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Introduction:  
‘Just the Establishment’?

Des Freedman

The Guardian is not a left-wing newspaper. It publishes left-wing 
columnists, is read by people on the left and has a reputation for 
identifying with left-wing positions. But it is not a title of the left; 
it is not affiliated to nor was it borne out of left-wing movements. It 
has never been a consistent ally of socialist or anti-imperialist voices 
and has failed to perform for the left what titles like the Mail and the 
Telegraph have done for their constituencies on the right. 

Instead it is the home of a vigorous liberalism that consistently 
outrages voices to its right and, equally regularly, disappoints its 
critics on the left. If the Economist can be described as the ‘lodestar’1 
of a certain type of laissez-faire liberalism, then the Guardian can be 
seen as the harbinger of a more progressive, socially conscious form 
of liberalism that combines support for existing social relations with 
appeals to ‘enlightened’ views and a ‘moral conviction’, in the words 
of its current editor Katharine Viner, that ‘we are all of equal worth’.2 
This is a liberalism that can pursue equality, celebrate diversity and 
extol emancipation whilst simultaneously defending the institutions 
that give rise to inequality, discrimination and militarism. It is a 
liberalism that is based on a commitment to liberty that ‘has provided 
an ideological bulwark against authoritarianism [but that] has also 
always been connected to the configurations of the liberal democratic 
capitalist state’.3 That is why we describe it here as ‘capitalism’s 
conscience’.

In May 2021, the Guardian turned 200. From its inception in 
Manchester in 1821 as a response to the murder of ordinary people 
by soldiers in the 1819 Peterloo Massacre to its historic identification 
with centrist and centre-left politics, the Guardian has remained 
a key institution for the definition and development of liberalism. 
The stereotype of the ‘Guardianista’, an environmentally conscious, 
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Labour-voting, progressively minded public sector worker remains 
part of the popular mythology of British press history.

Yet the title has a complex lineage.
The Guardian advocated the abolition of slavery in the US, favoured 

Home Rule for Ireland, stood virtually alone in the national press in 
criticising the Boer War and exposing the existence of British con-
centration camps, backed women’s suffrage, supported the Republican 
cause in the Spanish Civil War and opposed UK military intervention 
during the Suez crisis. While Friedrich Engels described it as the 
‘organ of the middle-class’ in his Conditions of the Working-Class in 
England, he was nevertheless heavily reliant on it as a source of data 
for his study of poverty in nineteenth-century Manchester.4 The 
Guardian has since published some of the most celebrated examples 
of investigative journalism, which in recent years include the breaking 
of the phone hacking story, Edward Snowden’s revelations of US and 
UK surveillance programmes and the uncovering of the Windrush 
scandal in 2018.

On the other hand, the Guardian owes its existence to a cotton 
merchant determined to head off more radical ideas at the start of the 
Industrial Revolution. Some 40 years after its founding, it criticised 
Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation and refused to back 
Manchester cotton workers who, following Lincoln’s plea, were 
boycotting the raw cotton picked by US slaves. It condemned direct 
action taken by the suffragette movement, opposed the creation of 
the National Health Service, has at various times called for a vote for 
the Conservatives, Social Democrats and Liberal Democrats (rather 
than Labour), supported the First Gulf War and the NATO bombing 
of Yugoslavia and consistently denigrated Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership 
of the Labour Party between 2015 and 2020. It has both fiercely 
defended the need for fearless, independent journalism and handed 
over documents and hard drives to the authorities; it has carved out 
a niche for itself in the UK press market as an occasionally bold and 
angry voice but has also consistently diminished more radical projects 
to the left.

Its business model shows signs of some of the same contradictions. 
Following its origins in the Manchester business community, it was 
then controlled by a trust after 1936, and has therefore been partially 
protected from the proprietorial interference that its counterparts have 



capitalism’s conscience

x

always faced. It has led the way in innovative design and formats, was 
the first British title to set up a reader’s editor, established editions in 
the US and Australia and now champions a membership model with 
some one million people who have either signed up to the scheme or 
made a one-off contribution. The Guardian now proclaims on every 
page that it is ‘[a]vailable for everyone, funded by readers’ and its editor 
insists that its ‘ownership structure means we are entirely independent 
and free from political and commercial influence’.5 

At the same time, it has ramped up its commercial orientation: the 
Scott Trust was wound up in 2008 and replaced by a private company, 
Scott Trust Ltd, with a mandate to secure its financial future in a much 
tougher marketplace. This has led to a series of commercial partner-
ships, rarely acknowledged openly, including 346 such relationships in 
2014 alone and the creation of branded content opportunities through 
the Guardian Labs team together with extensive philanthropic part-
nerships with a range of individuals and foundations.6 Of course it is 
by no means the only news organisation pursuing these commercial 
opportunities, however its online partnerships with, companies such 
as BT, Unilever and Philips in its ‘Sustainable Business’ section, are 
bound to test its claim that it is a unique and wholly independent voice 
in global journalism.7

The current editor is aware of this complex history and acknowl-
edges some of the ‘missteps’, as she describes them, in the paper’s 
record. Indeed, she admits that the newspaper ‘began to drift from 
the political ideals that had inspired its founding’ after the death of 
its founder John Edward Taylor in 1844 and suggests that its support 
for the Confederates in the US Civil War marked a ‘period of compla-
cency’ that was out of kilter with its liberal origins. It has, she argues, 
not always lived up to its own values and its newsroom still falls short 
of the diversity necessary to truly serve a multicultural public. She 
has, however, promised that the title will now ‘challenge the economic 
assumptions of the last three decades’, ‘challenge the powerful’ and ‘use 
clarity and imagination to build hope’.8 

This collection seeks to examine these claims and to contest the 
notion that the Guardian has ever been a reliable ally for the left. It 
is by no means a comprehensive overview of the Guardian’s history, 
journalism, business model or newsroom culture. It does not seek to 
emulate the official biographies that already exist: William Haslam 
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Mills’ centenary book on The Manchester Guardian (with an intro-
duction by the then editor C.P. Scott) and the subsequent volume 
by former Guardian journalist David Ayerst that was published 
on its 150th anniversary in 1971 (with copyright held by Guardian 
Newspapers Ltd). A third official biography is due to be published to 
coincide with the bicentenary but, in any case, our book is designed 
not to provide an impartial or disinterested overview of the Guardian’s 
record but to propose an analysis from the left of some prominent 
controversies in which the paper has been involved.

The book opens with a challenge to the widely promoted view that 
the Guardian was founded as a direct response to the Peterloo Massacre 
of 1819 in order to extend the mass movement for democracy and 
workers’ rights. Instead, we provide a radical narrative that argues that 
the title was intimately connected to the interests and emerging liberal 
orientations of a section of the Manchester business community that 
sought not radical change but social stability. Aaron Ackerley then 
provides an analysis of the Guardian’s political economy: its business 
model, its emergence as a Trust, its plans for the future and the endless 
conflict between commercial and editorial priorities.

Former editor-at-large, Gary Younge, reflects on life as a work-
ing-class black journalist at the Guardian and considers how its 
liberalism permeated its newsroom culture and editorial agendas. 
Victoria Brittain explores the rise and fall of Third World Review, 
the weekly section of the newspaper she edited in the 1980s that was 
dedicated to providing first-hand reports from marginalised voices in 
parts of the world, notably the Global South, that were then undergo-
ing major social transformations. The Palestinian author and activist 
Ghada Karmi tackles the Guardian’s record in reporting on Israel and 
Palestine, which she argues is more favourable than the rest of the 
UK press but nevertheless shaped by a liberal conception that this is a 
‘conflict’ involving two equivalent sides rather than an ‘old-style settler 
colonialist project’. Alan MacLeod examines how the title has covered 
the ‘pink tide’ in South America and condemns the paper’s reporting 
on developments in Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia and Venezuela before 
concluding that it has ‘attacked progressive movements . . . while 
failing to hold the region’s right-wing rulers to the same standard’.

Hannah Hamad acknowledges the contribution of the Guardian 
women’s page to twentieth century liberal feminism and highlights 
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the role of Mary Stott, its editor from 1957 to 1972, in paving the 
way for ‘second wave’ feminist movements and beyond. Jilly Boyce 
Kay and Mareile Pfannebecker then identify how a ‘centrist feminism’ 
came to dominate the Guardian’s coverage of trans issues after 2014, 
which provided a ‘progressive feminist gloss’ for its broader criticisms 
of Corbynism and the rise of the left inside the Labour Party.

Investigative journalists Matt Kennard and Mark Curtis of 
Declassified UK consider how the Guardian went from the title that 
published Edward Snowden’s revelations about comprehensive state 
surveillance to a ‘platform trusted by the security state to amplify its 
information operations’. Informed by interviews with current and 
former Guardian journalists, they suggest there is an increasingly 
risk-averse environment, in part caused by the departure of some of 
its most experienced investigative reporters. Natalie Fenton reflects 
on a similar trajectory: how the Guardian at once broke the story of 
phone-hacking in 2009, paving the way for the Leveson Inquiry that 
later recommended the creation of a more robust form of independent 
press self-regulation, and then refused to support Leveson’s recom-
mendations. She concludes that ‘if the Guardian saved itself, it did so 
at the expense of other casualties’.

Justin Schlosberg focuses on the political and economic contexts 
of the Guardian’s negative framing of the leadership of Jeremy 
Corbyn and the broader movement of ‘Corbynism’. In particular, his 
chapter identifies inaccuracies and distortions in its coverage of the 
antisemitism crisis within the Labour Party. While defending liberal 
values against a populist insurgency, Schlosberg concludes that the 
paper eventually came to undermine its own core commitment to ‘the 
sanctity of facts’. Tom Mills then provides a detailed analysis of the 
Twitter networks of key Guardian columnists which reveals that they 
are ensconced in insular networks that are largely oriented towards 
other journalists and centrist politicians. The Guardian’s commentar-
iat, it appears, is locked inside its own liberal echo chamber. 

Mike Berry uses the 2008 financial crisis to explore how the press 
narrated both the crisis and subsequent developments concerning the 
UK’s deficit and austerity programme. He argues that, particularly 
thanks to the tenacity of its economics editor, Larry Elliott, the 
Guardian was better prepared than most papers to critique mainstream 
economic thinking but was nevertheless hamstrung by the paucity at 
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that time of radical alternatives to austerity. He suggests that the paper’s 
coverage of the economic proposals that emerged under Corbynism 
was more positive than any of its other policies but doubts whether 
this approach will survive under the leadership of Keir Starmer. Mike 
Wayne then considers the significance of what he describes as ‘liberal 
neoliberalism’ in achieving hegemony in the conjunctural moment of 
Brexit: 

The Guardian, as a leading organ of ‘progressive’ neo-liberalism, 
played a key role in discrediting Corbyn (for whom Brexit was his 
‘Achilles heel’), fracturing Labour support along class lines and 
orchestrating this ‘game of thrones’. 

Finally, Katy Brown, Aurelien Mondon and Aaron Winter evaluate 
the Guardian’s series on ‘The New Populism’ to identify ways in which 
mainstream media run the risk of ‘euphemising’ and ‘amplifying’ 
illiberal speech even at the same time as condemning it. While they 
welcome some of the Guardian’s comment pieces, the authors never-
theless warn how certain tropes around populism and ‘free speech’ have 
been used to legitimise a ‘false equivalence’ that helps to ‘mainstream’ 
far right ideas.

In the end, should we simply be disappointed or angered by the 
Guardian’s social liberalism and dismissal of radical left politics or 
should we value the space that it continues to provide to voices on the 
left? Should we reserve our ire for the most pernicious proponents of 
market fundamentalism and right-wing politics or does it matter even 
more that liberal voices have been used to condemn movements to 
their left? Media Lens writers David Cromwell and David Edwards 
argue that the Guardian, along with the BBC, forms a crucial part of 
‘a propaganda system for elite interests’9 while others, including Gary 
Younge in his chapter for this collection, suggest that we should never 
have invested our hopes in a title that has an historic relationship to 
liberal, rather than socialist, values. 

Tony Benn put this dilemma very well back in 2008 when reflecting, 
in his diary, on the Guardian’s affiliation with elite interests and its 
attraction to power:
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The Guardian represents a whole batch of journalists, from 
moderate right to moderate left – i.e. centre journalists – who, 
broadly speaking like the status quo. They like the two-party 
system with no real change. They’re quite happy to live under 
the aegis of the Americans and NATO; they are very keen on the 
European Union because the Commissioners control everything. 
They are very critical of the left, but would also be critical of a 
wild right-wing movement. They are just the Establishment. It is 
a society that suits them well. I should think that probably most 
of them send their kids to private schools. I should think a lot of 
them don’t use the National Health Service, but they tolerate it as 
the price you have to pay in order to keep the populace content. 
They’re not interested in me any more because they don’t think I 
have any power, and I can’t say I’m very interested in them, except 
as exhibits in a zoo.10

Yet liberalism is far from a mere sideshow or spectacle and instead 
constitutes a powerful brake on any radical political project from 
the left. For all its occasional and welcome forays into investigative 
journalism, the Guardian – with its huge international audience of 
some 160 million global monthly browsers11 – plays a key role in 
marking out a space for liberal politics that is explicitly hostile to 
transformative social change. In these circumstances, disappointment 
is surely not a sufficient response. It is essential to build an indepen-
dent media that tells the story of the left and that more consistently 
holds power to account, and that is precisely what this collection 
aims to do: to scrutinise an institution that, in the final instance, is 
intimately connected to existing relations of power. The Guardian is 
read by many people on the left but, as with liberal democracy more 
generally, it does not serve them consistently or adequately in the 
pursuit of radical social change. This book is an expression not simply 
of disappointment but of the conviction that we need a very different 
sort of media if we are to pursue a very different sort of society.
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