
Changing more than the law 
 
In the last two decades, legislative strategies have become the key lever through which UK 
social movements force change. Whilst Left victories may be sparse, they are most often 
made through judicial review, appeal, complaints to regulatory bodies, lobbying of (largely) 
Lords and, in Northern Ireland, through referendum. The acquittal of the Stansted 15, 
declaration that charities’ sharing data with the Home Office was unlawful, decision that Uber 
drivers are workers, and recent Lords’ push backs against the criminalisation of protest in 
the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill are just some that come to mind. The terrain is 
necessarily risky, for both the potential advances of adversarial campaigns, the heavy cost 
activists pay when the scales of justice do not tip their way, and the kinds of conventions of 
justice one might expect of the British state. Indeed, it has often resulted in failure, on key 
cases with regards to the UK border regime, on war making, and on climate justice at 
COP26, amongst other examples. These setbacks are particularly damaging in their 
climactic nature: when this was our only route, what now?  
 
The flipside is what remains absent and, through a longer historical lens, successful: mass 
organisation in workplaces, streets and communities that force through victory. Though a 
constellation of UK campaigning groups regularly call for and agitate towards such ends, 
they remain fragmented and elusive, emaciated by several decades of decline. This 
presentation argues for a sober reappraisal of this situation from the vantage point of 
activists, lawyers and academics working on campaigns. I argue that we cannot either 
overstate the importance of legal routes for activists, nor retreat into a crude anti-state 
politics that disregards this area as a key avenue through which gains are currently made. 
The presentation gives an account of the limits of lobbying, legislative review and picking key 
cases through which to advance demands. Overall, I argue that in appreciating law’s actually 
existing political economy,  we can recognise both the dangerousness of law as being the 
only tool at our disposal and productive areas for renewed efforts that may address the 
paucity of our wider situation.  Using an example of a North London campaign to save a 
community space from regeneration (read: displacement), the presentation outlines one 
potentially instructive route for development for those who wish to see our toolbox better 
stocked.  
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