.

Ellie Owen is a second year Historian at Merton 
College.
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Keir Starmer’s Cli-
mate Conundrum
Max Bolton
This	summer,	the	Welsh	Government	voted	to	re-
duce	the	default	speed	 limit	 to	20	miles-per-hour	
in	 built-up	 areas.	 This	met	with	 predictable	 out-
rage	from	the	usual	suspects	–	The	Telegraph,	GB	
News,	 as	well	 as	what	 seemed	 like	most	of	Face-
book.	For	many	people	acquainted	with	 the	very	
immediate	 demands	 of	 the	 climate	 emergency,	 it	
is	 tempting	 to	deplore	 the	opponents	of	 this	par-
ticular	 policy	 as	 petrol-headed	 gammons,	 and	 to	
continue	banging	our	heads	against	this	brick	wall.	
Depressing	as	it	may	be,	a	 large	portion	of	voters	
understandably	care	more	about	making	their	lives	
less	 hard	 and	 expensive	 than	 about	 a	 largely	 in-
visible	march	towards	doom	that	it	is	much	more	
relaxing	to	ignore.	Nonetheless,	 there	is	a	climate	
emergency,	and	we	would	all	be	better	off	if	solu-
tions	can	be	accepted	by	a	broad	swathe	of	the	pop-
ulation,	rather	than	being	treated	as	the	problem	of	
a	small	group	of	‘woke’	environmentalists.	So	what	
can	be	done?	

At	the	time	of	writing,	the	Conservative	Party	is	in	
complete	disarray.	Labour	holds	a	consistent	10-to-
15-point	 lead	in	the	polls,	and	it	seems	clear	that	
a	solid	majority	of	voters	are	backing	progressive	
parties.	 It	 is	 also	 true	 that	 the	climate	emergency	
is	 becoming	 an	 increasingly	 important	 issue	 for	
voters.	According	to	a	July	YouGov	poll,	UK	adults	
would	 prefer	 policies	 that	 tackle	 climate	 change	
while	 accepting	 slower	 economic	 recovery	 over	
policies	 solely	 focused	 on	 growth.	 We	 can	 con-
clude,	 then,	 that	 voters	 are	moving	both	 towards	
Labour	and	towards	caring	more	about	fixing	the	
climate.	These	 two	 factors	mean	 that	 the	Labour	
Party	now	has	a	responsibility	to	shape	this	debate.	
While	voters	may	care	increasingly	about	fixing	the	
climate,	it	is	not	clear	that	they	are	ready	to	accept	
the	kind	of	very	direct	changes	 to	 their	own	way	
of	 living	 that	 serious	 change	 should	 involve.	The	

Welsh	speed	limit	reduction	is	a	clear	case	of	this.	
When	considering	climate	policies,	heavy	taxes	on	
emissions	which	may	deter	investment	are	clearly	
much	more	palatable	–	even	widely	popular	–	com-
pared	with	changes	at	the	level	of	our	daily	routine.	
It	is	this	kind	of	solution	which	I	do	not	believe	has	
been	accepted	by	voters	yet,	but	which	 is	 exactly	
the	kind	that	is	necessary	if	a	Labour	government	
is	serious	about	tackling	the	climate	emergency.

I	do	believe	that	there	is	an	appealing	argument	to	
be	made	in	favour	of	radical	changes	to	our	daily	
lives,	but	it	involves	rethinking	many	things	most	
people	 view	 as	 indispensable.	 The	 Welsh	 policy	
makes	complete	sense	–	there	would	be	very	little	
need	for	private	motor	transport	within	urban	ar-
eas	with	 the	 right	 infrastructure,	as	evidenced	by	
countless	European	cities,	and	reducing	the	speed	
limit	 in	 these	 areas	 incentivizes	 the	 use	 of	 active	
and	public	transport	instead.	It	is	an	effective	step	
on	 the	 road	 to	 a	 different	way	 of	 life.	Of	 course,	
being	in	power	makes	this	transition	much	easier,	
while	 the	wider	Labour	Party	must	 struggle	with	
the	issue	of	persuading	voters	that	policies	such	as	
this	are	right,	while	at	the	same	time	avoiding	the	
accompanying	electoral	pitfalls.	The	BBC	reported	
‘bikes	overtaking	cars’	in	Welsh	towns	as	an	argu-
ment	 against	 the	 new	 law,	when	 surely	 it	 is	 any-
thing	but.	The	Welsh	Conservatives	have	branded	
the	new	speed	limit	as	another	example	of	Labour	
‘slowing	down’	 the	nation,	 an	 argument	which	 is	
likely	 to	 gain	 significant	 traction	with	many,	 if	 it	
is	not	opposed	effectively.	The	challenge	 for	Keir	
Starmer	-	as	he	searches	for	a	defining	policy	direc-
tion	-	is	just	how	this	can	be	achieved.

Max Bolton is a first year PPEist at University Col-
lege.



56

The Extremely Online 
Left: Leftist Pessi-
mism, Meme Culture 
and Digital Forums
Hari Bravery
You’ve	 probably	 heard	 of	 the	 term	 Extreme-
ly	 Online,	 or	 its	 variants	 Terminally	 Online	 or	
Chronically	 Online,	 on	 social	 media.	 Whether	
in	TikToks,	tweets	or	YouTube	videos,	it	is	a	term	
rapidly	building	traction,	breaking	into	real-world	
conversation	 as	 the	 line	 between	 the	digital	 and	
the	‘real-world’	becomes	increasingly	blurred.	

To	preface	this	article,	I	want	to	briefly	comment	
on	the	 forums	I	browsed	to	come	to	my	conclu-
sions.	My	main	sources	were	4chan’s	notorious	/
pol/	 ‘Politically	 Incorrect’	 (the	 go-to	 destination	
for	 the	 internet’s	 alt-right	white	nationalists,	 an-
ti-Semites,	 racists	 and	 knee-jerk	 radicals),	 Red-
dit’s	 r/Socialism	 forum	(a	 fairly	 typical	 left-wing	
echo	chamber	with	a	particular	affinity	with	mili-
tary	insurrection)	and	more	benign	meme	groups	
such	as	Facebook’s	‘Mark	Fisher	Memes	for	Haun-
tological	 Teens’	 and	 ‘Mark	 Fisher	 Depressive	
Ghostposting’.	 In	 the	vein	of	studies	such	as	An-
gela	Nagle’s	Kill	All	Normies	(2017),	I’ve	tried	to	
observe	and	mark	the	patterns	of	left-wing	digital	
subcultures,	to	ruminate	on	what	excessive	inter-
net	usage	means	for	leftist	discourse.	

First,	the	notion	of	‘Extremely	Online’	should	be	
defined.	 Ironically	 enough,	 to	 those	 that	 them-
selves	are	Extremely	Online	such	an	explanation	
is	unnecessary,	bandied	about	as	a	 term	of	both	
insult	and	self-deprecating	identification	in	recent	
times	in	the	digital	sphere.	Most	simply,	the	term	

Extremely	Online	 refers	 to	 “those	who	 spend	 so	
much	 time	 online	 it	 skews	 their	 sense	 of	 reality	
and	 hinders	 their	 ability	 to	 effectively	 commu-
nicate	 about	 topics	 like	 politics	 or	 social	 justice	
because	 they	 lack	 real-world	 experience.”	 	 The	
Extremely	 Online	 person	 can	 no	 longer	 engage	
in	 carefree	 fun	 or	 ‘conventional’	 human	 interac-
tion	since	 their	views	and	behaviours	have	been	
warped	and	bent	by	spending	 too	much	 time	 in	
niche	social	and	political	bubbles	online.	The	Ex-
tremely	Online	are	also	referred	to	as	the	Chron-
ically	 or	 Terminally	 Online,	 which	 I	 have	 cho-
sen	to	omit	due	to	the	latent	ableism	of	equating	
excessive	 internet	 usage	with	 terminal	 illness,	 at	
least	until	any	compelling	psychological	research	
is	presented	that	proves	the	seriousness	of	digital	
addiction.	 Being	 Extremely	Online	 is	more	 of	 a	
state	of	mind,	than	any	homogenous	identity	with	
specific	markers.	To	be	Extremely	Online	is	essen-
tially	to	be	attuned	to	the	same	set	of	digital	refer-
ences,	memes	and	language,	so	dense	that	they	are	
inscrutable	to	those	that	are	less	online.

The	 inevitable	 end-point	 of	 excessive	 internet	
and	social	media	usage	that	defines	the	Extreme-
ly	Online	person	is	the	ubiquitous	concept	of	the	
‘Doomer’	 that	 litters	digital	meme	culture.	Orig-
inally	 a	 Wojak	 cartoon	 used	 widely	 on	 4chan,	
the	‘doomer’	has	become	representative	of	young	
adult	nihilism	and	apathy	from	the	modern	social	
order.	In	the	words	of	Mike	Watson:
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“The	 doomer	 proliferates	 the	 idea	 that	 sitting	
home	and	making	memes	[or	any	other	online	ac-
tivity,	for	that	matter]	is	a	rational	response	to	an	
irrational	world	[...].	It’s	effectively	the	21st	centu-
ry	equivalent	of	the	post-war	existentialist	injunc-
tion	that	in	a	meaningless	universe,	someone	has	
to	choose	something	to	pursue”	

With	 its	 echoes	 of	 Candide’s	 gardening	 as	 a	 re-
sponse	to	a	relentlessly	shifting,	eternally	unpre-
dictable	world	 in	Voltaire,	meme-making	 in	 this	
conception	is	the	banal	task	to	merely	be	fulfilled	
in	order	 to	distract	one	 from	 the	 irrationality	of	
the	neoliberal	world.

Yet	further,	online	left-wing	behaviour	is	haunted	
by	 the	 fact	 that	 the	modern	 state	of	 the	 internet	
as	presided	over	by	corporate	 tech	behemoths	 is	
an	 explicit	 failure	 of	 public	 ownership.	 The	 in-
ternet	 that	 began	 as	 state-funded	 research	 and	
succumbed	to	commercial	forces	as	the	neoliber-
alism	of	the	1990s	accelerated.	The	failure	of	dig-
ital	public	ownership,	and	the	reason	now	for	the	
total	 corporate	 dictatorship	 of	 the	 infrastructure	
of	the	internet,	was	wholly	due	to	the	absence	of	
a	powerful	enough	progressive	social	movement.	
To	quote	an	interview	with	Ben	Tarnoff,	author	of	
Internet	for	the	People:	The	Fight	for	Our	Digital	
Future:

“There	 were	 a	 numbers	 of	 instances	 in	 the	 his-
tory	 of	 the	 internet	 where	 it	 could	 have	 gone	 a	
different	way.	The	 reason	 that	privatisation	 took	
an	 extreme	 form,	 and	we	now	have	 such	a	 total	
corporate	dictatorship	over	the	infrastructures	of	
the	internet	was	the	absence	of	a	powerful	enough	
social	movement	that	could	have	stood	up	to	the	
corporations	and	demanded	an	alternative”

So	the	irony	of	the	Extremely	Online	Left,	the	fo-
rum-dwellers	and	faux-agitators	saturated	in	digi-
tal	lexis,	is	that	the	internet	upon	which	they	con-
nect	and	‘organise’	is	intrinsically	a	platform	with	
a	history	of	public	ownership	failure.	The	modern	
corporatised	internet	is	a	place	of	intrinsic	leftist	
pessimism,	only	existing	in	its	current	form	due	to	
the	failure	of	progressive	social	forces.

Unlike	other	forms	of	online	political	fanaticism,	
such	 as	 the	 alt-right	 radicalisation	 pipeline,	 the	
deeper	into	digital	leftist	subcultures	one	goes,	the	
less	there	is	an	attempt	to	advocate	for	the	utility	
or	 desirability	 of	 being	 in	 the	 group.	Where	 the	
alt-right	posits	a	desirable,	conservative	politics	-	
of	gendered	difference,	or	the	necessity	of	ethnic	
separation,	for	example	–	that	requires	a	commu-
nity	to	defend	it	from	the	scourges	of	modernism,	
left-wing	digital	communities	are	united	 in	 their	
hopelessness.	Left-wing	digital	 identity,	 far	 from	
the	optimistic	calls	for	radical	social	upheaval	that	
birthed	 the	 socialist	 movement,	 is	 founded	 on	
pessimism.	 The	 desire	 to	 overthrow	 capitalism,	
the	support	of	civil	disobedience	and	belief	in	en-
vironmental	‘doomerism’	are	all	a	given	in	radical	
left-wing	 subcultures,	 concepts	 and	 beliefs	 that	
one	is	inevitably	severed	from	due	to	the	unfailing	
resilience	of	the	neoliberal.	In	such	a	light	it	can-
not	be	a	desirable	thing	to	be	a	chronically	online	
leftist.	It	is	rather	a	cross	to	bear,	one	that	cannot	
be	shirked,	 lest	 the	ardent	socialist	slips	 into	the	
false	consciousness	of	an	acceptance	of	capitalism.	
So,	the	chronically	online	left	revels	instead	in	its	
hopelessness,	 the	 helplessness	 of	 the	 ‘red-pilled’	
socialist	turned	‘black-pilled’	doomer	by	capitalist	
realism.	 And	 in	 this	 powerless,	 detached	 loneli-
ness	 digital	 left-wing	 subcultures	 provide	 a	 sim-
ulacrum	of	human	connection,	even	as	the	waves	
of	 purely	 digital	 lexis	 of	 ‘corncobbing,’	 ‘tankies’	
and	‘binches’	makes	Extremely	Online	people	less	
and	less	relatable	to	the	real	people	that	surround	
them.	.	To	quote	William	Hawes’	essay	‘The	Rise	
of	the	Terminally	Online:	Digital	Subjectivity	and	
Simulation	of	the	Social’:

“the	substitution	of	virtual	life	for	face-to-face	of-
fers	a	palliative	to	the	endemic	depression,	anxie-
ty,	and	host	of	psychosocial	 issues	caused	by	the	
reactionary	nature	of	capitalism	and	the	hollow-
ing	out	of	communal	life	and	civil	society.	Social	
media	has	become	the	new	center	of	spectacle	for	
post-modern	society”	

In	surveying	the	Extremely	Online	left,	we	come	
across	a	vision	of	‘post-internet	Socialism,’	one	in	
which	a	disenfranchisement	with	the	fundaments	
of	traditional	socialist	thought	is	a	prerequisite	to	
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entering	these	online	spaces.	In	these	digital	crev-
ices,	 left-wing	debate	 is	abandoned	as	 futile	 in	a	
Western	world	held	in	the	iron	embrace	of	capital-
ism	and	neoliberal	democracy.	And	the	only	thing	
that	can	rise	to	fill	its	place?	Nihilist	memes.	Satu-
rated	in	a	left-wing	political	erudition	hollowed	of	
any	meaning	and	presented	as	the	ironically	quot-
ed	floating	words	of	Marx	or	the	140p	deep-fried	
cover	of	Mark	Fisher’s	Capitalist	Realism	stretched	
into	 barely	 recognisable	 ribbons.	 It	 shouldn’t	 be	
pretended	 that	 left-wing	 pessimism	 is	 any	 new	
phenomenon	–	a	cursory	glance	through	the	writ-
ings	of	nearly	any	socialist	thinker	will	prove	their	
scepticism	of	implementation	of	Marxist	theory	–	
and	where	satire	filled	this	void	before,	an	increas-
ingly	psychedelic	meme	culture	now	comes	to	the	
fore.	The	memeing	of	Marx’s	writings	and	theory	
such	 as	 Fisher’s	 capitalist	 realism	 are	 simultane-
ously	jokes	on	leftists	that	believe	intellectual	cri-
tiques	 of	 capitalism	 can	 achieve	meaningful	 po-
litical	change	and	on	the	politically	initiated	that	
cannot	hope	to	comprehend	the	meaning	of	imag-
es	that	could	pass	for	a	computer	randomly	glitch-
ing.	As	Kieran	Cashell	writes:	“[i]n	the	pursuit	of	
the	irrational,	art	has	become	negative,	nasty	and	
nihilistic”.	And	so	maybe	deep-down,	if	we	lefties	
fully	accepted	that	our	own	personal	view	of	a	uto-
pian	society	will	never	come	to	fruition,	we	are	all	
the	doomers	flinging	our	opinions	and	firmly	held	
beliefs	into	an	online	abyss	that	can	only	reply	in	
a	series	of	expletives	that	comprise	the	Extremely	
Online	left.	Such	left-wing	pessimism	leaves	us	as	
the	jokerpilled,	irony-poisoned	(or	whatever	oth-
er	near	meaningless	 internet	 generated	adjective	
takes	your	fancy),	alienated	subject	of	capitalism.	

And	if	the	internet	may	provide	temporary	relief	
from	 such	 thoughts,	 we	 also	 cannot	 escape	 the	
internet.	Imagining	‘online’	as	a	place	we	go	is	to	
endorse	a	fantasy	that	we	can	ourselves	choose	to	
exit	the	internet,	to	unplug	or	refuse	to	go	there.	
But	we	are,	and	always	will	be,	in	the	midst	of	the	
‘online’	way	of	being,	whether	we	are	looking	at	a	
screen	or	not.	To	Fisher’s	capitalist	realism	should	
be	 added	what	 is	 essentially	 the	 ‘online	 realism,’	
that	it	is	impossible	to	imagine	a	future	moderni-
ty	divorced	from	the	internet,	and	thus	no	future	
modernity	divorced	from	the	ironic	nihilism	that	

the	online	bathes	itself	in.	With	internet’s	history	
of	collective	action	failure,	all	we	can	do	as	indi-
vidual	 subjects,	 is	wait	and	see	 in	what	way	 this	
seemingly	endless	online	condition	expands,	con-
tracts	 and	morphs,	 and	 the	 extent	 to	which	 the	
online	 informs	 tangible,	 ‘real-world’	 discourses	
and	dangers.	But	at	least	we	have	memes	while	we	
wait.
	
Hari Bravery is a second year English student at 
Univ. He was OULC’s Co-Chair this term.
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Fixing The Unfixa-
ble: Labour and the 
Constitution
Ebrahim Mowafy and Marlon Austin

The	 British	 constitutional	 settlement	 has	 for	
long	sustained	itself	largely	based	on	‘gentlemen’s	
agreements’,	 codes	 of	 conduct,	 conventions	 and	
unwritten	 rules	 that	 are	 preserved	 only	 because	
of	 the	 self-restraint	 of	 the	 actors	 in	 the	 political	
system.	The	repetitive	attempts	by	the	PM	to	rely	
on	 legislative	 methods	 that	 allow	 for	 negligible	
Parliamentary	 scrutiny	 has	 been	 a	 hallmark	 of	
the	premiership	in	recent	times.	From	prerogative	
powers,	to	delegated	legislation	through	skeleton	
bills,	to	Henry	VIII	powers,	it	is	clear	that	relying	
on	 gentlemen’s	 agreements	 are	 not	 useful	 when	
few	gentlemen	are	 in	sight.	Additionally,	 the	un-
fairness	in	the	distribution	of	seats	in	Parliament,	
and	thus	the	unfair	sharing	of	power,	 is	an	issue	
that	 has	 been	 overlooked	 by	 the	 Conservatives,	
and	quickly	 forgotten	by	Labour.	The	country	 is	
now	 in	 a	 genuine	 constitutional	 crisis,	 with	 the	
public	 losing	 faith	 in	 politicians	 and	 our	 failing	
system	 of	 checks	 and	 balances.	 There	 is	 a	 dire	
need	 for	 a	new	programme	of	 constitutional	 re-
form	instituted	by	the	next	Labour	government.	

Valuable	 lessons	 can	 be	 learnt	 from	 the	 unprec-
edented	reforms	of	the	New	Labour	government	
that	were	acclaimed	and	criticised	in	equal	meas-
ure.	The	lack	of	an	underlying	philosophy	and	bad	
communication	to	the	public	of	the	importance	of	
the	 reforms	 are	 all	 pitfalls	 that	 the	 then	 govern-
ment	fell	into.	Additionally,	the	government	failed	
to	 recognise	 that,	 since	 these	 constitutional	 re-
forms	were	not	introduced	after	a	civil	war	or	oth-
er	major	event,	much	effort	had	to	be	dedicated	to

involving	the	public	and	other	parties	in	the	pro-
cess	so	that	consensus	is	achieved.	The	large	ma-
jority	 that	 the	government	 then	enjoyed	may	be	
the	reason	behind	the	government	not	feeling	the	
need	to	 involve	other	parties.	However,	 the	doc-
trine	of	parliamentary	sovereignty	means	that	fu-
ture	governments	are	not	bound	by	New	Labour’s	
reforms	and	could	repeal	them,	as	is	currently	be-
ing	attempted	in	the	context	of	the	Human	Rights	
Act	1998	with	the	passage	of	the	Bill	of	Rights	Bill	
2022.

Notwithstanding	these	criticisms,	the	reforms	had	
many	positive	impacts.	The	UK	was	brought	clos-
er	than	it	has	ever	been	to	having	a	written	con-
stitution	through	the	HRA.	Along	with	the	Free-
dom	of	Information	Act,	the	HRA	also	introduced	
a	 culture	of	positive	 rights.	 It	has	 fundamentally	
changed	 the	 way	 we	 view	 the	 rights	 of	 citizens,	
from	being	free	to	do	anything	that	is	not	explicit-
ly	prohibited	by	law,	to	having	rights	that	are	pro-
tected	by	law	and	can	only	be	infringed	if	the	leg-
islature	makes	clear	its	wish	to	do	so.	The	creation	
of	the	Supreme	Court,	the	Judicial	Appointments	
Committee	and	the	clipping	of	the	Lord	Chancel-
lor’s	wings	through	the	Constitutional	Reform	Act	
2005	all	 served	 to	enhance	 the	flexible	model	of	
the	separation	of	powers	that	we	have.	

At	first	 sight,	 some	of	 the	 reforms	 such	 as	 sepa-
rating	the	judicial	function	of	the	House	of	Lords	
appeared	to	be	a	solution	in	search	of	a	problem.	
Following	the	second	Miller	case,	however,	with	
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many	furious	at	the	sight	of	the	PM	getting	a	bloody	
nose	for	proroguing	Parliament,	calls	were	made	
for	the	Law	Lords	to	return	to	the	House	Lords,	
where	 they	would	be	accountable	 to	Parliament.	
It	was	 thought	 that	Parliament	was	able	 to	exert	
influence	on	the	court	if	it	remained	in	the	same	
building.	For	this	reason	precisely	it	seems	to	have	
been	the	right	move	for	the	Lords	to	be	formally	
separated	from	Parliament.	Additionally,	the	cre-
ation	of	the	Supreme	Court	came	at	a	time	when	
the	Law	Lords	were	granted	the	novel	powers	un-
der	 the	HRA.	As	 the	Act	 emboldened	 the	 court	
by	granting	it	the	power	to	issue	the	non-binding	
Declarations	 of	 Incompatibility	 under	 section	 4	
of	 the	HRA,	 it	 seems	 appropriate	 that	 the	 court	
takes	no	part	in	passage	of	legislation	the	validity	
of	which	it	may	later	have	to	resolve.

The	Constitutional	Reform	Act	is	nothing	short	of	
a	masterpiece.	

As	is	characteristic	of	any	piecemeal	reform	pro-
gram,	much	 was	 unresolved.	 The	West	 Lothian	
question	was	 left	unanswered	 in	 the	wake	of	 the	
devolution	 settlements,	 House	 of	 Lords	 reform	
stopped	short	of	removing	ninety-two	hereditary	
peers,	 the	doctrine	of	parliamentary	 sovereignty	
was	not	examined,	and	promises	of	electoral	 re-
form	were	 broken.	One	of	 the	main	 reasons	 ex-
plaining	the	government’s	hesitancy	at	times	is	the	
absence	of	political	worth:	the	effort	it	takes	and	
the	opposition	that	would	come	with	questioning	
the	traditional	view	of	parliamentary	sovereignty,	
for	 instance,	 fades	 in	comparison	 to	 the	benefits	
that	perhaps	only	lawyers	will	realise	the	magni-
tude	of.

Whilst	the	political	climate	then	mea	nt	that	con-
stitutional	reform	may	have	not	been	useful	elec-
torally,	 the	 current	 political	 climate	 is	 ideal	 for	
such	 reforms.	 A	 recent	 British	 Social	 Attitudes	
Survey	 revealed	 that	more	 than	one-third	of	 the	
British	 public	 ‘almost	 never’	 trusts	 the	 govern-
ment.	 For	 the	 proposed	 constitutional	 reform	
programme	to	be	effective,	Labour	must	utilise	it	
as	a	means	to	convey	to	the	public	their	commit-
ment	 to	strengthening	our	system	of	checks	and	
balances	 that	has	 for	 long	disappointed.	The	 re-

forms	suggested	have	one	thing	in	common:	they	
are	all	intended	to	improve	accountability,	restore	
public	trust,	and	empower	individuals	against	the	
executive.	These	reforms	should	feature	at	the	top	
of	the	government’s	agenda	if	it	is	to	exercise	effec-
tive	 damage	 control	 over	 years	 of	 incompetence	
and	unaccountability.

Although	 previously	 little	 known	 to	 the	 public,	
the	 royal	 prerogative	 has	 been	 thrust	 into	 the	
limelight	following	Gina	Miller’s	Brexit	litigation.	
It	is	essentially	defined	in	the	negative,	as	the	re-
maining	 discretionary	 authority	 in	 the	 hands	 of	
the	Crown	and	can	be	used	by	ministers	to	enter	
into	and	exit	treaties	(such	as	the	attempted	use	of	
Article	50	in	the	first	Miller	case),	prorogue	Par-
liament	 (such	 as	 in	 the	 second	Miller	 case)	 and	
declare	war,	though	it	is	also	used	on	a	much	wid-
er	scale	in	the	issuing	of	passports.	There	is	no	set	
list	of	what	powers	actually	exist	and	it	has	been	
described	in	legal	cases	as	‘a	relic	of	a	past	age’	and	
‘the	clanking	of	medieval	chains	of	the	ghosts	of	
the	past.’

In	2007	Gordon	Brown’s	Labour	Party	produced	
a	Green	Paper	on	the	subject,	which	said	the	use	
of	 such	 powers	 was	 ‘no	 longer	 appropriate	 in	 a	
modern	democracy’	as	 they	 ‘have	been	accumu-
lated	 by	 the	 government	 without	 Parliament	 or	
the	people	having	a	say.’	From	1968	onwards	it	has	
been	used,	without	 precedent,	 to	 expel	Chagos-
sians	from	their	island	home	in	order	to	use	it	as	
a	US	military	base.	Despite	the	issue	coming	be-
fore	the	House	of	Lords’	judicial	body	in	2002,	it	
found	that	this	power	existed	despite	Senior	Law	
Lord	Bingham	claiming	‘the	Crown	has	never	had	
[such]	a	prerogative	power’	and	no	evidence	that	
it	had	ever	before	been	used	 to	do	such	a	 thing.	
Similarly,	in	1989	a	previously	unheard	power	to	
do	whatever	‘was	necessary	to	meet	either	an	ac-
tual	or	an	apprehended	threat	to	the	peace’	was	in-
voked	to	justify	the	Home	Secretary	keeping	large	
stores	of	plastic	bullets	and	CS	gas	for	the	purpose	
of	riot	suppression.

This	is	deeply	worrying.	At	the	very	least,	a	com-
prehensive	list	of	the	powers	it	gives	the	executive	
government	should	be	produced.	The	counterar-
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gument	that	it	should	be	left	undefined	in	order	to	
allow	flexible	is	an	unsatisfactory	one;	if	the	pow-
er	cannot	be	stated	then	it	cannot	be	entrusted	to	
the	executive.	Alternatively,	the	prerogative	could	
be	entirely	replaced	by	means	of	delegated	legisla-
tion;	this	would	allow	for	a	flexible	and	democrat-
ically	passed	response	to	crises	instead	of	resort-
ing	 to	what	Gina	Miller	 has	 termed	 an	 “ancient	
secret.”	Recent	use	of	the	power	has	further	shown	
the	wide	discretion	and	lack	of	accountability,	and	
if	 there	 is	a	point	 in	 time	 in	which	 there	will	be	
any	public	backing	for	reform	in	this	area	it	will	
be	now,	when	the	PM	is	seen	to	have	gone	rogue.	

Another	area	where	reform	is	exigent	is	electoral	
reform.	This	is	where	Labour	has	a	troubled	his-
tory.	As	one	of	the	two	major	UK	political	parties,	
they	themselves	undoubtedly	benefit	from	the	sta-
tus	quo,	with	Sir	Keir	Starmer	 recently	 commit-
ting	to	keep	it	were	he	to	win	power.	Though	the	
1997	Labour	Manifesto	claimed	that	‘we	are	com-
mitted	to	a	referendum	on	the	voting	system	for	
the	House	 of	Commons’,	 this	was	not	 a	 priority	
when	they	were	elected	on	a	landslide	win	and	the	
subject	was	 not	 returned	 to	 under	New	Labour.	
This	suggests	to	voters	that	Labour	are	committed	
to	reform	only	when	it	benefits	them;	something	
which	their	actions	have	done	little	to	dissuade.

The	 last	 hope	 for	 electoral	 reform	was	 the	 2011	
referendum	 on	 the	 Alternative	 Vote,	 which	 was	
rejected	by	 the	public	68%	 to	32%.	The	alterna-
tive	 vote	 system	 itself	 is	 not	much	more	 than	 a	
spruced-up	first	 past	 the	post,	 but	 this	 does	not	
justify	 Labour’s	 refusal	 to	 take	 a	 party	 position	
endorsing	more	representative	democracy	during	
it.	A	proportional	representation	system	such	as	a	
single	transferable	vote	(used	currently	in	North-
ern	 Irish	 assembly	 elections	 and	 in	 the	 Scottish	
local	 elections)	 or	 additional	 member	 (used	 in	
elections	to	the	Scottish	Parliament)	would	more	
accurately	 represent	 the	 electorate	 and	 convince	
parties	 to	 work	 together.	 It	 would	 also	 help	 to	
quell	 inter-party	 ideological	 warfare;	 political	
parties	 could	 simply	 split	 and	 work	 together	 in	
coa	lition,	as	has	been	seen	in	Scotland.	Were	La-
bour	to	support	a	proportional	system	of	voting,	
they	could	engage	with	educating	the	public	on	its	

virtues	prior	to	a	referendum	on	the	issue,	or	sim-
ply	include	a	promise	to	introduce	it	in	their	man-
ifesto	and	campaign	strongly	on	the	issue.

Labour	 should	 distinguish	 themselves	 from	 the	
Conservatives	 by	 avoiding	 being	 seen	 as	 using	
constitutional	reform	as	a	political	weapon,	legis-
lating	when	it	suits	them	and	back-peddling	when	
it	 later	proves	 to	be	politically	 inexpedient.	This	
was	starkly	noted	in	the	enactment	of	the	Fixed-
Term	Parliaments	Act	2011,	when	David	Camer-
on	was	 pressured	by	 the	Liberal	Democrats,	 his	
partners	in	the	coalition,	to	put	under	legislative	
footing	 the	prerogative	power	 to	dissolve	Parlia-
ment.	 The	 Lib	 Dems	 feared	 that	 Cameron	may	
turn	his	back	on	them	and	use	the	power	oppor-
tunistically,	calling	for	a	general	election	when	the	
polls	indicated	that	his	party	would	win	a	major-
ity.	 The	 FTPA	 fixed	 parliamentary	 terms	 at	 five	
years,	although	there	were	means	of	having	terms	
shortened.	 A	 qualified	majority	 of	 two-thirds	 of	
MPs	in	parliament	could	vote	explicitly	for	a	gen-
eral	election	or	a	Commons	vote	of	no	confidence	
in	the	government	could	lead	to	an	early	election.	
In	2019	the	Conservative	government	passed	the	
Early	 Parliamentary	 General	 Election	 Act	 with	
opposition	 support	 and	 this	 circumvented	 the	
FTPA,	ensuring	that	there	was	a	general	election	
in	December	2019.	When	the	Conservatives	won	a	
majority,	they	repealed	the	Act	and	included	what	
is	referred	to	as	an	‘ouster	clause’	to	prevent	judi-
cial	review	of	the	dissolution	of	Parliament.	This	
is	another	prerogative	power	that	Labour	should	
insist	 on	 limiting	 through	 legislation	 upon	 their	
return	to	governance.

‘If	it	ain’t	broke,	don’t	fix	it’	seems	to	be	the	pre-
vailing	attitude	in	response	to	calls	for	the	UK	to	
confront	its	constitutional	crisis.	Our	constitution	
is	broken	and	Labour	must	fix	it.	Chaotic,	ad	hoc	
and	 piecemeal	 reforms	 will	 lead	 to	 short-term	
change	and	nothing	resembling	an	adequate	pac	
kage	of	 thorough	and	progressive	 reform.	As	ar-
duous	as	that	may	be,	the	public	and	all	the	oth-
er	parties	must	be	consulted	and	educated	on	the	
objectives	of	the	reforms	if	the	future	Labour	gov-
ernment	is	to	be	a	good	student	of	its	own	history.
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“Reading the Room” 
is Crucial, but La-
bour Shouldn’t Be 
Afraid to Be Bold
Ozan Erder

The	 first	 two	 years	 of	 Keir	 Starmer’s	 leadership	
have	been	a	period	like	no	other	and	he	has	so	far	
focused	on	rebuilding	Labour’s	 internal	 strength	
and	 repairing	 the	party’s	 tarnished	 image	 in	 the	
public	eye.	For	a	long	time,	this	approach	seemed	
reasonable.	 There	 was	 an	 internal	 mountain	 to	
climb	 following	 the	 last	 general	 election,	 which	
included	resolving	fierce	 legal	disputes	and	eras-
ing	 the	 blight	 of	 antisemitism	 from	 the	 party,	
which	 had	 lingered	 for	 far	 too	 long.	 In	 contrast	
to	his	predecessor’s	approach,	this	also	included	a	
noticeable	lack	of	policy	development,	which	has	
led	 to	criticisms	 that	 it	 is	not	clear	what	Labour	
now	stands	 for,	or	what	 its	plan	 for	government	
would	be.

At	first,	 the	onset	 of	 the	pandemic	 strengthened	
the	 case	 for	 this	 strategy.	 Intraparty	 unity	 was	
deemed	essential	 in	making	 sure	 that	 the	public	
had	 confidence	 in	 the	 strict	 and	 unprecedent-
ed	 restrictions	 imposed.	 But	 Starmer	 can	 and	
should	have	pushed	harder	on	frequent	bouts	of	
govern-ment	indecisiveness	which	may	have	cost	
thousands	of	 lives	and	the	dozens	of	dodgy	PPE	
and	test-ing	contracts	handed	out	to	mates,	with-
out	scrutiny,	by	ministers.

As	 the	 storm	 began	 to	 settle,	 the	many	 faces	 of	
Tory	sleaze	began	to	reveal	themselves,	with	Matt	
Hancock’s	work-related	activities	being	the	first	to	
catch	the	public	eye.	In	November	2021	the	flood-

gates	finally	opened,	with	Owen	Patterson’s	 lob-
bying	scandal	being	followed	by	wave	after	wave	
of	 Partygate	 leaks,	 investigations,	 fines,	 and	 the	
eventual	toppling	of	Johnson.	It	is	often	said	that,	
in	 politics,	 you	 should	 not	 interfere	 when	 your	
opponents	are	making	blunders;	this	has	per-haps	
never	been	truer	recently	than	in	the	last	year.	It	
seems	his	successors	plan	to	continue	giving	La-
bour	this	gift.

With	a	general	election	so	 far	out	and	a	govern-
ment	 that	 is	 intellectually	 bankrupt,	 any	ma-jor	
policies	announced	also	risk	being	pinched.	Pre-
cisely	this	happened	with	the	energy	windfall	tax.	
The	problem	here	lies	not	in	policy	implementa-
tion	–	they’re	beneficial	and	we	should	give	credit	
where	it	is	due.	The	fundamental	issue	is	that	there	
is	a	risk	that	a	perception	emerges	that	the	gov-er-
nment	 has	 a	 coherent	 plan,	 when	 it	 is	 actually	
limited	to	a	handful	of	soundbites	and	half-baked	
bills.	Much	can	change	in	two	years	and	making	
firm	commitments	now,	particularly	on	fiscal	pol-
icy,	with	such	uncertainty	on	the	horizon	can	dig	
one	 into	 a	 hole.	 Starmer	 appears	 to	 have	 recog-
nised	these	pitfalls;	his	pragmatic	action,	and	the	
relative	success	of	his	strategy	to	date,	is	welcome.

But	with	a	new	Tory	leader	on	the	horizon,	and	the	
next	 election	marching	 ever	 closer,	 the	moment	
has	come	for	Labour	to	begin	to	craft	a	vision	of	
what	it	wants	the	country	to	be	and	com-municate	
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a	 vision	 of	what	 it	wants	 the	 country	 to	 be	 and	
com-municate	it	in	a	“long	and	thin”	way	so	that	
it	resonates	with	voters	and	will	be	remembered.	
There	is	also	a	need	to	avoid	the	focus	group	trap,	
where	 a	 reluctance	 to	 upset	 the	 boat	 of	 public	
opinion	 leads	 to	policy	stagnation,	and	a	 lack	of	
genuine	enthusiasm	or	hope	among	voters.	Recog-
nising	the	state	of	public	opinion	and	acting	based	
on	it	is	important.	It	is	voters	who	elect	politicians	
and	there	are	valid	reasons	for	treading	carefully	
around	certain	topics.	Opinion,	however,	is	a	two-
way	street	and	Starmer	should	not	shy	back	from	
presenting	bold,	new	ideas	to	voters,	as	he	has	so	
far,	when	the	time	is	right.

This	is	especially	important,	because	beginning	to	
fix	the	myriad	of	problems	this	country	faces	will	
not	be	achieved	by	tinkering.	As	we	move	towards	
an	election,	 a	balance	must	be	 struck	between	a	
policy	desert	and	the	 ‘shopping	list	manifesto’	of	
2019.	Despite	 some	 strong	 ideas,	 its	 breadth	 left	
many	to	feel	 its	vision	was	incoherent	and	unre-
alistic.	Labour’s	strength	lies	in	its	ability	to	show	
the	 country	 that,	 in	 Starmer’s	 own	 words,	 “an-
other	 future	 is	possible”.	An	aspira	 tional	but	re-
alistic	policy	vision	will	prove	to	voters	that	these	
are	workable	proposals	that	can	ad-dress	Labour’s	
core	 priorities	 of	 strengthening	 public	 services,	
reducing	inequality,	growing	the	econ-omy	in	an	
equitable	and	sustainable	way	and	redirecting	this	
growth	 to	 address	 the	 climate	 crisis	 among	oth-
ers;	all	of	which	have	great	potential	 to	 improve	
the	 lives	 of	millions	of	 people	 along	 sev-eral	 di-
mensions.	Labour’s	landmark	historical	successes	
have	all	come	when	it	has	done	this	effec-tively.	It	
is	time	for	the	party	to	do	so	again.

There	are	 three	areas	of	policy	 that	deserve	par-
ticular	attention.	First,	Labour	should	stick	to	and	
reaffirm	existing	popular	commitments,	including	
nationalising	 essential	 utilities	 and	 public	 trans-
port	services.	State	ownership	is	no	magic	bullet,	
but	 as	 infrastructure	 quality	 declines,	 costs	 for	
households	surge	yet	shareholder	profits	continue	
to	climb,	it	is	clear	that	the	private	sector	can’t	de-
liver	these	services	in	the	way	that	is	needed.

Second,	 attention	 must	 be	 paid	 to	 policies	 that	

might	 not	 grab	 headlines,	 but	 remain	 essential.	
Reforming	our	flawed	and	unequal	education	sys-
tem	is	one	of	 them.	Years	of	chronic	underfund-
ing	and	meddling	by	the	Conservatives,	from	the	
botched	expansion	of	academies	and	free	schools	
to	the	underfunding	of	the	arts	and	erosion	of	staff	
pay	and	working	conditions,	have	left	schools	 in	
dire	 straits.	This	has	 led	 to	 an	 educational	post-
code	 lottery,	 ever-increasing	 class	 sizes,	 under-
staffing	and	crumbling	physical	facilities,	 leaving	
vital	 opportunities	 out	 of	 reach	 for	 millions	 of	
young	people.	There	is	no	quick	fix,	but	improv-
ing	teachers’	pay	and	conditions,	providing	more	
funding	for	sub-jects	outside	of	core	academic	ar-
eas	and	reforming	the	curriculum	into	one	that	is	
fairer	and	less	rig-idly	exam-based	are	some	steps	
in	the	right	direction.

On	a	different	note,	the	gradual	erosion	of	work-
ers’	 rights,	 including	 restrictions	 on	 industrial	
action	 and	 unfair	 dismissal	 regulations	 should	
be	halted	if	not	reversed.	They	remain	especially	
vul-nerable	to	the	Tories’	post-Brexit	deregulation	
bonanza.

Finally,	 addressing	 the	 climate	 crisis	 must	 be	 a	
pillar	of	the	next	Labour	government	and	should	
play	 a	 role	 in	 every	 area	of	 government,	wheth-
er	 that	 involves	 strengthening	 energy	 efficiency	
guidelines	 for	 buildings,	 incentivising	 shifts	 in	
energy	and	transport	use,	or	altering	agricultural	
prac-tices.

In	the	US,	Biden’s	green	agenda	was	designed	to	
operate	 in	a	similar	way	by	combining	high	and	
low-level	 action	 throughout	 all	 levels	 of	 govern-
ment,	showing	it	is	possible	to	tackle	climate	cli-
mate	change	through	state	intervention.	Neverthe-
less,	Republican	obstructionism	has	frustratingly	
led	to	a	significant	watering	down	of	Democratic	
efforts.	Such	action	will	not	always	be	straightfor-
ward	and	will	require	compromise,	but	it	must	be	
done	and	a	Labour	government	is	the	only	way	it	
will	be.

There	is	reason	for	optimism.

The	Labour	frontbench	has	recently	begun	to	lay	



out,	 in	 broad	 terms,	 what	 the	 party’s	 economic	
and	social	plans	will	 look	 like.	With	public	 trust	
and	confidence	in	Labour	recovering	quickly	and	
the	 Tory	 leadership	 candidates	 unsurprisingly	
offering	 no	 solutions	 to	 the	 problems	 they	 have	
caused,	the	large	opinion	poll	lead	Labour	enjoys	
should	not	be	difficult	to	maintain.	Keir	Starmer	
has	 shown	 the	 country	what	 Labour	 is	 not	 and	
we	can	thank	the	Tories	for	helping	him	to	draw	
a	stark	contrast.	But	now	he	must	prove	to	voters	
that	 he	 can	 transform	Britain	 for	 the	 better	 and	
show	the	country	what	Labour	truly	is	about	and	
what	it	is	truly	for.

Ozan Erder is a second year PPEist at St John’s Col-
lege.
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Labour, Get Off Your 
Moral High Horse
Sharon Chau
Keir	Starmer’s	tweet	on	19th	February	2021	reads,	
‘Harold	Wilson	said	the	Labour	Party	is	“a	moral	
crusade	or	 it	 is	nothing.”	This	encapsulates	what	
Labour	 prides	 itself	 on,	 having	 the	 moral	 high	
ground.	 Instead	 of	 simply	 thinking	 they	 have	
more	sensible	policies	that	improve	societal	well-
being,	especially	for	the	most	vulnerable,	Labour	
fundamentally	believes	 that	we	are	good	people.	
The	rhetoric	that	all	Tories	are	‘evil’	and	are	sim-
ply	too	steeped	in	their	privilege	to	care	about	an-
yone	else	permeates	every	level	of	the	party,	from	
individual	members	to	the	party	leadership.	This	
selfcongratulatory	 attitude	 is	 highly	 problematic	
and	is	arguably	one	of	the	key	reasons	for	Labour’s	
recent	lacklustre	electoral	performance.	

On	the	individual	level,	such	a	sanctimonious	at-
titude	manifests	itself	in	insidious	ways.	Firstly,	it
means	certain	hardline	Labour	supporters	simply	
refuse	to	engage	with	those	who	are	conservative.
The	common	rhetoric	of	 ‘I	 can	never	be	 friends	
with	a	Tory	supporter,’	or	‘if	you	vote	Tory	in	this
political	 climate,	 you’re	dead	 to	me,’	or	even	 the	
milder	form	of	‘just	how	can	you	support	the	To-
ries	when	they	are	doing	XYZ	egregious	things?’	
illustrates	 this,	 meaning	 there	 is	 little	 room	 for	
conversation	and	genuine	understanding	of	why	
people	do	not	support	Labour.	Not	only	does	this
alienate	 those	with	 different	 political	 beliefs,	 re-
moving	 all	 possibility	 of	 civil	 conversation	 that	
might	convince	them	to	vote	otherwise,	but	it	also	
leads	to	perceptions	of	Labour	supporters	as	holi-
er-thanthou	and	fosters	resentment.	This	evident-
ly	has	deleterious	consequences	for	Labour’s	elec-
toral	 support.	We	have	 not	 been	 in	 government	
for	 twelve	 years	 and	 simultaneously	 there	 has	
been	an	 increase	 in	political	polarisation,	which	
leads	 to	 progressively	 extreme	 policies	 and	 de-

structive	governance.

Hypocrisy	is	a	second	problem	which	arises	from	
a	 belief	 in	 the	 party’s	moral	 superiority.	A	 com-
mon	argument	against	the	Tories	 is	how	they	all	
support	indefensible,	egregious	actions	by	their
administration,	so	to	vote	for	them	in	this	political	
climate	is	unconscionable.	Such	a	belief	is	strong-
ly	misplaced,	as	many	Tory	voters	do	not	support	
every	 single	one	of	 their	party’s	policies.	This	 is	
similar	 to	 how	 many	 Labour	 voters	 distanced	
themselves	 from	 the	 antisemitic	 scandals	 that	
plagued	the	party	under	Corbyn,	or	from	Starmer	
firing	shadow	Transport	Minister	Sam	Tarry	after	
he	defied	orders	and	openly	voiced	his	support	for	
the	 RMT	 strikes	 and	many	 Tory	 supporters	 re-
fused	to	support	Boris	Johnson	during	Partygate.	
We	 cannot	 have	 our	 cake	 and	 eat	 it	 too.	 Either	
we	demand	that	Tory	voters	support	every	single	
policy	 enacted	by	 the	 government	 and	 allow	no	
exceptions	for	ourselves	as	well,	or	we	accept	that	
just	 as	 we	 can	 disavow	 certain	 actions	 by	 party	
representatives,	 so	 can	 they.	 Recognising	 such	 a	
double	standard	is	the	first	step	in	dismantling	our	
prejudice	and	in	becoming	more	accepting	 indi-
viduals.	

At	 a	 party	 level,	 the	 belief	 in	 moral	 superiority	
similarly	 leads	 to	 arrogance	 and	 complacency,	
rendering	Labour’s	political	 strategy	highly	 inef-
fective.	One	crucial	problem	is	the	lack	of	a	clear	
positive	vision	and	so	Labour	have	become	reli-
ant	on	dogmatic	attacks	on	the	Conservative	Par-
ty.	 Running	 a	moralistic	 negative	 campaign	 is	 a	
necessary	strategy	for	all	non-incumbent	political	
parties,	but	it	can	also	be	a	dangerous	trap	to	fall	
into.	We	 only	 have	 to	 glance	 across	 the	 Atlantic	
to	 see	 exactly	 the	 damning	 effects	 of	 relying	 on	
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self-evident	 moral	 superiority.	 In	 the	 2016	 U.S.	
presidential	election	between	Clinton	and	Trump,	
one	of	the	key	reasons	why	the	Democrats	lost	was	
because	they	were	so	sure	that	 they	had	a	moral	
position	superior	to	that	of	the	Republicans.	After	
all,	Trump	was	 racist,	 sexist,	 filthy	 rich	 and	 just	
a	 repulsive	human	being.	Their	 overwhelmingly	
negative	 campaign	 focused	on	 attacking	Trump,	
leaving	 them	 bereft	 of	 a	 positive	 vision	 voters	
could	root	for,	resulting	in	their	stunning	loss.	All	
this	stemmed	from	the	simplistic	and	paternalistic	
belief	that	the	Democrats	occupied	the	moral	high	
ground	and	if	only	you	could	make	the	voters	see	
this	truth,	then	they	will	immediately	recoil	from	
the	 unscrupulous	 Republicans.	 Labour	 must	 be	
extremely	 careful	 not	 to	 fall	 into	 the	 same	 trap.	
Simply	 attacking	 Boris	 Johnson’s	 administration	
and	 its	many	 scandals,	denouncing	certain	poli-
cies	the	Tories	have	implemented	for	the	absence	
of	a	moral	code,	or	attacking	Truss	for	her	lack	of	
integrity	is	not	enough.	We	have	to	stop	being	so	
sure	of	our	moral	 superiority	and	move	 towards	
actually	 listening	 to	 what	 voters	 want	 and	 care	
about,	then	transforming	that	into	a	clear,	coher-
ent	vision.	

Taking	on	such	a	moral	position	leads	to	vast	in-
fighting.	When	Labour	prides	itself	on	their	high	
moral	standard,	any	deviation	from	this	is	bound	
to	be	policed;	everyone	else	is	‘tainted’	by	a	trans-
gression.	 A	 pertinent	 example	 is	 when	Corbyn’s	
Labour	was	 accused	 of	 antisemitism,	which	 im-
mediately	divided	the	party	into	pro-Corbyn	and	
anti-Corbyn	 camps.	 A	 recently	 published	 report	
shows	exactly	how	factionalism	took	hold,	argu-
ing	 that	 the	 party	was	 ‘torn	 apart	 by	 infighting’	
that	left	it	‘hamstrung	in	contesting	elections	but	
also	 did	 a	 disservice	 to	 those	 experiencing	 anti-
semitism’	 .1	Here,	we	 see	 that	 such	 internal	 dis-
cord	 was	 highly	 politically	 destructive,	 signifi-
cantly	weakening	Labour’s	base	of	support	-	some	
original	supporters	turned	away	to	other	political	
parties,	voting	against	Corbyn;	and	swing	voters	
were	disillusioned	by	the	whole	debacle,	more	so	
by	the	infighting	and	internal	chaos	than	the	an-
tisemitism	accusations	themselves	The	significant	
and	sustained	media	attention	devoted	to	this	one	
albeit	 important	problem,	 instead	of	 the	 failures	

of	 the	Tory	government	and	what	Labour	could	
bring	to	the	table	instead,	was	highly	detrimental	
to	Labour’s	electoral	position.	

But	the	more	pernicious	problem	in	the	antisemi-
tism	scandal	was	that	the	factionalism	was	actually	
counterproductive	in	fighting	against	the	problem	
itself,	doing	‘a	disservice	to	those	experiencing	an-
tisemitism.’2	The	reason	behind	this	is	that	much	
of	 the	 ‘washing	 their	 hands	 clean’	 by	 individual	
politicians	was	motivated	by	Labour’s	underlying	
moral	crusade,	instead	of	genuine	concern	about	
antisemitism	within	 the	 party.	 Anxious	 to	 prove	
their	moral	purity,	politicians	were	more	focused	
on	absolving	themselves	of	blame	than	on	accept-
ing	the	possibility	of	individual	or	collective	mor-
al	 failings	and	brainstorming	solutions	for	them.	
Overall,	this	sweeping	focus	on	morality	has	not	
only	failed	in	solving	the	problem,	but	has	also	ex-
acerbated	the	very	same	issues.	

Here,	 I	 am	 not	 arguing	 we	 should	 sweep	 such	
problems	 under	 the	 carpet	 to	 prevent	 factional-
ism.	It	goes	without	saying	that	antisemitism	is	an	
immense	problem	that	has	very	real	consequenc-
es,	especially	in	a	whirlwind	of	culture	wars	using	
Jewish	 individuals	 as	 scapegoats;	 it	 is	 admirable	
that	there	was	serious	attention	devoted	to	it.	All	
I	 am	 saying	 is,	 Labour	 was	 severely	 hamstrung	
by	the	moral	high	ground	we	occupied.	There	is	
a	better,	more	constructive	way	to	move	forward	
and	 implement	 changes	 to	 the	 party	 in	 light	 of	
such	 issues,	 without	 harming	 popular	 support	
for	Labour	and	its	internal	cohesion.	Striking	this	
delicate	 balance	 allows	 us	 to	 hold	 leaders	 to	 ac-
count	 while	 maintaining	 cohesion	 and	 refusing	
to	 lose	sight	of	 the	big	picture	as	a	political	par-
ty.	Even	though	the	Tories	arguably	have	a	much	
worse	track	record	of	Islamophobia,	transphobia,	
sexism,	and	many	other	problems,	these	are	nev-
er	existential	 issues.	They	have	a	way	of	protect-
ing	each	other	which	Labour	 should	be	 loath	 to	
condone,	but	we	need	to	recognise	that	too	much	
moralising	in	the	other	direction	is	also	counter-
productive.

Some	might	argue	that	standing	by	strong	princi-
ples	is	what	distinguishes	Labour	from	other	po-
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litical	 parties	 and	 that	 proudly	 declaring	 this	 is	
an	 effective	 electoral	 strategy.	 There	 is	 evidence	
demonstrating	the	positive	electoral	impacts	of	ap-
pealing	to	morals.3	However,	those	who	care	about	
morals,	or	those	who	want	to	help	people	who	are	
the	most	 in	need,	probably	vote	Labour	already.	
Being	‘moral’	in	politics	is	relative,	and	there	is	lit-
tle	marginal	benefit	in	Labour	being	much	more	
moral	 rather	 than	 just	 slightly	more	moral	 than	
the	Tories.	From	a	purely	strategic	point	of	view,	
there	is	no	use	to	Labour	dwelling	extensively	on	
something	on	which	they	are	already	in	the	lead.

What is the alternative? Is Labour to stoop to the 
Tories’ level and abandon their integrity and prin-
ciples? Not exactly. But to survive and thrive, La-
bour needs to stop waxing lyrical about morals, 
and move more into pragmatic politics. Firstly, we 
need to start building a coherent vision for what 
‘voting for Labour’ means. It does not just mean 
higher taxes on hardworking Britons and more 
money for ‘welfare queens,’ which is the narrative 
framed by the Tories. It means increasing income 
tax for the top 5% of earners, reversing the Tories’ 
cuts in corporation tax and clamping down on tax 
avoidance.4 It means public services in the public’s 
hands, with common ownership of rail, mail, ener-
gy and water. It means repealing the Trade Union 
Act and supporting industrial action and workers’ 
rights. It is high time for us to focus on a positive 
campaign that voters can get behind. 

Secondly, we need to be more strategic in our neg-
ative attacks. It is obviously crucial to point to Par-
tygate and demonstrate how the Tories have been 
disgustingly reluctant to take responsibility for 
clear mistakes, but it is equally important to focus 
media attention on how years of Tory governance 
have failed, such as contributing to ridiculous lev-
els of inflation, unprecedentedly high living costs, 
and increased economic inequality, all while wast-
ing tens of billions of pounds across government 
on dodgy procurement contracts.5

The	truth	is,	moral	panics	like	Partygate	blow	over	
when	newspapers	find	nothing	new	to	sensation	
alise,	 while	 genuine	 failures	 in	 governance	 hap-
pen	time	and	time	again.	Focusing	on	these	more

substantive	issues	allows	sustained	accountability	
for	the	incumbent	government.	

Thirdly,	we	need	to	stop	being	so	sanctimonious.	
It	is	far	too	easy	to	demonise	and	vilify	every	single	
Tory	supporter	without	even	attempting	to	under-
stand	their	stance.	Such	a	stance	frames	everyone	
else	as	dupes,	 ‘living	lives	of	 false	consciousness’	
and	 ‘waiting	 for	 the	vanguard	 to	 show	 them	 the	
way’.6	Instead,	we	should	engage	in	actual	conver-
sation,	trying	to	find	common	ground	and	starting	
from	there.	Doing	so	will	ameliorate	the	excesses	
of	polarisation	and	populism,	and	contribute	to	a	
kinder	and	gentler	political	scene.	

In	 an	 ideal	world,	 being	moral	 and	 having	 firm	
principles	 to	 stand	 by	 are	 definitely	 virtues.	We	
should	 celebrate	 politicians	 who	 uphold	 such	
standards,	especially	in	the	dirty	game	of	politics	
which	 rewards	 cronyism,	 under-the-table	 deals	
and	 nepotistic	 behaviour.	 But	 in	 a	 world	 where	
the	Tories	do	not	care	at	all	about	morals,	Labour	
needs	to	rethink	its	strategy.	Staying	on	their	mor-
al	high	horse	does	Labour	no	good	-	we	must	try	
and	get	off	before	it	becomes	too	late.	

Sharon Chau is a second year PPEist at University 
College. She was OULC Women’s Officer this term.

1	 https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/
jul/19/antisemitism-factional-weapon-la-
bour-party-forde-report-finds
2	 https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/
jul/19/antisemitism-factional-weapon-la-
bour-party-forde-report-finds
3 The Mobilizing Effect of Parties’ Moral Rhetoric, 
Jae-Hee Jung (2019)
4 https://keirstarmer.com/plans/10-pledges/ 
5 https://labour.org.uk/issues/campaigns/jobs/to-
ries-file-of-failure/
6 https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/
labour-and-the-dark-knight-why-the-left-should-
choose-moral-pluralism-over-purity
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Grinding To A Halt: 
A Philosophical Per-
spective on Polit-
ical Activity and 
Change 
Callum Webb

Embodied	 in	 the	 materialist	 dialectic	 is	 such	 a	
beautiful	contrast;	the	world	is	an	infinitely	com-
plex	composite	of	nodes	(subjects,	structures,	re-
lations,	 etc...)	which	 are	 unfathomably	 intercon-
nected	and	necessarily	forever	in	flux	and	yet	there	
are	intelligible	patterns	of	movement	when	view-
ing	this	nexus	as	a	broader	structure.	How	poetic,	
that	 the	dialectic	 itself	shows	us	 that	change	can	
be	inherent	to	what	we	view	as	stable	patterns:	the	
evolution	of	properties	over	time	comes	not	only	
through	the	sublation	of	the	original	element	but	
additionally	 through	 the	 recontextualisation	 of	
the	relations	within	the	larger	set.	It	is	paramount	
to	note	that	these	changes	in	relations	can	be	en-
tirely	confined	to	a	single	subject;	the	subject-to-
self	 relation	 is	 as	much	an	element	of	 change	as	
the	relations	between	subjects.	

‘Ferris Bueller’s Day Off’	 encompasses	 this	 truth	
brilliantly.	The	piece	is	a	story	of	change,	but	not	
of	 the	 title	 character:	 the	 iris	 through	which	we	
view	the	piece.	He	begins	the	film	in	bed,	pretend-
ing	to	be	unwell	and	finishes	it	in	the	same	man-
ner:	 there	 is	no	change.	He	 implores	us	directly,	
looking	down	the	lens	of	the	camera,	“Life	moves	
pretty	fast.	If	you	don’t	stop	and	look	around	once	
in	a	while,	 you	could	miss	 it.”	Yet	we	would	not	

miss	any	transformation	in	Ferris	himself;	he	ad-
ditionally	highlights	the	inevitability	which	is	in-
tegrated	into	the	dialectic.	His	position	of	 impo-
tence	 seems	 ironic,	 such	 that	 the	film	 is	 centred	
around	a	rather	potent	ability	to	overcome	restric-
tive	structures	(fooling	his	parents,	outwitting	Mr.	
Rooney),	 but	 such	 a	 position	 is	 accurate;	 at	 no	
point	does	Ferris	manage	to	change	the	structure	
of	his	social	life.	The	change	that	Ferris	foreshad-
ows	 (and	 pushes	 towards)	 is	 for	 his	 best	 friend	
Cameron	to	live	with	less	fear	and	more	joy.	This	
positive	 change	 exists	 only	 in	 the	 subject-to-self	
respect,	 as	of	 the	characters	 to	which	we	are	 in-
troduced,	 there	 is	 no	meaningful	 change	 in	 the	
interpersonal	relations	of	Cameron.	His	relation-
ship	with	his	father	is	simply	a	metaphor	for	his	
relationship	with	fear.	There	is
significant	 positive	 change	 on	 the	 part	 of	 Cam-
eron,	 without	 any	meaningful	 disruption	 to	 the	
larger	state	of	social	relations	or	hierarchies;	their	
rebellion	has	won	them	nothing	but	a	day.	As	Fer-
ris	tells	us,	next	time	it	will	just	be	more	difficult	
to	skip	school.	

This	same	phenomenon	is	as	easily	observed	with-
in	politics;	despite	the	best	efforts	of	many,	no	one	
would	be	able	to	truly	understand	the	complexi-
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ties	which	lie	within	the	political	sphere.	In	addi-
tion,	the	symbolic	order	(laws,	conventions,	rules)	
is	 not	 concrete	 insofar	 that	 the	 motivations	 of	
each	individual	political	subject	can	alter	this	ap-
parent	order.	Imagine	trying	to	come	to	the	opti-
mal	move	in	a	game	of	chess,	when	one	player	can	
change	how	a	piece	moves.	Yet	despite	this,	there	
are	patterns	within	the	political	systems	we	study	
and	 we	 can	make	 broad	 predictions	 about	 how	
those	systems	will	develop	over	time.	The	static	el-
ement,	a	pattern	or	commonality	at	a	given	time	is	
not	particularly	noteworthy	as	an	object	of	exam-
ination,	the	interest	lies	in	the	dynamic	element:	
change.	For	individuals,	it	is	the	central	tenant	of	
politics;	it	manifests	as	change	in	the	conditions	in	
which	we	live.	As	aforementioned,	it	is	also	a	force	
which	we	command,	we	are	subjects	paradoxical-
ly	bound	by	the	political	order,	despite	being	the	
ones	who	in	some	sense	shape	it.	

It	 is	 important	 that	 we	 use	 this	 influence	 effec-
tively,	making	a	real	difference	(causing	relational	
and	thus	structural	change),	in	contrast	to	Ferris’	
pseudo-rebellion.	 How,	 then,	 do	 we	 as	 political	
animals	use	our	social	power	in	a	manner	which	
causes	significant	positive	social	change?	The	an-
swer	comes	in	two	parts,	which	jointly	outline	the	
same	properties	which	 are	held	by	 the	dialectic.	
The	first	is	movement:	we	must	remain	political-
ly	active	such	that	we	can	achieve	change,	always	
remembering	that	whilst	we	are	shaped	by	a	sym-
bolic	order,	we	are	also	its	constituents.	

Secondly,	direction,	though	we	may	not	be	able	to	
divine	the	complete	set	of	political	facts,	we	must	
sufficiently	understand	politics	such	that	our	po-
litical	action	can	be	meaningful	in	bringing	about	
change.	When	 compounded,	 we	 get	 that	 which	
the	material	dialectic	gestures	towards:	broad	pos-
itive	movement	without	 the	 need	 to	 understand	
the	frankly	indomitable	totality	of	political	infor-
mation.	

“The	main	thing	is	to	get	rid	of	pessimism	because	
pessimism	 is	 a	 weapon	 used	 deliberately	 by	 the	
right	to	frighten	people	off	from	attempting	any-
thing	[...]	That	is	designed	to	drive	people	into	in-
activity.”	These	words	were	uttered	by	Tony	Benn,

a	titan	of	the	labour	movement,	who	above	all	else	
remained	defiantly	active	 in	fighting	for	what	he	
believed	was	right.	He	recognised	the	ubiquitous	
struggle	of	the	working	class	and	knew	that	it	was	
a	fight	that	could	be	won.	Dennis	Skinner,	another	
who	devoted	his	life	to	politics,	echoed	this	senti-
ment.	He	knew	that	the	force	of	the	labour	move-
ment	was	inexorable,	his	words	are	a	striking	and	
less	 theoretical	 implementation	 of	 the	 dialectic:	
“the	advance	of	socialism	can’t	be	stopped	[...]	the	
march	will	go	on”.	

Benn	was	right.	The	spread	of	political	apathy	has	
plagued	our	 country’s	politics	 and	will	 continue	
to	 do	 so	 until	 vitality	 amongst	 the	 electorate	 is	
restored.	We’ve	seen	declining	election	turnouts,	
less	political	engagement	and	the	convergence	of	
parties’	 policy,	 resulting	 in	 the	 apoliticisation	 of	
our	 democracy.	Where	 apathy	 has	 anaesthetised	
elements	of	democracy,	it	has	only	revived	politi-
cal	actors	that	market	themselves	as	being	outside	
of	the	political	elite.	The	view	that	politicians	are	
“all	the	same,”	leaves	a	void	which	can	be	filled	by	
a	 seemingly	 non-establishment	 actor:	 the	 popu-
list.	They	offer	passion,	the	chance	to	feel	listened	
to	 and	 represented,	 a	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	 cold	
reality	of	complex,	bureaucratic	political	manage-
ment.	Can	we	be	 surprised	 that	 those	who	have	
seen	stagnating,	or	declining	living	standards	for	
forty	years	find	the	prospect	of	change	appealing?	

To	quell	 the	surge	of	populism,	we	must	oppose	
it	 on	 its	 own	 ground;	 the	 irony	 of	 populism	 is	
that	the	change	it	offers	is	immaterial,	its	value	is	
just	a	 transcendental	property	of	 the	conception	
of	change	itself.	This	thread	runs	throughout	the	
modus operandi of	 populist	 politics,	 particularly	
through	the	us versus them	strategy.	Invariably,	the 
‘them’	 used	 is	nothing	more	 than	a	pseudo-con-
crete	 figure,	 which	 could	 be	 replaced	 by	 anoth-
er	figure	 so	 long	 that	negative	properties	 can	be	
falsely	ascribed	 to	 them.	The	key	here	being	 the	
pseudoconcreteness	 of	 the	 figure	 means	 that	 it	
can	embody	almost	any	property	(even	if	they	are	
contradictory.)	Take	the	figure	of	“the	immigrant,”	
they	 are	 simultaneously	 lazy	 and	 jobstealers,	 se-
cretive	yet	seen	too	often	and	so	on.	So,	the	onus	
is	upon	us	to	offer	real,	concrete,	change;	if	we	can
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provide	 a	 programme	 that	 people	 genuinely	 be-
lieve	will	provide	movement towards	a	better	fu-
ture,	then	the	shadow	puppets	used	by	populists	
will	be	dispelled.	

But	 as	 remarked,	 this	movement	must	 also	have	
direction.	The	perception	of	 activity	 is	not	 often	
aligned	 with	 performing	 meaningful	 action.	 In	
Franz	Kafka’s	 ‘The Metamorphosis’	we	 find	 such	
a	 brilliant	 explanation	 of	 the	 importance	 in	 dif-
ferentiating	 between	 real	 activity	 and	 this	 pseu-
do-activity	(directionless	actions,	 those	which	do	
not	result	in	movement).	

Gregor’s	mother	proclaims	that	she	is	upset	by	the	
fact	that,	“he	never	goes	out	at	night,”	even	though	
that	is	what	is	expected	from	such	a	model	worker	
like	Gregor.	Whilst	going	out	at	night	would	be	far	
from	a	heinous	crime,	it	would	be	an	act	against	
the	symbolic	order	of	his	life,	yet	it	would	encour-
age	no	serious	change:	it	would	be	pseudo-activi-
ty.	The	mother’s	distress	is	from	Gregor’s	positive 
action	of	 doing	nothing	 at	 all;	 he	 is	 committing	
an	act	much	more	violent	against	the	symbolic	or-
der,	as	Zizek	tells	us,	“The	most	radical	thing	is	to	
do	nothing.”	He	 is	not,	as	 those	 in	power	would	
like,	masking	the	stagnation	of	social	change	with	
meaningless	 pseudo-activity	 to	 convince	 them-
selves	the	world	is	getting better.	Breaking	through	
this	visage	is	the	first	step	to	authentic	activity.	

In	 fighting	 for	 change	 the	 key	 is	 to	 ensure	 au-
thenticity	 within	 our	 actions.	 Navigating	 in	 a	
way	 such	 that	we	 can	 avoid	 falling	 into	 the	 trap	
of	pseudo-activity	will	allow	for	radical	change	to	
be	undertaken.	Fortunately,	as	pseudo-activity	 is	
only	 so	 prominent	 due	 to	 the	 powerful	 urge	 for	
people	 to	 participate,	 insofar	 as	 we	 can	 provide	
a	path	 for	 those	who	want	 to	make	a	difference,	
then	real	change	can	occur	rapidly.	The	problem,	
however,	 is	 the	 deeply	 rooted	 structures	 which	
only	 exacerbate	 the	 problem:	 even	within	 leftist	
groups.	Marx	himself	noted	that	many	of	the	peo-
ple	around	him	‘do	nothing	themselves	[and]	try	
to	prevent	anything	happening	at	all	except	chat-
ter.’	Thus,	there	must	be	a	cultural	transformation	
within	these	leftist	circles	such	that	we	can	again	
create	real	change.	There	must	be	critical	discus-

sion	about	the	ways	in	which	we	are	politically	ac-
tive.	

We	must	enter	a	period	of	reflection,	not	just	as	a	
Labour	party,	but	as	a	society.	The	twentieth	cen-
tury	was	characterised	by	change,	perhaps	now	it	
is	 time	 to	plan	before	we	practise.	Let	us	 return	
to	the	very	beginning	of	this	article,	the	world	is	
too	complex	by	nature	for	us	to	ever	understand	it	
fully.	How	then,	can	the	rough	evaluations	of	this	
complexity,	made	a	century	ago,	still	be	meaning-
ful	outlines	of	the	world	in	which	we	live	today?	
They	 cannot,	 so	 it	 is	 foolhardy	 to	 still	 use	 them	
as	 the	 foundations	of	our	beliefs,	 and	ultimately	
the	 direction	 of	 our	movement	 today.	 One	 great	
example	 is	 the	prominence	of	discussions	of	 the 
means of production	in	the	context	of	capitalism,	
particularly	as	an	indicator	of	class.	Any	empirical	
observation,	which	Marx	implored,	would	quick-
ly	reveal	that	rents	play	a	much	larger	role,	whilst	
many	workers	have	ownership	over	some	means	
of	production	(or	at	least	have	the	potential	to).	

As	 such,	we	must	 reinterpret	 the	world	 in	order	
to	meaningfully	change	it.	The	work	of	our	prede-
cessors	has	given	us	the	framework	through	which	
we	can	 study	 the	world	 effectively,	but	 it	 is	only	
through	 the	 consideration	of	 our	present	 condi-
tions	that	they	can	be	changed.	The	task	at	hand	is	
thought,	lest	we	remain	pseudo-active.

Callum Webb is a first year PPEist at Balliol Col-
lege.
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How to Pay for a La-
bour Government
James Melia
Britain	is	broken.

Inflation	is	soaring,	energy	bills	are	skyrocketing,	
but	wages	are	lower	than	they	were	a	decade	ago.	
We	 live	 in	 a	 country	where	millions	 of	 children	
living	 in	poverty	has	been	normalised,	and	pen-
sioners	will	have	to	turn	to	‘warm	banks’	to	stave	
off	the	cold.

The	NHS	is	collapsing.	A	record	6.6	million	people	
are	waiting	for	NHS	treatment.	Patients	are	being	
left	to	suffer	for	hours	in	the	back	of	ambulances	
waiting	outside	A&E.	The	dental	care	system	has	
disintegrated	 into	 a	 privatised	 mess,	 with	 most	
new	patients	unable	to	access	NHS	dental	care.

And	crime	is	soaring,	yet	arrest	rates	are	down	by	
50%.	Tory	budget	cuts	mean	that	violent	criminals	
go	unpunished,	whilst	police	officers	spend	more	
and	more	time	on	paperwork	and	bureaucracy.

All	the	while,	the	world	is	burning.	Heatwaves	and	
droughts	are	with	us	 to	 stay.	We	must	move	 im-
mediately	to	reach	net	zero	if	we	are	to	limit	the	
catastrophic	damage	of	climate	change.	

These	 concurrent	 crises	 require	 an	 urgent	 re-
sponse.	We	must	freeze	energy	bills,	insulate	mil-
lions	 of	 homes,	 and	 increase	 benefits	 payments.	
We	 need	 to	 rebuild	 the	 NHS,	 kickstart	 a	 green	
industrial	revolution	and	recruit	thousands	more	
police	officers.

But	all	this	will	cost	a	lot	of	money.	

So	how	will	a	Labour	government	pay	for	the	ex	
pensive	changes	that	we	need	to	see?	The	answer	
is	plain	and	simple:	the	next	Labour	Government	

will	 have	 to	borrow	more	money.	We	 cannot	be	
held	back	by	frivolous	concerns	over	the	national	
debt.

In	 the	wake	of	World	War	Two,	Clement	Atlee’s	
Labour	government	did	not	panic	about	the	enor-
mous	 war	 debt.	 Instead,	 they	 created	 the	 NHS,	
constructed	millions	of	council	houses	and	built	
the	welfare	state.	In	the	US,	after	the	great	depres-
sion,	 rising	 deficits	 did	 not	 stop	Roosevelt	 from	
investing	 in	 infrastructure,	 founding	 Social	 Se-
curity,	and	creating	millions	of	government	jobs.	
When	 the	 Covid	 crisis	 hit,	 the	 chancellor	 Rishi	
Sunak’s	 furlough	scheme	spent	billions	national-
ising	the	payroll	with	no	concern	for	the	national	
debt.

In	response	to	covid,	even	the	Tories	had	to	con-
cede	that	the	debt	was	no	concern,	spending	over	
£400bn	on	saving	the	economy	from	the	pandem-
ic.	But	now	that	the	pandemic	is	over,	the	deficit	
scaremongering	has	returned.	Sunak	has	hiked	to	
taxes	to	their	highest	rate	in	70	years	in	order	to	
‘pay	down	the	debt.’	

However,	we	should	not	be	worried	about	the	na-
tional	debt.	As	a	nation	with	our	own	sovereign	
currency,	 the	 government	will	 always	 be	 able	 to	
finance	 its	 spending.	Whenever	 the	 government	
wants	to	spend	more	money,	the	Bank	of	England	
simply	adds	a	 few	billion	pounds	 to	 the	govern-
ment’s	electronic	bank	account.	The	government	
can	literally	never	run	out	of	money.	It	is	insane	to	
worry	about	the	level	of	our	national	debt	because	
the	government	will	always	be	able	to	make	inter-
est	payments.

Yet	this	does	not	mean	that	government	spending
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has	no	limits.	Although	we	should	not	worry	about	
debt	or	deficits,	we	should	be	worried	about	infla-
tion.	Government	spending	does	not	always	cause	
inflation.	However,	when	we	 begin	 to	 reach	 full	
employment,	government	spending	will	begin	to	
drive	inflation.	This	 is	because,	 instead	of	bring-
ing	unemployed	 resources	 into	use,	 government	
spending	will	be	bidding	up	the	price	of	already	
employed	resources.	So,	when	the	government	is	
deciding	to	spend	money,	it	should	not	be

concerned	about	the	national	debt,	but	instead	it	
should	 be	 thinking	 about	whether	 the	 spending	
will	contribute	to	inflation.

‘But	inflation	is	at	10%’	I	hear	you	cry.	‘Surely	the	
government	should	cut	spending	to	reduce	infla-
tion.’

Wrong.

The	 current	 inflation	 is	not	being	 caused	by	 ex-
cessive	 government	 spending.	 It	 is	 being	 caused	
by	the	huge	increases	in	energy	price.	So,	there	is	
room	in	the	economy	for	more	government	spend-
ing	without	causing	further	inflationary	pressures.	

All	 the	 evidence	 shows	 that	 the	UK	 economy	 is	
lacking	 in	demand.	Growth	 in	 industrial	 output	
is	 sluggish	at	best.	Consumer	confidence	 is	even	
weaker	than	during	the	financial	crisis.	The	UK	is	
hurtling	headfirst	towards	a	recession.	Thus,	not	
only	is	there	room	within	the	economy	to	increase	
spending	without	further	pushing	up	inflation,	an	
increase	 in	 government	 spending	 is	 vital	 to	pre-
vent	a	horrific	recession.	

In	 fact,	 a	 well-targeted	 increase	 in	 government	
spending	would	reduce	inflation.	Action	to	bring	
down	 energy	 bills	 by	 freezing	 the	 energy	 price	
cap	 would	 reduce	 inflation	 by	 several	 percent-
age	points.	Rebuilding	 the	NHS	would	 lead	 to	a	
healthier,	 more	 productive	 workforce,	 meaning	
goods	can	be	produced	at	a	lower	cost.	Investing	
in	a	green	new	deal	would	cut	energy	bills	by	in-
sulating	homes	and	using	solar	and	wind	energy,	
which	are	significantly	cheaper	than	fossil	fuels.

Of	course,	in	some	situations,	government	spend-
ing	 will	 drive	 inflation.	 If	 the	 government	 in-
creased	benefits	payments	at	a	time	in	the	future	
when	 the	 economy	 is	 booming,	 the	 increase	 in	
consumer	 demand	would	 of	 course	 increase	 in-
flation.	 So	 how	 should	 we	 drive	 down	 demand	
in	such	a	hypothetical	situation?	We	must	tax	the	
rich.	We	must	tax	the	war-profiteering	oil	and	gas	
companies.	 We	 must	 tax	 the	 investment	 bank-
ers	 and	 hedge-fund	managers	 who	 add	 nothing	
productive	to	the	economy.	And	we	must	ask	the	
question:	why	is	there	VAT	on	energy	bills	but	not	
on	private	school	fees?	By	taxing	the	rich	resourc-
es	 will	 be	 diverted	 away	 from	 the	 construction	
of	yachts,	 luxury	apartments	and	second	homes,	
and	instead	resources	will	be	used	to	build	council	
houses	and	lift	children	out	of	poverty.

To	 solve	 the	 urgent	 crises	 that	 we	 face,	 Labour	
must	 throw	 off	 the	 shackles	 of	 economic	 ortho-
doxy.	The	next	Labour	government	must	borrow	
to	 invest	 in	our	 future.	And	when	 inflation	does	
rear	its	ugly	head	we	must	drive	inflation	down	by	
taxing	the	rich	instead	of	punishing	the	working	
and	middle	classes	with	brutal	interest	rate	hikes.

The	British	people	are	yearning	for	change.	Either	
this	desire	for	change	will	be	captured	by	Liz	Truss’	
brand	 of	 economically	 irresponsible	 tax-cutting	
extremism,	or	Labour	can	set	out	a	bold	vision	of	
borrowing	to	invest	in	a	brighter,	greener	future.

James Melia is a first year PPEist at Magdalen Col-
lege. He was OULC’s Social Secretary this term.
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Lessons From Abroad: 
How Can Labour Win?
Lucia Henwood
The	path	 to	 victory	 for	 the	 left	 often	 seems	 like	
a	narrow	one.	It	is	not	only	in	the	UK	that	right-
wing	or	centre-right	parties	are	seen	as	the	natural	
parties	of	government.	In	Germany,	the	Chancel-
lor	has	been	a	member	of	the	centre-right	Chris-
tian	 Democratic	 Union	 (CDU)	 for	 over	 fifty	 of	
the	 last	 seventy-two	 years.	 In	 France,	 the	 Pres-
ident	 has	 been	 from	 the	 left	 in	 under	 twenty	 of	
the	last	sixty	years.	In	the	US,	the	electoral	system	
which	provides	equal	representation	in	the	Senate	
to	 each	 state,	 regardless	 of	 population,	 offers	 an	
in-built	 advantage	 to	Republicans	 in	 the	 legisla-
tive	branch.	In	Japan,	the	right-wing	Liberal	Dem-
ocratic	Party	has	been	 the	 largest	party	 in	every	
parliamentary	election	bar	two	since	1958.	Across	
much	of	the	world,	it	seems	to	be	an	uphill	battle	
for	the	left	to	win.

However,	 in	recent	elections,	across	Europe	and	
elsewhere,	 centre-left	 parties	 have	 seen	 a	 resur-
gence,	seemingly	reversing	the	rightward	drift	ob-
served	over	the	past	few	years.	A	few	years	ago,	the	
rise	of	the	extreme	right	and	the	decline,	or	even	
extinction,	of	the	traditional	 left	featured	heavily	
in	political	coverage;	now	there	is	talk	of	a	social	
democratic	moment	in	global	politics.	This,	com-
bined	with	polling	in	the	UK	showing	a	consistent	
Labour	lead	for	much	of	2022,	has	led	to	optimism	
about	the	chances	of	victory	for	Labour	(or	a	left-
wing	coalition)	at	the	next	general	election.

In	Germany,	 the	results	of	 the	2021	federal	elec-
tion	showed	that	reports	of	the	death	of	the	Social	
Democratic	 Party	 (SPD)	 had	 been	 greatly	 exag-
gerated.	In	2017,	when	the	SPD	won	just	over	20%	
of	the	vote,	lagging	12%	behind	the	largest	party,	
the	CDU/CSU,	before	falling	further	in	the	polls	
in	 the	years	 that	 followed,	 it	 seemed	destined	 to	

share	the	fate	of	the	French	Parti	Socialiste	(PS).	
Historically	the	main	party	of	the	left,	the	PS	went	
from	 holding	 the	 French	 presidency	 in	 2017	 to	
fading	 into	 irrelevance,	 eventually	 coming	 tenth	
with	only	1.75%	of	 the	vote	 in	the	first	round	of	
the	2022	presidential	election.

Instead,	the	SPD	in	Germany	was	the	largest	party	
in	2021,	leading	the	traffic	light	coalition	(with	the	
centrist	FDP	and	the	Greens)	which	took	power	
after	months	of	negotiations	in	November.	Their	
victory	was	partly	down	to	the	quiet	popularity	of	
their	candidate	for	Chancellor	Olaf	Scholz,	whose	
personal	approval	ratings	were	consistently	higher	
than	his	party’s.	His	experience	as	Vice	Chancellor	
and	moderate	style	made	him	appear	the	natural	
heir	to	Angela	Merkel.	The	CDU/CSU	meanwhile	
never	managed	to	fill	the	void	left	by	Merkel’s	de-
parture	 with	 her	 successor,	 Armin	 Laschet,	 un-
popular	even	within	his	own	party.	He	also	made	
a	series	of	high-profile	blunders,	dismissing	calls	
for	a	stronger	response	to	the	climate	emergency,	
after	flooding	in	his	own	district	killed	over	a	hun-
dred	people	in	the	summer	of	2021,	by	saying	‘you	
don’t	change	policies	because	of	one	day	like	this.’	
At	an	event	a	few	days	later,	he	was	pictured	laugh-
ing	while	the	president	gave	a	speech	in	response	
to	the	floods.	In	the	end,	Laschet	claimed	person-
al	responsibility	when	the	election	that	September	
ended	sixteen	years	of	CDU-led	government.

For	much	of	this	year,	analysts	predicted	Republi-
can	gains	in	the	2022	midterm	elections	in	the	US,	
possibly	 leading	Democrats	 to	 lose	 both	 houses	
of		Congress	which	they	currently	hold	by	narrow	
margins.	 Biden’s	 record-breaking	 unpopularity,	
a	polarised	and	highly	partisan	political	climate,	
and	 the	 beginnings	 of	 an	 economic	 crisis,	 com-
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bined	with	the	tendency	of	the	electorate	to	pun-
ish	 the	 president’s	 party	 in	 the	midterms	 led	 to	
predictions	of	dire	results	for	the	Democratic	Par-
ty.	Now,	however,	enthusiasm	is	growing	among	
the	left	about	the	Party’s	prospects	in	November.	
FiveThirtyEight,	the	news	site	and	polling	aggre-
gator,	recently	gave	the	Democrats	a	30%	chance	
of	holding	the	House	compared	to	13%	in	June;	
it	also	puts	the	Democrats	as	favourites	to	have	a	
Senate	majority.	Matthew	 Yglesias,	 an	 American	
political	 commentator,	 attributes	 the	Democrats’	
changing	 fortunes	 to	 the	 growing	 radicalism	 of	
the	Republican	Party.	 In	 the	past,	midterm	 loss-
es	for	the	president’s	party	have	been	driven	by	‘a	
sense	of	 backlash	 to	policy	overreach’,	 yet	 at	 the	
moment,	conservatives,	by	questioning	the	results	
of	the	2020	presidential	election	and	overturning	
Roe	vs	Wade,	are	seen	as	departing	more	radically	
from	political	convention	and	consensus.	Success	
in	the	midterms	may	depend	more	on	the	Dem-
ocrats	seeming	the	more	reasonable	of	two	alter-
natives	than	on	any	positive	actions	of	their	own.

Not	only	are	there	examples	of	traditional	parties	
of	the	centre-left	seeing	a	resurgence	but	in	some	
countries	new	parties	have	emerged.	In	Slovenia,	
parliamentary	 elections	 in	 April	 2022	were	won	
by	 a	 party,	 the	 Freedom	Movement,	 which	 had	
not	existed	at	the	last	election.	Led	by	a	political	
outsider,	Robert	Golob,	who	campaigned	on	his	
environmental	record	in	business,	 it	proved	suc-
cessful	at	mobilising	voters	especially	among	the	
young,	 increasing	 turnout	 by	 18%	 compared	 to	
the	 previous	 election.	While	 its	 ambitious	 envi-
ronmentalist	 platform	 played	 a	 role,	 Golob	 also	
described	the	election	as	a	‘referendum	on	democ-
racy’,	tapping	into	protests	against	the	government	
of	Janez	Jansa,	a	populist	ally	of	Donald	Trump’s.	
Voters	 rejected	 the	government’s	 corruption	and	
attempts	to	interfere	with	the	judiciary	and	public	
media	as	much	as	they	embraced	the	liberalism	of	
the	Freedom	Movement.

The	 very	 different	 paths	 to	 victory	 of	 left-wing	
politicians	across	the	world	shows	that	no	single	
politicians	across	the	world	shows	that	no	single	
blueprint	for	electoral	success	can	be	drawn	from	
past	experiences.	A	lot	of	the	gains	made	by	the	left

in	other	countries	are	due	to	contingent	circum-
stances	 and	 Labour	 cannot	 build	 an	 electoral	
strategy	around	the	right	picking	unpopular	bat-
tles,	as	in	the	US,	or	uncharismatic	leaders,	as	in	
Germany	 (although	 both	 look	 promising	 in	 the	
UK	at	the	moment!)	Especially	as	a	party	in	oppo-
sition,	Labour	cannot	control	much	of	what	will	
determine	the	result	of	the	next	general	election:	
the	personal	popularity	of	Liz	Truss	and	her	cab-
inet,	the	success	of	government	policy	in	tackling	
inflation	 and	 the	 cost-of-living	 crisis,	 the	 global	
economic	situation	over	the	next	few	years.

However,	this	does	not	mean	that	the	successes	of	
other	left-wing	parties	offer	no	lessons	for	the	La-
bour	Party.	Both	 the	unpopularity	 of	 right-wing	
opponents	 like	 Donald	 Trump,	 Armin	 Laschet	
and	 Janez	 Jansa	 and	 the	 popularity	 of	 left-wing	
candidates	were	necessary	for	recent	left-wing	suc-
cesses.	Candidates	like	Olaf	Scholz	and	Joe	Biden	
won	in	part	because	they	were	seen	as	moderate,	
trustworthy,	 and	 experienced.	 This	 made	 them	
effective	 alternatives	 to	 opponents	 who	 seemed	
incompetent,	 corrupt	 or	 extreme;	 voters	 disillu-
sioned	with	the	right	had	somewhere	to	turn.

Another	 lesson	 from	recent	political	 events	 is	 to	
have	 a	 programme	worth	winning	 for.	Not	 only	
can	 an	 ambitious	 platform	be	 the	 key	 to	 a	win-
ning	political	campaign,	even	for	untested	candi-
dates,	as	events	in	Slovenia	showed,	but	political	
winds	can	change	quickly.	 In	Sweden,	 the	Social	
Democrats	 conceded	power	on	September	14th,	
yet	 the	Party’s	 legacy	will	 survive	 its	 time	 in	of-
fice,	as	architects	of	Sweden’s	robust	welfare	state	
and	as	instigators	of	a	number	of	progressive	in-
itiatives,	 including	 generous	 paid	 parental	 leave	
and	support	for	female	participation	in	the	public	
sector	workforce.	Similarly,	in	the	US,	regardless	
of	 what	 happens	 in	 November,	 the	 Democratic	
Party	can	claim	a	number	of	achievements	 from	
its	time	in	control	of	Congress,	from	student	debt	
relief	to	driving	bipartisan	gun	control	reform	to	
the	package	of	environmental	policies	included	in	
the	 Inflation	Reduction	Act.	The	Labour	 leader-
ship	can	learn	from	this	too.	It	needs	to	prepare	a	
programme	for	government,	not	because	electoral	
success	is	certain,	but	because	it	is	often	fleeting.	
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When	it	comes,	the	Party	needs	to	be	ready	to	use	
it	well.

Lucia Henwood is a first year History and Econom-
ics student at Pembroke College.
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Ending Trade with 
Authoritarians
Johannes Hækkerup
Crises	 shine	 an	 inescapable	 light	 on	 nations’	
worst	 flaws	 and	 reflecting	 on	 the	 Russian	 inva-
sion	 of	 Ukraine,	 democracies	 across	 the	 world	
must	acknowledge	and	remedy	the	conse-quenc-
es	 of	 a	 broken	 international	 trade	 system	which	
has	 strengthened	autocracies	 and	paved	 the	way	
for	 their	 ascending	 power.	 The	 energy	 policy	 of	
Europe	 is	 a	 disturbing	 lesson.	 Even	 as	 Europe’s	
populations	 and	 politicians	mobilize	 to	 support	
Ukraine,	it	finds	its	hands	tied	as	it	fuels	the	Rus-
sian	war	machine’s	onslaught	against	the	Ukrain-
ian	people,	unable	to	decouple	from	Russian	gas	
and	 oil	 because	 of	 a	 dependency	 built	 through	
decades	of	uncritical	and	un-restrained	trade.

All	trade	is	politics.	

Treating	it	as	an	apolitical	economic	force	of	inter-
national	markets	 has	 brought	 democ-racies	 into	
this	 bind.	 To	 solve	 it,	 democracies	must	 decou-
ple	from	autocracies,	and	instead	build	closer	ties	
with	each	other.	It	will	be	an	initially	painful	pro-
cess,	but	will	result	in	greater	unity,	potential	for	
prosperous	domestic	industries	and	a	democratic	
world	finally	possessing	the	means	to	oppose	au-
thoritarian	expansionism.	

THE SHORT END OF THE STICK

The	central	issue	of	trading	with	authoritarians	is	
that	 it	 limits	 the	 arsenal	 of	 op-tions	 available	 to	
democracies	 in	 response	 to	 authoritarian	 trans-
gression,	 because	 any	 sanction	 or	 response	 will	
hurt	 the	democracies	 themselves	 just	 as	much	 if	
not	more.	Authoritarian	China	poses	the	greatest	
threat	as	democracies	are	strategically	dependent	
on	it.	The	EU	estimates	over	52%	of	its	strategical-
ly	sensitive	imports	are	from	China,	including	an	

overwhelming	98%	of	rare	earth	metals	(3).	In	a	
potential	confrontation	with	China,	whether	over	
the	 sovereignty	 of	Taiwan	 or	 elsewhere,	 democ-
racies	will	be	hard	pressed	to	mount	an	effective	
response.	 Only	 by	 securing	 strategic	 autonomy	
can	democracies	draw	the	firm	line	fundamental	
to	opposing	authoritarians.

All	 competitive	 international	 trade	 bears	 a	 fun-
damental	cost,	the	rippling	effects	of	the	cycle	of	
outsourcing.	As	jobs,	usually	in	the	industrial	sec-
tor	but	increasingly	in	services	are	shifted	abroad,	
affected	workers	are	often	left	in	long-term	unem-
ployment	as	 local	 commu	nities	 lack	proper	op-
portunities	to	compensate.	The	“Rust	Belt”	of	the	
US,	 the	 decayed	 industrial	 heartland	 of	 the	 UK	
and	 the	desolate	 towns	of	North-Eastern	France	
are	all	chapters	of	the	same	sad	story.	The	last	dec-
ade	 has	 shown	 the	 political	 consequences,	 with	
populist	 and	 anti-demo-cratic	 movements	 gain-
ing	strength	in	the	communities	left	behind.

However,	when	trade	is	truly	free,	this	cost	is	com-
pensated	 by	 increased	 efficiency,	 spe-cialization,	
and	lower	prices.	The	European	single	market,	the	
biggest	fair	free	trade	agreement	between	democ-
racies,	 is	 estimated	 to	have	 generated	 an	8	 -	 9%	
increase	in	EU	GDP	per	capita	since	its	inception	
(4).

The	other	main	problem	of	trade	with	authoritar-
ian	states	is	that	it	fosters	a	race	to	the	bottom	in	
working	 conditions	 and	 trade	 manipulation,	 as	
they	 wield	 asymmetric	 pro-tectionism	 to	 create	
an	unfair	playing	field.	China	is	subsidising	its	in-
dustries	 to	directly	out-compete	 their	democrat-
ic	counterparts	and	insource	their	jobs.	This	will	
continue,	as	author	itarian	economies	suffer	from	
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a	fundamental	lack	of	transparency	and	high	lev-
els	of	state	inter-vention.	By	trading	with	author-
itarian	 states	 in	 an	 unfair	 trade	 system,	 democ-
racies	are	pay-ing	the	costs	of	 free	 trade	without	
receiving	the	benefits.

The	 EU	 -	 China	 investment	 agreement,	 its	 fate	
currently	 in	 the	 balance,	 epitomises	 this	 conun-
drum.	While	it	would	legally	close	many	loopholes	
and	increase	transparency,	it	would	facilitate	out-
sourcing	and	 thus	 increase	 strategic	dependence	
on	China.	Additionally,	the	core	problem	remains,	
that	China’s	untransparent,	 authoritarian	 system	
cannot	be	trusted	to	en-force	the	rules,	preventing	
conditions	for	fair	trade.

The	 belief	 in	 the	 democratising	 power	 of	 free	
trade	has	proven	ruggedly	misguided.	China	has	
only	turned	more	authoritarian	since	joining	the	
WTO	in	2001,	creating	a	repressive,	undemocrat-
ic	political	system	which	harnesses	the	powers	of	
international	trade	by	insourcing	industries	from	
democracies.	The	result:	an	authoritarian	super-
power	with	the	means	to	chal-lenge	the	democrat-
ic	 order,	 not	 the	 democratized	 and	 cooperative	
state	hoped	for.	

HOW TO STOP THE DEPENDENCY

What	has	been	done	is	unfortunately	disappoint-
ing.	 The	 EU	 Chips	 Act	 and	 President	 Biden’s	
CHIPS	 Act,	 worth	 €43	 (5)	 and	 $52	 (6)	 billions	
of	 investments	respectively,	 intend	to	bolster	do-
mestic	 production	 of	 microchips	 and	 semicon-
ductors	to	wean	the	EU	and	the	USA	off	Chinese	
supplies.	They	are	steps	in	the	right	direction,	but	
a	tiny	fragment	of	a	much	larger	mosaic	of	com-
pletely	outsourced	crucial	industries.	The	US	ban	
on	goods	produced	in	Xinjiang	which	came	into	
effect	 in	 June	 this	year	 is	an	acknowledgment	of	
how	America’s	trade	provides	China	resources	to	
oppress	 Uyghur	 communities,	 but	 it	 is	 a	 token	
gesture.	The	effect	of	the	ban	is	negligible	as	only	
about	 0.65%	 of	 Chinese	 exports	 originate	 from	
Xinjiang	(7).	

Tackling	 the	 root	 causes	of	dependence	 requires	
breaking	the	outsourcing	cycle	driven	by	the	prin-

cipal	agents	of	globalization	and	 trade:	 the	mul-
tinational	 corporations	 capable	 of	 outsourcing	
production.	Minimizing	 the	 costs	 of	 inputs	 is	 a	
fundamental	 strategy	 for	corpora-tions	 to	secure	
profit	and	competitiveness	and	global	workforces	
providing	an	ideal	source	of	cheap	labor.	Produc-
tion	has	been,	at	least	on	paper,	straightforwardly	
cheaper	in	the	develop-ing	world,	as	their	econo-
mies	have	lacked	the	worker	protections	and	high	
wages	 of	 industrial	 democracies.	 Authoritarian	
states’	asymmetric	protectionism	coercively	mul-
tiplies	 the	 incen-tives	 for	 relocation.	This	highly	
effective	and	dangerous	cocktail	of	coercion	and	
incentive	has	brought	western	dependence	 to	 its	
current	levels.

The	 first	 step	 is	 for	 the	west	 to	 end	unfair	 ‘free’	
trade	 with	 authoritarian	 states.	 De-mocracies	
must	 jointly	 erect	 trade	barriers	 against	 authori-
tarian	economies	to	minimize	de-pendence,	as	it	
protects	 their	 industries	 and	 incentivizes	 indus-
tries	 to	 return.	 This	 does	 run	 the	 risk	 of	 snap-
ping	the	spine	of	the	WTO,	as	targeted	large-scale	
protectionism	 is	 antithesis	 to	 its	 very	 purpose.	
Democracies	must	ask	themselves	 if	 this	 is	not	a	
necessary	price	to	pay	to	reap	the	rewards	of	stra-
tegic	autonomy.	We	need	to	move	away	from	the	
assumption	that	free	trade	with	all	states	is	inher-
ently	advantageous	and	instead	consider	whether	
any	dependence	on	authoritarian	states	is	accept-
able.

Either	the	WTO	must	reform	itself	 to	reflect	 the	
lessons	 learnt	 from	decades	of	unfair	 trade,	or	 it	
will	perish.

Secondly,	democracies	can	adopt	direct	econom-
ic	incentives	such	as	tax	breaks	and	sub-sidies	to	
assist	 relocating	 industries.	 Equally	 importantly,	
governments	must	proactively	con	tend	that	out-
sourcing	 to	 authoritarian	 regimes	 is	 detrimental	
to	 businesses	 themselves	 in	 the	 long-term.	 Pro-
ducing	 in	 economic	 systems	 without	 property	
rights	is	inherently	risky,	with	Russia’s	current	na-
tionalization	 of	 international	 companies	 serving	
as	a	prime	example.

Nevertheless,	 as	 the	 line	 between	 strictly	 dem-
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ocratic	 and	 authoritarian	 states	 is	 unclear,	 a	
mixed-policy	is	sometimes	needed.	For	powerful	
hybrid-democracies	 like	 Turkey,	 trade	 and	 de-
pendence	 should	 be	 lower	 than	with	 fully	 dem-
ocratic	 states.	 If	 the	 level	 of	 democracy	 changes	
the	response	should	be	a	gradual	reconfiguration	
of	 trade	to	match	the	new	reality.	The	long-term	
goal	should	be	for	the	west	to	have	no	economic	
dependence	 on	 any	 full	 authoritarian	 state.	 The	
greatest	 current	 threats	 facing	 the	 west,	 name-
ly	China	 and	Russia,	must	 be	 the	 priority	 cases	
where	the	west	ends	its	trade	dependence.	Mean-
while,	dependence	on	strategic	allies	such	as	Sau-
di	Arabia	should	only	eventually	be	phased	out	as	
democracies	 currently	 lack	 the	 capacities	 to	 de-
couple	all	at	once.

Democracies	must	 build	 a	 coalition	 of	 the	 will-
ing	to	create	conditions	for	fair	coopera-tive	rela-
tions,	likely	resulting	in	a	smaller	yet	more	unified	
democratic	alliance	capable	of	 re-sisting	 the	 tide	
of	authoritarianism.	Decoupling	from	authoritar-
ian	states	and	preventing	the	cycle	of	outsourcing	
will	be	costly,	politically	fraught	and	increase	po-
litical	and	geopolitical	tensions	across	the	world,	
but	the	alternative	is	far	worse.	Democracies	must	
not	submit	to	an	unfair	system	which	undermines	
their	communities	and	surrenders	their	ability	to	
meaning-fully	 challenge	 authoritarianism.	 They	
must	minimize	trade	with	authoritarian	states	to	
cre-ate	a	more	hopeful,	more	democratic	future.

Johannes Hækkerup is a third year PPEist at 
Queen’s College.
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