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Introduction

Rich in the First Place



A million or two of workingmen’s votes for a bona fide workingmen’s party is worth infinitely more than a hundred thousand votes for a doctrinally perfect platform.

Freidrich Engels, 1886.1





The difference between the intellectuals and the trade unions is this: You have no responsibility. You can fly off at a tangent as the wind takes you. We, however, must be consistent and we have a great amount of responsibility.

Ernest Bevin to G.D.H. Cole, 1935.2





Can’t you see that the problem is you? That politics has nothing to do with being right, that politics is about succeeding…You can wear a T-shirt with the hammer and sickle. You can even carry a huge flag and then go back home with your flag, all while the enemy laughs at you. Because the people, the workers, they prefer the enemy to you.

Pablo Iglesias, founded of Podemeos, 2015.




Around the world, right-wing populists are on the rampage. All too often, voters who traditionally supported the Left fuel their success. In the United States, the 2016 Presidential Election witnessed large levels of white working-class support for the billionaire TV personality Donald Trump. In Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu and the Likud Party alienate many of the original Ashkenazi secular elite, and instead owe their support largely to poorer Mizrahi Israelis and recently arrived immigrants from the former Soviet Union. In Russia and Turkey, reactionary, authoritarian demagogues owe their power to the poor and the poorly educated, while relatively prosperous metropolitan liberals are excluded from government. Understanding this phenomenon is central to the politics of our age: why has the recent crisis of capitalism benefitted not the Left, but the nationalist Right?

Back in 1975, in The Coming of the Postindustrial Society, the academic Daniel Bell predicted an increasingly radical middle class and an ever more conservative working class.3 As deindustrialisation proceeded, argued Bell, traditional economic divisions would decrease in relevance, and social and cultural issues would come to the forefront. While the United Kingdom is some way behind the United States in this process, the same phenomenon is now taking place.

According to Ipsos MORI, the 2017 General Election was simultaneously Labour’s best performance among the top three ABC1 social groups, and the Conservatives’ best score among C2DEs since 1979, with the two parties improving on their 2015 results among these groups by 12 per cent. Labour gained most ground in seats with the largest concentrations of middle-class professionals and the rich. The Tories, by contrast, made their largest gains in the poorest seats of England and Wales; despite presiding over austerity economics, the increase in the Conservative vote on 2015 was largest in seats where average incomes had fallen most over the past 5 years.4

Labour lost Walsall North for the first time since 1976 – the Labour majority there in 1997 was 29.9 per cent. The Conservatives won Mansfield for the first time since its creation in 1885 – back in 1997, the Labour majority was 43.4 per cent. The Tories also gained Middlesbrough South and East Cleveland, and Labour lost East Derbyshire for the first time since 1935.

This trend was also reflected in the education levels of different voters. According to YouGov, 55 per cent of people with GCSEs as their highest qualification voted Conservative, and only 33 per cent for Labour. For those with A Levels the split was more even: 45 per cent for the Tories and 40 per cent for Labour. However, for those with undergraduate degrees and above, fully 49 per cent voted Labour, and only 32 per cent for the Tories.5

It is a similar story with newspaper readership. As might be expected, 79 per cent of Daily Telegraph readers voted Tory, but The Times was the only other broadsheet whose readership substantially backed the Conservatives (58 per cent to Labour’s 24 per cent). Surprisingly, the readership of the Financial Times was evenly split, with 40 per cent voting Tory and 39 per cent Labour. In contrast, all of the tabloids apart from the Mirror, from the Daily Express (77 per cent) to The Sun (59 per cent) had a readership that was overwhelmingly Conservative.6

None of this is necessarily bad for the Labour Party. The party won 40 per cent of the vote in 2017, its highest percentage since Tony Blair’s early years. If Labour can win a Parliamentary majority, it doesn’t necessarily matter where the votes come from. Nor is there anything new about apparently altruistic politics: throughout the history of the British Left, its ranks have always been swelled by allies acting selflessly; the women’s movement had male allies, anti-racist groups had white allies, and gay rights groups had straight allies.

Yet the great radical movements of the twentieth century – from the trade unions and the Labour Party, women’s rights activists and feminists, to people of colour and gay people – were always dominated by those who needed to change their own lives. Traditionally, people got involved in radical political movements mostly because they had to, to improve their own lives and communities. Now, very often, left-wing activists are there through choice, sometimes to campaign for abstract issues that don’t affect them or anyone they know. The effect of this is that the British Left, once a great mass movement of millions of people and reflective of the mood of Britain, has become increasingly dominated by people motivated more by altruism than need.

In the 1986 film Platoon – directed by leading Hollywood leftie Oliver Stone – a privileged young white man drops out of college to enlist and fight in Vietnam. His poor white and black comrades ask what a rich college kid like him is doing there, and he explains that he didn’t think it was right that only poor kids should have to fight. He expects that his idealism and selflessness will be met with appreciation, but instead they respond with stunned silence and bemusement. After a pause, one of them exclaims: ‘Shit. You gotta be rich in the first place to even think like that.’ This idealistic young soldier turned out to be a prototype for a new kind of political subject, first identified by former Labour leader Neil Kinnock: the political hobbyist.

This book is not about how the loss of a fabled ‘white working class’ and a move to ‘metropolitan elites’ will spell the end for Labour. Nor is it about the apparent ‘hypocrisy’ of the relatively privileged helping out other people (an argument that is never extended to the many poor and disadvantaged people who vote Tory).

Instead, this book will highlight how recent years have seen the emergence of a type of left-wing politics that is not primarily motivated by affecting real change, and is better understood as less of a political movement and more as a form of identity or enjoyable past time. The focus of this book is not really on a particular kind of people, but more a particular way of thinking about what it means to be left-wing.

At the same time as traditional class alignments are reversing, there is a growing body of scholarship that suggests political partisanship is an important form of identity, irrespective of effect on governance or policy. Shanto Iyengar, Gurav Sood and Yphtach Lelkes claim that in the United States, even ‘race and religion are weaker forms of identity than [political] partisanship’. Another study has suggested that political partisans have a relationship with their political party or cause that is remarkably similar to that of supporters of different sports teams.7 The political scientist Eitan Hersh argues that Americans, and particularly those on the Left, have taken up ‘political hobbyism’, and being ‘left-wing’ as much as a pastime and expression of identity than as a movement for genuine social and economic change.

According to Hersh, signing petitions, online or otherwise, is a common signifier of political hobbyism. He notes that ‘individuals from richer neighborhoods are more likely than those from poorer neighborhoods to sign petitions in general’, and that further, ‘their enthusiasm for petitions appears highest when the issues are unrelated to redistribution’. Hersh explains this by arguing that signing online petitions is ‘distinctly low-stakes’:



The only formal barrier to entry is an Internet connection, and yet the policy agenda that forms is dominated by particularistic initiatives and post-materialist preferences. As a class of activists, online petitioners seem to be acting as hobbyists. It is unlikely that civic duty, the common good, or self-interest motivates them to collectively prioritize this way online. As with many other forms of online activity, this is a consumption activity.8




In the UK, a comprehensive 2013 investigation into political radicalism found that ‘education, political interest, and a sense of political efficacy’ were the most important determinants of left-wing activism, while measures such as ‘social class and housing tenure’ had much less of an effect. In the words of lead researcher Anthony Heath:



This suggests that the underlying mechanism [for determining political radicalism] is not really about economic resources but about psychological ones. Nor is there any sign of protest being a weapon of the weak. Individuals with weaker economic or psychological resources, for example less-educated or working-class individuals, show no sign of being more disposed to engage in protests or boycotts…Grievances do not make as much difference as psychological resources to the probability of being active in a voluntary organization, volunteering, or signing of a petition.9




So many comrades on the Left today are either from privileged backgrounds or, if they do have impeccable working-class credentials, usually hail from families with a long history of Labour and trade union activism. They might have gone to bog-standard comps, but often one of their parents is a Labour councillor, the other a trade union official; one of their uncles stood for Parliament, or their grandfather fought in the Spanish Civil War.

This is something they can be justly proud of, but it also insulates people from uncomfortable truths. If, instead of hearing complaints about immigrants from your older relatives every Christmas, as is the experience of millions of Britons, you instead heard tales about marches and demonstrations, this gives you a distorted view of reality. Indeed, I believe that hailing from a family of devoted leftists can be just as insulating from the realities of the world as growing up surrounded by wealth and privilege and attending top public schools.

For example, the Twitter handle of The Guardian columnist Owen Jones used to boast that he was a ‘fourth generation socialist’; he has spoken about his uncle playing for the Independent Labour Party football team, and of going on marches since before he could walk. It’s nice for Owen to have this family history, but exactly how many people in the UK have such experiences, or come from such a background? I’d bet that far fewer people could claim such impeccable left-wing credentials than the five million or so who attended fee-paying schools.

For this proud history of activism is unrepresentative not only of the experiences of the British population in general, but also of the working class specifically. Criticising the inflexible, theoretical Marxists of his time, the legendary socialist historian E.P. Thompson claimed that where they:



are at their most schematic is in the handling of the concept of class. These classes which are marshalled, sent on manoeuvres, and marched up and down whole centuries bear so little relation to the actual people disclosed in the archives – or, for that matter, in the streets around us…minds which thirst for a tidy [theory] very soon become impatient with actual history.10




One argument of this book is that a reimagining of the radical history of Britain is central to left-wing hobbyism. This reimagining distorts the realities of the British Left’s history to make it more palatable to modern identitarian leftists.

For example, that the British labour movement owed more to Methodism than Marxism is an old cliché with a real basis in fact: In a survey of the reading material of early twentieth-century Labour leaders, very few claimed to read Marx or Engels, and instead the Bible, William Morris’s News from Nowhere and John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress were among the most-cited books. A plurality of early labour leaders – and for that matter, Labour foot soldiers in the workshops and constituencies, came to the movement through religious Nonconformity: from Methodism or through the Baptist or Quaker churches.

But not enough thought has been given to the significance of this in a country were most people are not Methodists. The Nonconformist strongholds of South Wales, West Yorkshire and the Durham coalfield provided a disproportionate number of the men and women of the British Left, and these areas coincided with the skilled, craft industries most prone to labourism: mining, textiles, engineering and shipbuilding. These individuals were often influenced by their faith, their work, but also by the dominant political force in these areas, the Liberal Party. Indeed, although the trade unions founded Labour in 1900, the transference of union loyalty from the Liberals to Labour was not straightforward: the Miners’ Federation of Great Britain, for example, only formally affiliated in 1908. Thus, the driving concerns for these people were often Liberal shibboleths: free trade, freedom for Ireland and freedom from publicans.

Despite the pronounced importance of liberalism and the humanitarian and abstemious influence of radical Nonconformists, it was the millions of small ‘c’ conservative trade unionists, much closer to the average British citizen, who were central to the Left’s success, on the rare occasions it was achieved. They ensured it was a truly mass movement, rather than a pressure group for well-meaning eccentrics. That so many socially and culturally conservative people joined and supported the Left, and were dominant within it, reflects the desperate circumstances of the time. Until 1945, most working-class people in Britain lived very difficult, precarious lives, beset by hardship and misfortune. It was therefore imperative to organise, to join a trade union, to become involved in politics, to vote Labour. The trade unions themselves, powerful and influential, but also concerned with practical, pragmatic reforms such as improving hours, pay and conditions, ensured this practical socialism was dominant at conference and in policy.

During my lifetime, however, all this has changed. Margaret Thatcher’s ideologically driven crusade against British industry, job security and organised labour has fundamentally altered the British economy, while at the same time the wider effects of globalisation have radically changed British society and culture. The unions themselves, with their membership drawing ever more from the public sector, moving from heavy industry to office workers, have increasingly fallen under the sway of the very hobbyists they used to oppose.

In his office on the top floor of the Holborn headquarters of the Unite union, Len McCluskey recalls ‘an old joke about Polly Toynbee’, that ‘she’d do anything to help the poor…as long as the poor don’t do anything for themselves’.11 The former Home Secretary Charles Clarke concurs with this. When I meet him in a busy Cambridge café, I ask whether he thinks there are many individuals with considerable social and cultural capital involved in left-wing politics as a hobby. Clarke believes there are ‘a whole chunk of people’ who think like that, and argues that ‘they are not playing with their lives, they’re playing with other people’s lives’.12

For McCluskey, trade unions have been the one constant throughout the recent history of the British Left; they are ‘almost like a rock’ upon which British socialism is built.13 During the heyday of Labour’s successful appeal as a popular party of government, annual conferences were dominated by the Labour Right through the influence of conservative union leaders such as Arthur Deakin of the Transport and General Workers’ Union, Tom Williamson of the General and Municipal Workers’ Union, and Will Lawther of the National Union of Mineworkers. By the 1970s, however, the unions were moving leftwards under the influence of Hugh Scanlon of the Engineers and Jack Jones of the TGWU. Whereas Clement Attlee had been able to use unions to resist pressure from the constituency parties, leaders from Harold Wilson to Neil Kinnock found this much more difficult.14

For Charles Clarke, the victory of 1945 was built upon a successful alliance between the trade unions and the ‘Hampstead intellectuals’. This was possible as the differences at the time were never that great; while the unions were generally characterised ‘more by conservatism than by socialism’, up until the 1960s it was difficult to see a chiasmic distinction. Clarke recalls his own father’s Fabian roots, but notes that his parents, despite their positions near the apex of the British establishment, held attitudes not dissimilar to broad working-class sentiment on issues such as law and order and immigration.15

Today by contrast, the broad coalition that composed the British Left has been distorted. Increasingly, some supposedly radical figures appear less concerned with aiding the structurally disadvantaged groups than with envying them. As early as 1998, the American philosopher Richard Rorty observed that we ‘now have, among many American students and teachers, a spectatorial, disgusted, mocking, Left… [it] is not the only Left we have, but it is the most prominent and vocal one’.16 He noted that the Left preferred to give ‘cultural politics preference over real politics’, and undermine the idea that democratic institutions could serve social justice. ‘When the Right says that socialism has failed’, claimed Rorty, ‘and that capitalism is the only alternative, the cultural Left has little to say in reply. For it prefers not to talk about money.’17 Likewise, the historian Thomas Frank argues that increasingly:



Liberalism is a matter of shallow appearances, of fatuous self-righteousness; it is arrogant and condescending, a politics in which the beautiful and the wellborn tell the unwashed and the beaten-down and the funny-looking how they ought to behave, how they should stop being racist or homophobic, how they should be better people. This is not politics. It’s an imitation of politics. It feels political, yes: it’s highly moralistic, it sets up an easy melodrama of good versus bad, it allows you to make all kinds of judgments about people you disagree with, but ultimately it’s a diversion…the virtue-quest is an exciting moral crusade that seems to be extremely important but at the conclusion of which you discover you’ve got little to show for it.18




Take this piece from the columnist Laurie Penny in 2011, where she writes that, ‘many tens of thousands of protesters and police would rather we all went on a nice civilised saunter to Hyde Park to hear some speeches, but many others are getting their armour ready, digging out their face masks, shining up their riot shields for a rumble in London’.19 In another column, she writes that she ‘is about as close as you can get to the trans rights movement without being trans yourself. I’ve been associated with trans activism for years, and while I don’t know what it’s like to be harassed, threatened or abandoned for being transsexual, most of my close friends do.’

If this seems absurd and patronising, try substituting ‘black’ or ‘working class’ for trans, and it sounds even worse. Penny continues: ‘Right now, I’m watching the rest of the world begin to understand the community that has become my home, and it is incredibly exciting – but it’s frightening, too, because the backlash is on’, sounding unmistakably like a hipster complaining that their favourite band had achieved mainstream success.20

Meanwhile the journalist Afua Hirsch writes of how, although she was ‘profoundly shocked by the material deprivation’ of her husband’s childhood, she thinks that, ‘when it comes to identity…he was born with the equivalent of a silver spoon’ and of how her ‘parents…often joked that I would rather have grown up on a council estate. [This] contained a grain of truth’.21

The argument here is not necessarily that hobbyist leftists don’t put in the hours, whether through petitions, protests, campaigns and so on, but rather that there is an unmistakable growth of a trend on the Left which sees hardship and deprivation as status symbols to be desired, rather than limitations to be fought against. The crucial point is that being ‘left-wing’ is becoming an important part of your identity. It is something people think they are, rather than something they believe or even do.

We must not treat the Left as a religion. There is nothing sexy about achieving change and making a difference. It is prolonged, frustrating, tedious work. Not only is it not achieved overnight, it usually takes many long years, and is often only apparent in retrospect, from a distance of time. You cannot achieve real change nor make a difference by retweets, likes, memes or demonstrations alone. First, you need to achieve power. Then the change you wish to execute will involve numerous compromises that the zealous deem a betrayal of the original purpose. People – especially the poorest and those who have the least – are sceptical of grandiose schemes and utopian dreams. The poor and the marginalised are less inclined to fight towards a promised land than young, white, postgraduate students; they know from bitter experience the outcome of such promises.

This book is emphatically not a nostalgic wish to return to an imagined past, nor does it claim that the shift on the Left from economics to issues around ethnicity, gender and sexuality has been a mistake. Firstly, because a person’s ethnic, gender and sexual identity can be a crucial determiner of their material situation, and secondly because these arguments around redistribution and representation are tedious and have been well-covered elsewhere.

The focus of this book is the rise of an identity whereby people – overwhelmingly white, middle-class, invariably university educated, usually neither Jewish nor Muslim or gender dysmorphic – obsess with issues around race, gender identity and the Middle East. To understand this jealously guarded and fiercely disciplined identity as a political movement is a mistake: this section of the Left doesn’t care about the ‘man on the Clapham omnibus’ so much as the man on the Shoreditch unicycle.

The point of this book is not to claim that this will be politically damaging to the Labour Party, nor even that it is inherently undesirable. But you cannot understand modern British politics – and that of the developed world more broadly – without appreciating that much of the contemporary Left is driven not by a desire for real change, but rather by a desire for an enjoyable pastime, and a search for an identity. It is a Left for itself.








1. Got Any ID?

The Hobbyist Left and Ethnic Identity Politics

As part of the long-overdue refocus on issues such as race and gender in recent decades, there has been a growth in so-called ‘identity politics’, particularly in terms of ethnic background. The journalist Laurie Penny, writing in the New Statesmen after the election of Donald Trump, criticised the notion that ‘if we had all been less precious about gay rights and women’s rights and black lives and concentrated on the issues that matter to real people. Real people meaning, of course, people who aren’t female, or queer, or brown, or from another country.’1

While there can be no doubt that your ethnic identity affects your lived experience and life chances, this form of identity politics is both highly essentialist and reductionist, and holds little appeal for actual ethnic minority voters. It is largely the creation of self-appointed ‘community leaders’ acting in concert with crank academics and guilty white people. It misses the crucial fact that most of the concerns of women, BME people and gays are the same as those of straight white men. Although certain groups have specific structural and cultural disadvantages, and some issues are of special or unique relevance to certain people, on so many topics – jobs, healthcare, pensions, family values, law and order, immigration, national security – there is a great deal of continuity across different religions and ethnicities, notwithstanding the broad spectrum of opinions and beliefs within different groups.

The growth of ethno-religious identity politics on the Left is a result of its emasculation, and both morally and politically wrong-headed. As understood by many on the hobbyist Left, it places the poorest and most vulnerable of white men as fundamentally more exalted than the richest and most privileged women or people of colour.

When Hillary Clinton lost to Donald Trump, it was not because of her stance on gay rights and women’s rights and black lives, but rather her substitution of these issues in lieu of a genuine alternative. According to the Vox journalist David Roberts, during Clinton’s campaign speeches she mentioned jobs nearly 600 times, but racism, women’s rights and abortion only a few dozen times each.2 But it was not infrequency of soundbites on jobs and the economy that cost Clinton, but rather her lack of vision. She offered marginal improvements to the lives of many disparate groups of Americans, but no substantial change. For many college students, people of colour and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people, the main reason to vote for her (apart from the repulsiveness of her opponent), was her cultural appeal to their specific group, rather than any conviction she would noticeably improve their socioeconomic position. For many struggling Americans, of all races and genders, she was offering more of the same. When it comes to the hobbyist Left, the problem is not so much its stance on what might be called ‘identity’ issues, but rather the precedence it gives these issues in terms of both policy positions and the public image of what it means to be on the Left.

The policies and rhetoric of the Left on feminism and LGBT issues are discussed later in the book; this chapter focuses on the Left’s difficulties with appealing to different religious and ethnic groups. Specifically, the problem is that many of the policies and positions devised by the hobbyist Left to appeal to black and Asian Britons have the same alienating effect as they do on the white working class. Furthermore, proponents of essentialist identity politics often use the history of the Left to vindicate their positions and policies, but this is an entirely bogus misrepresentation of labour history in Britain.

There is no such thing as an ‘ethnic’ political position, nor are there homogenous ‘Asian’ or ‘Afro-Caribbean’ beliefs. In the United States, Shanto Iyengar and Sean J. Westwood have tested levels of implicit bias among different ethnic groups, and found that Hispanics and Asians both revealed a slight preference for white people instead of African Americans.3 Similarly, Jasbir Puar describes the traditional animosity between [South Asians] and blacks due to differential treatment, access to jobs and state resources ‘as well as the racist hostility perpetuated by South Asians, for whom racism toward blacks and Latinos has long been a rite of passage into model minority citizenship’. Furthermore, studies conducted since 11 September 2001 suggest that high percentages of African Americans support the racial profiling of Arabs and South Asians by the security services.4 As one American journalist admitted, the ‘ethnic and racist prejudices held by our parents’ generation are alive and well in our own, even amongst those of us who left our country of origin and settled in the multicultural United States…what we fail to acknowledge is our own internalized racism’.5

In the UK, the experience of Afro-Caribbean Britons and South Asian Britons is emphatically not the same. In a 1994 essay, the sociologist Tariq Modood railed against the sentiment that ‘falsely equates racial discrimination with colour-discrimination and thereby obscures the cultural antipathy of Asians and therefore the character of the discrimination they suffer’. He continued: ‘White working-class youth are incorporating, indeed emulating, young black men and women, while hardening against groups like South Asians’.6 Nonetheless, some continue to act as though such blocs exist; they create a dichotomy between rich, white, straight men on the one hand and the poor, women, gays and ethnic minorities on the other.

Speaking in the same year as Modood, a leading National and Local Government Officers union activist claimed:


I’ve got personal reservations about the policy of self-organization. The rise of self-organization has actually diverted energy to the sidelines…I think the principle of self-organization is not a way forward…I want a broad-based union…I don’t want a little gay bit, a little black bit, a little disabled bit, and a little women’s bit…The more we have of this separatism…where you say you can’t come to this meeting because you’re white, the more I find it abhorrent.7



Former Home Secretary Charles Clarke was on the front line of politics during the New Labour years, and could be seen to bear some responsibility for the turn away from class and towards ‘identity’. He recalls a 1999 investigation into performances in London schools: Back then, notes Clarke, researchers used ‘a simple binary characterisation of “white/non-white”, and so the turn towards categorisation by specific ethno-religious groups is still fairly recent’. For Clarke, while identity is important, ‘there are different ways to handle it, but increasingly the state tries to treat people as individuals, undermining social cohesion. All the mass forms are decaying: trade unions, education, and even television’. Clarke notes that even The Sun – not a publication one would associate with ‘identity politics’ – now thinks in terms of groups, no longing treating its readership as a homogenous white British bloc, and actively trying to court a demographically-varied readership.8

For the former New Labour minister John Denham ‘the glue’ has gone: ‘The social democratic Left was based on a particular experience, which has gone.’ He argues that in contrast to the common experience which had sustained the mainstream Left since the late nineteenth century, identity politics, based on faith, culture or ethnicity, had undermined that cohesion. This chimes with the comments of current Labour MP Jon Cruddas, who argues that the idea of a ‘Common Good’ has become seen as conservative and judgemental.9 Denham concurs with this: ‘The Left hasn’t done culture since Jenkins and not done faith since…probably since the inter-war period.’10

Larry Whitty was General Secretary of the Labour Party during the crucial years of 1985 to 1994. When I meet him in the House of Lord’s tea room, he is optimistic, at least for the time being: ‘Labour still has a pretty good relationship with Muslim communities, but it is not necessarily healthy. Correspondingly, with Sikhs and Hindus it’s not so strong. The Tories had never really targeted them before [Zac Goldsmith’s 2016 campaign for the London Mayoralty]; it’s reminiscent of how the SNP targeted Protestant Tories in Scotland.’11 Whitty feels that the overt concern of a section of the Labour Party with placating political Islam might allow the Tories room to prise more Sikh and Hindu votes away from the Left.

Ultimately, idea of ethnic ‘identity politics’ as understood by the hobbyist Left is a chimera. Firstly, because there are too many divisions within and between different religio-ethnic groups, and secondly because most Britons, irrespective of ethnicity, tend to support similar values and policies – and their priorities are often very different to those of the hobbyists.


Communalism and the Left

A particular low point in the recent history of the hobbyist Left’s embrace of communal politics is the case of Lutfur Rahman. Having ousted the Labour Mayor of Newham, he was subsequently found guilty of electoral fraud and vote-rigging. The judge condemned Rahman, invalidated the result and reinstated the previous mayor, pending a fresh election. The trial took many weeks, cost a great deal of money and saw a huge amount of compelling evidence presented to the court.

None of this was enough for Andrew Murray. Murray, having worked at the Morning Star, became the inaugural chair of the Stop the War Coalition after its formation in 2001. He appeased the Muslim Association of Britain, which had originally refused to affiliate to the Stop the War Coalition, by allowing gender-segregated meetings.12 In 2011, he was appointed chief of staff for the Unite trade union. Francis Beckett, an expert on the hard-Left, has described Murray as ‘more extreme than most of the Stalinists I knew. The Stalinists were known as tankies, but Murray’s lot were super-tankies.’13

Murray took it upon himself to appear at a rally in support of Rahman, proclaiming the latter the victim of a religiously-motivated witch hunt. He also claimed – erroneously and without permission – that Rahman had the backing of Len McCluskey and Unite. Murray is in many ways a paradigmatic example of the hobbyist Left – white and middle class, he cares little about the boring and prosaic concerns of British workers in terms of the economy, jobs, pensions and the health service. Instead, he fixates on foreign policy, Israel/Palestine and chimerical racial divisions. That such a man holds a key position in the country’s largest and greatest trade union is emblematic of the rise of the hobbyist Left.

Before Rahman’s conviction, the then Guardian journalist Seumus Milne had raged over the decision of Communities Secretary Eric Pickles to send special commissioners to take over Tower Hamlets:


Pickles claimed that Rahman had dispensed grants like a ‘medieval monarch’, though neither the police nor the PwC report Pickles commissioned found evidence of wrongdoing – and Rahman’s progressive record is widely acknowledged. But the undercurrent of accusations of extremism and corruption was clear – as was the message of the politically driven Charities Commission’s decision to put 55 Muslim charities on a watchlist for links to ‘radicalisation and extremism’.14



Of course, if Milne wants to champion the cause of a convicted election fraudster it is his business. But he has subsequently left The Guardian and is now chief spin doctor and strategist to the Labour Party.

Meanwhile, for Richard Seymour and Ashok Kumar the Rahman verdict ‘was to be expected. There had been a concerted effort by the media and political establishment to smear Rahman…These claims can be seen as part of a wider political attack, intended not just to delegitimise the outcome of this vote, but to stigmatise Rahman’s supporters.’ Furthermore, ‘in recent days, several media outlets have alleged that Rahman’s former adviser Kazim Zaidi is threatening street violence unless the outcome of the election is accepted. In fact, Zaidi’s actual statement makes no mention of violence, but of a political battle between a grassroots old Labour politics and a machine-driven New Labour spilling “onto the streets”’ – reassurance indeed. They concluded: ‘The story of Lutfur Rahman is a democratic success story. The fact that it seems dodgy to the political and media classes is indicative of how long they’ve been insulated from anything resembling real democracy.’15

The patronising and Neo-Orientalist reverence in which white middle-class hobbyists hold certain ethnic minorities is not limited to the Muslim community. The Guardian journalist Owen Jones strenuously argues that there is no religio-ethnic element to violence and sexual assaults against women. He receives a great deal of pushback on this from people from South Asian communities. For example, one Indian woman on Twitter denounced his comments as a ‘Western analysis of Indian women’s issues [which is] unhelpful and outdated. Sexism is entrenched in Indian culture.’ For Jones, the idea that sexism – or any vice – is more pronounced in a non-Western culture than in the West is entirely unacceptable. He responded claiming he wanted to make ‘the undeniable point that VAW [violence against women] is a global issue’. To which the blogger Sunny Hundal insisted that, ‘No, it’s not THAT simple, especially if you don’t understand the situation for Indian women, as [a female Indian Twitter user] also pointed out.’ Jones received multiple comments from various men and women of Indian nationality or heritage, insisting that South Asia had a particular problem with rape and VAW, but he was unrepentant; because these repugnant crimes are universal, to say they are a particular problem in a particular community is racist and irrelevant.

A month later, another privileged white woman, the American journalist Sarah Jones, tweeted that ‘it is supremely idiotic to believe the west is some shining beacon of free speech, women’s rights, and religious tolerance’. At which point fellow journalist Sohrab Ahmari, who came to the United States as a refugee, sadly replied: ‘Only people blessed to have been born in Western societies say things like this – and really man it.’




‘Community Leaders’

According to the sociologist Claire Alexander, identity politics has ‘encouraged the creation of “closed-down community identities” – and shifted power and money from an openly political, progressive anti-racist politics to older, conservative ethnic politicians – thus the activist gives way to the community leader’.16 Similarly, Ambalavaner Sivanandan, the late director of the Institute of Race Relations, concluded that:


The only beneficiaries of the urban unrest [of the 1980s are] the black petit-bourgeoisie, who in a number of social spaces (media, police consultancy, the Labour Party and so on) were able to appropriate the politics of blackness, create self-organized structures to further their own specific class interests, and in the process, wrench apart a more authentic political blackness based on the living, organic connections that had been forged in the course of the struggles of the 1960s and 1970s involving ‘ordinary black people’.17



Meanwhile Sivanandan claims that ‘there is no such thing as a black-qua-black movement any more. There are middle-class blacks fighting for a place in the (white) middle-class sun and there are the workless and working-class blacks fighting for survival and basic freedoms.’18 For Sivanandan, so-called community leaders ‘do not come out of the struggles of ordinary black people in the inner-cities – and they do not relate to them – but they have attached themselves to black struggles, like limpets, the more readily to gain office’. While he was speaking specifically about people of colour, the same could easily be said of many white people in politics, think tanks, academia and journalism.

In addition to the problems with ‘community leaders’ based on ethnic/racial identity politics, Meena Patel and Hannana Sidiqui of the Southall Black Sisters have criticised the same process with religion, in that it leads to a ‘shrinking of secular spaces’ for many women to autonomously struggle for their human rights: ‘The rise in power of unelected and unaccountable Muslim (male) community leaders means that those who are able to “shout the loudest” establish a platform and the authority to impose conservative patriarchal religious interpretations which traditionally discriminate against women.’19

Similarly, Amina Lone, a Labour councillor in Manchester, has criticised the Labour Party for indulging ethnic separatism and holding meetings where men and women were segregated. Lone claims that Labour has a particular problem with black and minority ethnic women: ‘So many black and minority ethnic women in the Labour Party are terrified. The silencing is so acute, the fear is so acute, I’m the only one that’s speaking publicly and I’ve been warned a lot this year.’ In nearby Oldham, another councillor, Arooj Shah, claimed she had endured years of harassment from a ‘minority of venomous Asian men’ after her election in 2012.20

As Afua Hirsch writes in Brit(ish), the political multiculturalism of New Labour ‘regarded ethnic identities as cartoonish cultural traits…[the] mainly white political class thought ethnic minority people could be lumped into distinct “communities”, represented by self-appointed community leaders who could now tap into rich pots of state funding, and follow their own distinct identity-orientated paths to success.’ For Hirsch, ‘the way multiculturalist policies were implemented amounted to little more than corrupt patronage, through self-styled “community leaders” who extracted funding and favours in return for delivering their community’s votes en masse.’21




The Positions and Politics of BME Britons

Aside from the erroneous focus on ‘community leaders’, many of the apparent structural and essential cultural differences between different religio-ethnic groups in Britain – fundamental to the hobbyist worldview – simply do not exist. While certain groups are more likely to suffer from poverty and deprivation, the picture of ethnic minority disadvantage is infinitely complicated. According to the 2001 census, 11 per cent of white people were in professional occupations, but for Indian and Chinese Britons this is 18 per cent and 19 per cent respectively. Indian, African Asian, Chinese and African Britons are all more likely than white Britons to have higher-level qualifications, while British Pakistanis are about as likely as white Britons to have degrees, and Afro-Caribbean people are slightly more likely. Tariq Modood estimates that British Indian children are 2.5 times more likely than whites to be in fee-paying schools and the British Chinese children five times more likely. Even though Pakistanis and Bangladeshis do not have the same representation in fee-paying schools – and despite four out of five of their households being in poverty – these groups still produce a larger population of university entrants than the white population.22

The most salient divide in British politics today is not ethnicity, nor even class, but rather education and cultural capital. Hobbyist leftists within the Labour Party, academia and journalism who push radical positions on, say, the Iraq war, security and civil liberties – supposedly to attract BME voters – are themselves contributing to the alienation from Labour of a broad swathe of people of different classes and ethnicities. For many hobbyists, Labour’s recent struggles can be attributed to issues such as Iraq, tuition fees, Ed Miliband’s immigration mug and attempts to introduce identity cards and 90-day detention. Yet the YouGov pollster Laurence Janta-Lipinski found that none of these factors ranked inside the top five reasons for disapproval of Labour. Instead, people disapproved of Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership, economic profligacy in office, too much borrowing, too much immigration and weaknesses on defence and security.23

This should not surprise us: after all, if Iraq and other authoritarian measures have resulted in the estrangement of young people, ethnic minorities and the liberal-minded from Labour, why are these groups the most pronounced and reliable supporters of the party today? Research by Nick Pecorelli has found that while support from Settlers (traditional Labour voters with conservative values) has tanked over the past 20 years, support from Pioneers (liberals and metropolitan types) has rocketed.

There is a majoritarian consensus in the UK on many of these issues that you and I might disagree with, but serious political parties cannot afford to ignore. What distinguishes hobbyists, however, is not merely their adherence to unpopular positions, but their insistence that most people are with them – or at least should be – and that their positions protect vulnerable groups. They are right to insist that there is no dichotomy between class-based politics and politics which takes into account the specific experiences and needs of different people. However, the politics that would result from such an approach might not be to their liking.

Most notably, polls have consistently found that there is a great deal of support for restricting immigration among Commonwealth and other pre-1990 immigrants. Furthermore, according to research conducted by a team led by Anthony Heath, Professor of Sociology at Oxford University, ethnic minorities are generally less supportive of government spending than white Britons. South Asians are more hostile to asylum seekers than the white British, and British Indians are more supportive of the war in Afghanistan than white Britons.

When asked about trust in Parliament, politicians and the police, Heath and his fellow researchers find that: ‘Strikingly, on all but one of these indicators of satisfaction and trust, the overall minority level of confidence in British democracy and institutions is either significantly higher than, or no different from, the white British average.’ Likewise, Professor Shamit Saggar of the University of Essex concludes that in terms of issues such as criminal sentencing ‘there is virtually no potential for constructing an agenda of common interest among ethnic minorities’ and that:


Whites, in short have a lot in common with their black and Asian peers. To attempt to build a discrete ethnic minority agenda on this basis would be impossible. That said, there continue to be calls in favour of selective use of this principle in public policy that at least imply a strength of support from among black and Asian potential beneficiaries. Our evidence indicates that there is really very little basis for such a position.24



Heath and his colleagues also note that ‘class and educational differences’ are highly significant: ‘The largest cleavages are apparent between graduates and people with low qualifications on the issues of detention without trial and asylum-seekers.’ That is to say, the people with the most radical views on these issues are not those who actually suffer, but rather the better-off and better educated. These are the sort of people who dominate the Labour membership: according to Tim Bale’s analysis of the Labour membership, as of May 2016 fully 78 per cent were in the ABC1 social categories, 33 per cent were from London and the South, and merely 25 per cent were trade unionists.

In terms of the people most likely to get involved in protests, boycotts or other political activity, Heath’s team found that ‘Education, political interest, and a sense of political efficacy are pretty consistently important’, while ‘social class and housing…have much patchier effects’. They concluded that ‘the underlying mechanism is not really about economic resources but about psychological ones…protest [is not] a weapon of the weak. Individuals with weaker economic or psychological resources…less-educated or working-class individuals, show no sign of being more disposed to engage in protests or boycotts.’ This means that those groups most structurally disadvantaged do not themselves form the front edge of radicalism in the UK, but rather those with the most cultural capital. Those most likely to provide the foot soldiers of movements against austerity, Stop the War and Blacks Lives Matter UK (witness the excruciating episode of the nine white protestors at City Airport in September 2016), are not usually the people on the sharp end of austerity, war or police violence.




Religion and the Left

Religion is a notable issue for dividing the Left – not just the hobbyists, but a broad spectrum of the Left – from various ethnic minorities. This is particularly pronounced when it comes to South Asian and Middle Eastern Britons. Today, over one-third of Brits say they have no religion; yet nearly all South Asian Britons claim to have a religion, and 90 per cent say their religion is important to them (compared with 13 per cent of whites). According to Modood: ‘More than a third of Indian and African Asian, and two-thirds of Pakistani and Bangladeshi 16 to 34-year-olds, [say] that religion is very important to how they live their lives, compared to 5% of whites’, and just under 20 per cent of Afro-Caribbean people.25

This has led for a few on the Left to argue for a renewal of religious sentiment as a means of ensuring greater social cohesion in the UK. The Reverend Giles Fraser appreciates the difference between spirituality – individual, internal, ephemeral – and religion: communal, performative, tradition. He feels that religion is by no means a spent force:


In 1900, the year that Nietzsche died, there were 8 million Christians in Africa. Now there are 335 million…For both Christianity and Islam, the 20th century was numerically the most successful century since Christ was crucified and Muhammad gave his farewell sermon on Mount Arafat. By 2010, there were 2.2 billion Christians in the world and 1.6 billion Muslims, 31% and 23% of the world population respectively. The secularisation hypothesis is a European myth, a piece of myopic parochialism that shows how narrow our worldview continues to be…This is not exactly because atheism is having some hipsterish Hitchens-esque revival, but more because we in the west are less and less a society of joiners. And religion begins not with the metaphysics but with the taking part.



(Indeed, I would imagine that for many young Britons it is easier to imagine a virgin birth and resurrection from the dead than singing along in a Church.)26

Meanwhile, for Mehdi Hasan: ‘Secular commentators dismiss religion as a malign force in the world. But from Burma’s Aung San Suu Kyi to the Arab spring, faith is inspiring the new peaceful protest.’ But here he is being too optimistic. We now know how the Arab Spring turned out – and it did little to undermine ideas of religion as a malign force. At the same time, Aung San Suu Kyi’s regime continues to allow the ethnic cleansing of Rohingya Muslims. Having argued that the Arab Spring should not be seen as a secular uprising, Hasan argues that, ‘Credit should be given where credit is due. Arab Muslims have been at the forefront of the non-violent protests against the region’s tyrants and autocrats - and not just in Syria.’

Even more dubiously, he approvingly quotes the ‘ultra-Orthodox Jews from the group Neturei Karta’ who joined mass rallies in the West Bank in support of Palestinian statehood, although anyone with the most rudimentary knowledge of Judaism or Israel knows that Neturei Karta are a mad sect of fanatics who couldn’t care less about Muslim Palestinians. Hasan ultimately enters an alternate universe when he argues that ‘to try to decouple the rise of non-violence in recent decades from religion and religious believers is a hopeless task’ – this at a time when the perception of religious violence has never been more emphatic.

To support this thesis he claims that ‘the two undisputed icons of non-violent resistance and civil disobedience in the 20th century were both men of faith: Mahatma Gandhi, a devout Hindu, and Martin Luther King, a Christian pastor’, despite the fact that Gandhi was murdered by a fervent Hindu nationalist and James Earl Ray was raised in a devoutly Catholic household, which did not stem his fervent racism, and may even have incubated it.27

Hasan is on firmer ground when he discusses the motivations for religious terrorism: ‘moral outrage, disaffection, peer pressure, the search for a new identity, for a sense of belonging and purpose’. Referring to expert testimony provided to the US Senate in March 2011, he notes that ‘what inspires the most lethal terrorists in the world today is not so much the Quran or religious teachings as a thrilling cause and call to action that promises glory and esteem in the eyes of friends, and through friends, eternal respect and remembrance in the wider world’. For Hasan wannabe jihadists are ‘bored, underemployed, overqualified and underwhelmed’ young men for whom ‘jihad is an egalitarian, equal-opportunity employer…thrilling, glorious and cool’:


Or, as Chris Morris, the writer and director of the 2010 black comedy Four Lions – which satirised the ignorance, incompetence and sheer banality of British Muslim jihadists – once put it: “Terrorism is about ideology, but it’s also about berks.”…Berks, not martyrs. “Pathetic figures”, to quote the former MI6 chief Richard Dearlove, not holy warriors.



But surely what can be said of jihadists can be said of the hobbyist Left? Berks, not socialists. People in need of an identity.28

Writing in The Guardian, Giles Fraser notes that: ‘The most important thing is what you do not who you are “inside”. It’s a big part of the reason why I prefer the unfashionable idea of religion, with all its practices and public liturgies, to that nebulous language of spirituality that prioritises the inner life and the idea of feeling.’29 Where the hobbyists accept ‘religion’ they prefer to see it as a set of lifestyle choices that emphasises their individuality rather than a metaphysical belief system. This won’t do. The vast majority of black and Asian Britons are religious, rather than spiritual. If the Left is to come to terms with religion, it must be as ‘religion’, rather than ‘spirituality’.




Religion and the History of the British Left

The sociologist Les Back argues that historically, loyalty to the Labour Party has drawn upon the strengths of different community networks, and particularly those that resisted pressures towards assimilation.30 These groups could be Pakistani Muslims in Yorkshire in the 1960s and 1970s; Eastern European Jewish immigrants in London in the inter-war period; or the Irish Catholic diaspora across the UK. Very often, where Labour has been successful, it has built on separate religious-ethnic blocs, such as with Jewish and Catholic East Enders in the 1930s.31 Different variants of Protestant Christianity have also been essential to the Labour Party; in many ways it could be argued that Jesus was the most important figure to the early labour movement, far more so than Marx or Engels.32 An examination of the reading lists of leading left-wing politicians at the turn of the twentieth century found the Bible and the ubiquitous Pilgrim’s Progress featured prominently, with tracts relating to socioeconomic theory far less so. From the coalfields of South Wales and County Durham to the textile mills of East Lancashire and the West Riding, religious Nonconformity provided a powerful channel towards radical politics, and in many areas, the chapel was as important an incubator for organisation as the trade union lodge.

Writing in The Guardian, the journalist Zoe Williams notes:


People called Anglicans the ‘Tory party at prayer’ in the 80s, but I thought that was a mistake. It never struck me as Conservative, so much as the constituency of unthinking respectability. So if you wanted to be an actual Christian, you would choose a demonstrable faith – Catholicism, or Methodism, or Baptism – but if you wanted merely to self-identify as a reasonable, pro-social person, with a moral code, an empathetic nature, a sense of decency…the Church of England said it all.33



This demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of religious differences. Both Anglicanism and Catholicism are ‘demonstrable faiths’, concerned with ritual and actions and hierarchy. In areas such as Liverpool – initially sceptical of Labour but now solidly left-wing – Catholicism can be seen as more of a form of cultural identity than deeply-held beliefs. (Len McCluskey, General Secretary of the Unite union, remembers that while his parents never went to mass, ‘they still considered themselves Catholics. And made sure I went.’)34

In contrast, Methodists and Baptists believe in sola fide – salvation through faith alone.

Its dependence on areas featuring high levels of Nonconformity meant that the pre-First World War Labour Party suffered in areas with high levels of Catholicism, Anglicanism, or both. Liverpool was a case in point. While overwhelmingly working class and featuring some of the most pronounced overcrowding, poverty and deprivation of Edwardian England, Liverpool was a resolutely Tory town. One reason for this was the casualised nature of dock work, a dominant employer in the city, which did not lend itself to robust trade union organisation. Another was the sectarian divisions between the city’s Anglican and Catholic communities, although this can be overplayed by some commentators, looking to find a reason why working-class people should not have been on the Left.35

In his analysis of Liverpool Labour, the historian Sam Davies notes that, pre-First World War, much of the Catholic population voted for the Irish Nationalists, while Labour was strongest in Protestant wards. After the war, however, as Ireland gained independence and the Irish issue fell into abeyance, ‘the political allegiance of the Catholic dockside wards changed significantly’.36 This resulted in the election of Liverpool’s first ever Labour MP at a by-election for the Edge Hill constituency in 1923. Jack Hayes, the victorious candidate, was a former Irish Nationalist and Metropolitan policeman, who had played a role in organising police strikes in London and Liverpool after the war. This multifaceted identity of Hayes – policeman, Irish Nationalist, Labour MP – was no coincidence, and this hybridity was a template for many Labour candidates elsewhere in the country.37

Across the UK, the Irish Catholic diaspora was one of the most consistently pro-Labour elements within the working class throughout the inter-war period.38 Yet at the same time there was a tension between religion and politics that is instructive for the current travails of the Labour Party. As argued by the historian Steven Fielding, there was a mutual distrust between Irish Catholics and their Protestant or atheistic Labour colleagues; in Liverpool they did not even sit next to each other at meetings. The usual source of friction was the issue of denominational schooling and family planning. As early as 1906, Catholic trade unionists in Salford had formed a Catholic Federation due to their objection to TUC and Labour moves to support secular education, while the docker and MP James Sexton strenuously objected to talk of contraception at the TUC.39 The Labour Left, particularly the Independent Labour Party, was hostile to the Catholic Church, whose priests preached fiercely anti-socialist sermons; for their part, Catholics saw this hostility as an attack on their cultural identity.

While Catholic pressure within the labour movement had some effect as it contributed to the defeat of secularism as official party policy, many Catholics were alienated by the 1918 constitution which seemed to confirm the socialist, anti-clerical nature of the party. According to Fielding, this was especially important as ‘Labour was vulnerable’ on these issues ‘because it had been on the level of culture, rather than explicit ideology, that the party had made its most powerful appeal to Irish Catholic loyalties’.40

Labour would discover in the inter-war years that, as far as Irish Catholics were concerned, when ethnicity was employed against class it was the latter which buckled. ‘Thus, despite their support for Labour, it is likely that proportionately fewer working-class Catholics became socialists in its strict ideological form than did non-Catholics.’41 Indeed there is anecdotal evidence from the inter-war period that most of Liverpool’s fascists were of Irish extraction. Nonetheless by the 1960s both working- and middle-class Catholics were more likely to vote Labour than their non-Catholic counterparts. ‘This despite the anti-socialism of many priests and their opposition to the Wilson government’s permissive reforms.’42 This capturing of Catholic loyalty, despite travails and many obstacles, can perhaps act as inspiration for Labour’s dealing with different communal blocs in the UK today.
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