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The Role of Regressive Sugar Tax in the Soft Drink 

Industry Levy (SDIL): A Marxist Analysis 

 

 

A B S T R A C T 

Simmering beneath the bubbles of your regular soft drink are the issues of social class, 

subjugation, and social injustice. Sugar is a commodity and it is this component when added to 

soft drinks that now attracts a taxation liability under the Soft Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL) 

which was introduced in the UK in April 2018. In this critical taxation article, we argue that 

the UK’s capitalist state is using the excuse of concern with workers’ health to justify taxing a 

commodity, which is at best an authoritarian attempt to manage people’s behaviour to make it 

more conducive to capitalism, but will fail; add to economic inequality and inequity; and is 

therefore, morally delinquent. 

 

Keywords: Critical taxation; Lenin; Marxism; Marxist Theory of the State; Obesity; Sugar 

Sweetened Beverages; Sugar; Sugar tax. 
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1.  Introduction 

 This article provides a critical analysis of the UK’s Soft Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL), 

as a government strategy for confronting the complex social issue of obesity, and the likelihood 

that it can be anything more than simply another revenue-earner for the government. Marx and 

Engels suggest that many of society’s problems are a direct product of capitalism, its use of 

capital to allocate labour and incomes, which perpetuates social injustice, and this article 

analyses the SDIL from this perspective. To cite Lenin (1992, p. 41) [1918], we aim to “subject 

parliamentarianism to truly revolutionary-proletarian criticism” which is vital in the present-

day era since, again in Lenin’s words (ibid.), “there is quite obviously no revolutionary 

situation in sight [i.e. in the developed nations]”. We argue that the UK’s capitalist state is 

using the excuse of concern for people’s health to justify taxing a commodity, which at best is 

an authoritarian attempt to manage people’s behaviour to make it more conducive to capitalism, 

but will fail; add to economic inequality and inequity; and is therefore, morally delinquent. 

This article aims to contribute to the critical taxation literature, seeing taxation as an important 

part of the domain of ‘accounting’ (not least because taxation forcibly holds citizens 

accountable to the state, and often depends on accounts). Edgley and Holland (2020) highlight 

that this type of critical tax research tends to, “pay attention to broader social structures, 

technologies and workings of power that shape  [or, in our view, manipulate] tax compliance”.  

 We focus on the Marxist theory of the state to analyse the SDIL and this theory is first 

presented in our ‘Theoretical framework’ section (Section 3). Our objective is to use Marx's 

theory of the state to give a factually supported explanation of the sugar tax. This, in our view, 

goes beyond the view that dialectical reality incorporates both sides of an argument to Marx’s 

view of dialectics as the ‘negation of the negation’, a transcendence of the contradiction that 

poor people are prone to obesity, an explanation and solution that proves that one side is 

superior to the other. 
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 This research was conducted in the UK during a period (2016-18) when the 

repercussions of the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-09 were still being felt. The struggle to 

recover economically from a reduced level of income has meant that lower-income families 

have been hit especially hard; their wages do not generate the same buying power as they did 

before. As Cooper, Danson, Whittam, and Sheridan (2010, p. 196) point out, “there is little 

doubt that the poor have become poorer in the past thirty years as the rich have become richer.” 

 In this climate, Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) and HM Treasury (2016, 

p. 4) have chosen to enlighten the population of the UK about future challenges (“tackling 

obesity is a national challenge”). This message was enhanced by a concern expressed by the 

House of Commons Health Committee (2015, p. 33) that “a sugary drinks tax is an essential 

part of a wider package of measures to tackle childhood obesity”. It has been acknowledged by 

Jou and Techakenakij (2012, p. 83) that “obesity prevalence is increasing worldwide, affecting 

both industrialised and developing countries”. Therefore, it would appear that the UK 

government has identified a problem and delivered (an attempt at) a solution in the form of the 

SDIL. A shift in focus for the consumer from what they have to spend to what they are spending 

it on is a deviously clever manoeuvre, as suggested by Thow et al. (2011, p. 60), “shaping the 

tax to suit the priorities of health and finance can facilitate uptake.”  

 Although different countries have different terms for sugar tax, the fundamental 

principle ultimately derives from the added-sugar content; this research uses the term ‘sugar 

tax’ unless specifically referring to the SDIL. Therefore, sugar has joined the ranks of alcohol 

and tobacco as (socially unacceptable, twenty-first century) sin products, taxed by sin taxes. A 

sin tax can be defined as a tax on undesirable behaviour; with the undesirable label being 

assigned to the behaviour by the government and other social actors. The undesirable behaviour 

here is the consumption of sugar, albeit, strangely, only when sugar is consumed in the form 

of Sugar Sweetened Beverages (SSBs). This raises questions concerning how far the 
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government is willing to go, under the guise of public health benefits, and illustrates the 

potential for further food-based taxes in the future if the SDIL is deemed successful. We have 

concerns for all the low-income families which the SDIL has adversely affected. As stated 

previously, our motivation as researchers is to investigate and then to highlight in a public 

forum the detrimental effect of the SDIL on low-income families from the closely related 

viewpoints of business ethics and social justice (as informed by Marxism). 

 This research concludes that the SDIL is detrimental to those on lower incomes, and 

especially to lower-income families. Social inequality exists here and working-class people in 

low-paying jobs are duly exploited to satisfy the capitalist machine. This alienates the worker 

from her/his species-being or true nature, according to the ‘young Karl Marx’ of the 1844 

manuscripts, as surely as it segregates her/him from the act of producing, the products 

produced, and other workers (Ferrante, 2013, pp. 147-149; Fischer, 1973, chap. 3, pp. 37-51; 

James, Briggs, & James, 2011; James & Walsh, 2018; Marx, 1994, pp. 62-64 [1844]; Ollman, 

1976). This article also develops the concept of political correctness as more than mere 

restrictions on what can be said verbally, but as another pillar on which the power of state 

within capitalist society rests. Now that the SDIL has been introduced, it is worth bearing in 

mind that the very progress of UK society almost certainly contributed to the alleged explosion 

of obesity in the first place. Sedentary lifestyle is key to obesity; thus, what is widely perceived 

as progress can also be deemed a contributing factor to the problem. As people all over the 

world transition from hard, physical labour to intensive use of labour-saving technologies the 

incidence of obesity increases (Akabus, Lederman & Moore, 2012, p. 5). This article 

challenges the SDIL and the policy makers who seek to promote this tax. 

 This article is structured to provide a literature review that flows into our theoretical 

framework, the Marxist theory of the state. Our research method, results and discussion are 

imparted before the article concludes . The results section has been further divided into four 
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subsections as follows: (a) UK culture and social inequality; (b) UK government, the SDIL and 

the concepts of sin tax and political correctness; (c) obesity as a medical and social condition; 

and (d) sugar as a commodity with a global market. 

 

2.  Literature Review 

2.1  General Introduction 

 The UK’s economic environment has become increasingly uncertain and it could be 

tentatively suggested that it has become distinctly unfavourable towards lower income people. 

The UK parliament website reports that: “Median weekly pay for full-time employees in the 

UK was £569 at April 2018. This was 4.9% lower than in 2008 in real terms” (House of 

Commons, 2018). The same parliamentary website notes that, “London also saw the largest 

falls in median full-time earnings over the period 2008-2018 after adjusting for price inflation 

(‘in real terms’). Apart from Northern Ireland, median earnings are lower in real terms than in 

2008 across all countries and regions of the UK” (ibid.) The largest percentage fall in real 

median earnings from 2008 to 2018 was 8% in London while the smallest percentage fall was 

the 2% recorded in both Wales and Scotland (ibid.). Only in Northern Ireland, out of all the 

regions of the UK, did median earnings rise over the period 2008 to 2018 and, even in Northern 

Ireland, the percentage rise was only 1% (ibid.). We need to understand the UK economic 

context of poverty and inequality which is the setting for the SDIL. 

 Social-inequality exists here in the UK; Dorling (2015, p. 386) reports that: “4 out of 

10 British households with children now [rely] … on a level of income lower than that which 

was regarded by the public as the minimum needed to participate in society”. The benefits 
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system has faced significant cuts and increased sanctions1, while increased taxation has 

effectively taken more away from the take-home pay of many British families. The UK Gini 

coefficient (measuring income inequality) was consistently below 30% until the mid-1980s 

and, since then, has been consistently above 30% (House of Commons Library, 2019, p. 10). 

This indicates that income inequality has failed to fall below pre-Thatcher levels, and we deem 

it is unlikely ever to do so. People are now accepting zero-hours contracts of employment; 

taking on low-paid positions; and becoming self-employed. Argilés-Bosch, J. M., Ravenda, D. 

& Garcia-Blandón, J. (2020) highlight how the digital economy has seen “new forms of labour, 

such as gig work and crowd or cloud work” appear which further exacerbates the issue as this 

type of work can often lead people to earn less than the so-called guaranteed UK minimum 

wage. This leads us to believe that the alienation of people from the act of production is now 

an accepted societal norm, inbuilt with prejudice that infers that these people deserve the shame 

that they receive because they are less productive than others. The widening gap between the 

rich and poor in society (as measured by the Gini coefficient) is maintained via the discourses 

of government, and the SDIL must be viewed within this context. 

2.2  History of SDIL-related Discourse and Declared Rationale for the SDIL 

 The most important event in the UK taxation year is the annual Budget Statement 

delivered by the Chancellor of the Exchequer (Lymer and Oats, 2015). The SDIL first appeared 

in the 2016 Budget as a move designed to “improve children’s health” (HM Treasury, 2016a, 

p. 1). Under the ironic heading of “Support for Working People”, HM Treasury (2016a, p. 3) 

                                                           
1 This list includes the significant cuts and sanctions implemented since the 2010 election: Child Trust Fund 

abolished (Jan 2011); Benefits changed from RPI to CPI, equating to cut in benefits (Apr 2011); Child Benefit 

and Working Tax Credits frozen for three years (Apr 2011); Sure Start Maternity Payment abolished (Apr 2011); 

Working tax credits 50+ element abolished (Apr 2012); High Income Childs Benefit Charge introduced (Jan 

2013); Bedroom Tax introduced (Apr 2013); Abolition of Social Fund (Apr 2013); Universal Credits work 

allowances frozen for three years (Apr 2014); the Introduction of a nominal cap to Annually Managed Expenditure 

(Apr 2015); and Universal Credits Sanctions Resume (Jul 2020).  This is not an exhaustive list, merely a sample 

derived from Department of Work and Pensions publications. 

 



8 
 

states the following proposition: “[to] introduce a new SDIL to help tackle childhood obesity, 

by incentivising companies to reduce the sugar in drinks they sell, to fund a doubling of the 

primary schools sports premium to £320 million per year from September 2017”. 

 Grant and Stanlake (2000, p. 637) define demand as the “ability and willingness to buy 

a product”. The principle behind the SDIL is that, by increasing the price of a product, the 

quantity demanded will fall, according to the law of demand, and this will have a flow-on 

positive effect on public-health. Grant and Stanlake (2000, p. 241) state that “indirect taxes are 

likely to fall more heavily on the poor” and the SDIL is an indirect tax. Bes-Rastrollo, Sayon-

Orea, Ruiz-Canela, and Martinez-Gonzalez (2016, p. 12) highlight the regressive nature of 

sugar taxes, stating that “poor people pay a greater proportion of their income in tax than do 

the well-off sectors of the population”, which indicates that the UK government would prefer 

to ignore the principle that taxation should be progressive. This is highlighted by the Office for 

National Statistics (ONS) in an article published by the Equality Trust (2017) that depicts “the 

poorest 10% of households paid on average 42% of their income in tax in 2015/16… the richest 

10% however paid on average 34.3% of their income in tax”.  As Cooper et al. (2010, p. 196) 

point out, “the taxation system … in the UK is regressive.” It is precisely this type of apparently 

paternalistic manoeuvre from the government which is a part of a redistributive strategy that 

motivated this research.  

 It is unlikely that the government simply forgot the enduring taxation law principle that 

taxes should be progressive and not regressive; it is much more likely that it deliberately 

decided (as with so many of its policies) to make the working-class pay for the excesses of 

bankers and other wealthy factions within society. Apostol and Pop (2019, p. 9) have similar 

findings in Romania where “the tax structure is highly regressive, featuring low corporate taxes 

and high personal rates. It shifts the tax burden away from business contributors”. Finér and 

Ylönen (2017, p.72) explain that, “corporations exert financial power over states with their tax 
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planning arrangements” and this furthers the need for the government to conveniently forget 

thoughts of being progressive. Constant propaganda has been that the crisis of public finance 

is a problem of too much spending on welfare (i.e., the Labour Party’s fault), which must be 

cut2 (Daily Mail, 2015). Taxing the poor, rather than the rich, whom it bailed out with huge 

amounts of public money, is consistent with this strategy. 

 The main driving force behind the SDIL is the myth of a more significant rise in UK 

obesity levels than in other parts of the world. This myth has gained traction through the 

comparison of UK obesity levels with only Western Europe3. House of Commons (2019) 

provide obesity levels for countries with measured data and the UK places 10th on the list; 

every country has observed increased obesity levels. To compare the UK with Western Europe 

alone is not giving due consideration to the other countries of the world. The malleable nature 

of statistical information allows for information to be portrayed in any manner, which the UK 

government, through one of its ideological state apparatus (mainstream media), has capitalised 

on. For their part, Wilson and Waugh (1999, p. 278) define obesity as “a very common 

nutritional disorder in which there is accumulation of excess body fat and it predisposes to the 

development of a number of conditions: gallstones, cardiovascular diseases, hernias, varicose 

veins, osteoarthritis, type 2 diabetes and increased incidence of postoperative complications”. 

Using (appropriate) Foucauldian terminology, Jeacle (2016, p. 66, emphasis added) highlights 

that “public concerns over the rising cost of treating obesity related illness are laced with 

                                                           
2 As demonstrated by the BBC (2014), such propaganda is reinforced through ideological state apparatus (in this 

case the media) where statistics are malleable and shaped to suit facts. BBC (2014) provide an example of how 

welfare can be situated within the realms of public spending dependent on the desired perspective.    

 
3 The Guardian, BBC and The Independent are all branches of UK media (Ideological State Apparatus) that 

published data concerning UK obesity levels in a comparison with Western Europe only. This is not a fair 

comparison as it does not acknowledge the rest of the world.  
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accusations regarding the undisciplined body”. The SDIL is a bold move and this research 

attempts to highlight the current situation in the UK to question its suitability. 

2.3  Views in Support of the SDIL and/or Other Sugar Taxes 

 Jou and Techakenakij (2012, p. 84) assert that sugar “taxation aims to improve health 

outcomes and reduce health-related costs by limiting the demand for harmful goods through 

price measures”. They state that this form of taxation is “cost-effective” and “once 

implemented, would have a more immediate impact than interventions involving nutrition 

education or physical activity”. In a similar vein, Akabus, Lederman, and Moore (2012, p. 15) 

point out that “obesity is a major contributor to higher healthcare costs” and this is a serious 

motivator for a reduction in the current obesity rates. This stance appears to legitimise the 

paternalistic action of the government, which is fuelled by the nation’s apparent desire for laws 

which aim to protect (some) people from themselves.  

2.4  Other Views on the SDIL and/or Other Sugar Taxes 

 Whilst not firmly against sugar taxes, Bes-Rastrollo et al. (2016, p. 1) suggest that using 

the “tax tool alone on added sugars appears insufficient to curb the obesity epidemic”. This 

position is supported by Gillespie (2010, pp. 195-196) who describes a UK study where 

children were specifically warned about the dangers of sugar and were advised to limit their 

intake of soft drinks. Independently of the arguments about sugar taxes, based on freedom of 

choice, Clemens et al. (2016, p. 450) state that “even within healthy populations, a variety of 

factors may yield differing metabolic outcomes to the consumption of sugars”. Therefore, 

because the SDIL is solely and exclusively focused on the sugar-content of soft drinks, this 

brings into question whether it will have a significant impact on obesity. 
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2.5  The Global Market for Sugar 

 The global market for sugar is another consideration. Watkins (2004, p. 1) suggests that 

“EU sugar policies hamper global efforts to reduce poverty”; at the time of Watkins’ comment 

the UK was a member of the EU. One of the poorest countries that has been impacted 

negatively by the various overseas official sugar policies is Fiji (nominal 2017 GDP per capita: 

US$5,411); sugar exporting has traditionally been its main industry, and the sizeable Fiji-

Indian community (37.5% of the population) exists in the country today because they were 

brought there by the British to work as indentured-labourers on the sugar-cane plantations (over 

the period 1879 to 1916). Richardson (2015, p. 17) suggests that “the circulation of sugar is 

deeply structured by global capitalism” and this comment further inspired the researchers to 

adopt a Marxist perspective. 

2.6 Summary 

  The literature review has considered the dubious introduction of the UK SDIL and has 

prematurely brought to the surface the idea of ideological state apparatus. This was given as an 

insight into the methods of state that uses the media, in this case, to arguably inflate obesity 

statistics to ease the way for sugar tax. We have highlighted how the SDIL is regressive and 

burdens the poorest people in society whilst demonstrating how the UK government has 

condemned sugar, albeit in only the form of SSBs, to a sin tax. Divulged historical and modern 

discourse surrounding sugar tax has revealed political correctness as another pillar on which 

the power of state rests yet this only skims the surface and it is necessary now to consider the 

historical perspectives that are at the crux of this research. The theoretical framework exposes 

the real motivations of state for the suppression of people and explains the mechanisms it uses 

to do this; it moves from an individual perspective through to state power flowing directly into 

a glimpse at the global economic structure that has capitalism strangling its roots.   
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 First, we introduce some critical concepts and ideas from Marxist theory: Capitalist 

society is made up of two principal classes: the ruling-class or bourgeoisie and the working-

class or proletariat. As suggested by Andrew and Baker (2020, p. 646), “those with the means 

to change structure and those subject to it”. The members of the bourgeoisie own the productive 

capital in society and use it for the purpose of the accumulation of more capital. They achieve 

this by mixing labour power, supplied by the proletariat, with the means of production (land, 

buildings, machinery, and raw-materials) in a production process (Bryer, 1995, 2006; Marx, 

1978: chap. 1 and see especially the ‘circuit of industrial capitalism’ formula at p. 132 [1885]). 

This creates surplus value which is unpaid labour-time (Bryer, 1995, 2006; James & Walsh, 

2018; Marx, 1976, chaps. 6-9 [1867]) and it is retained by the capitalist rather than paid out to 

the workers. Surplus value(s) occurs because the values of the commodities sold (and the 

revenues received which fluctuate around commodity values) exceed the amount needed to 

feed and clothe the workers and their families at socially defined subsistence levels (the value 

of labour or v). Therefore, the workers work (say) six hours a day for themselves and four hours 

a day for the capitalist and her/his profit. In fact, right up until the 1980s, the Communist Party 

of Australia (Marxist-Leninist)-controlled Builders’ Labourers’ Federation (BLF) in Australia 

taught surplus-value theory to its members and encouraged them to work together to claw-back 

some of the surplus-value4 . Much of the surplus-value (new capital) is reinvested which is how 

capital accumulates over time and how the bourgeoisie gets progressively relatively richer and 

the working-class progressively relatively poorer (which is Marx’s theory of the relative, not 

absolute, impoverishment of the proletariat).  

                                                           
4 For more on the BLF see Bramble (2008); James and Leung (2017); Leung and James (2010a, 2010b); 

Leung, James, and Sujan (2011 ); Ross (2004). 
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 A fundamental concept to Marxist theory is given by Cooper (2015, p. 65) “new value 

can only be produced by labour”. The members of the working-class or proletariat have only 

their labour-power to sell to the capitalist and, to pay for the basic necessities of life, they are 

required to sell their labour power to capitalist employers afresh every period (day, week, 

month, and year) (Allen & Chung, 2000). As Redhead (2017, p. 21, emphasis original) wrote, 

“Karl Marx’s notion of double freedom, that we have the freedom to sell our labour power to 

whoever we damn well please, but that most of us only have that labour power in our locker, 

has never been truer than today.” If a person does not need to sell her/his labour-power afresh 

each period in order to survive then that person is not a member of the proletariat but, clearly, 

Marx’s definition of proletariat includes far more people than are captured by contemporary 

sociological or everyday definitions of working-class or lower-class. Mandel (1978, p. 78) 

described the process of capital accumulation by the industrial bourgeoisie as follows:  

  

 A ‘spiralling movement’ of growth is unleashed – a veritable avalanche. The sale of commodities at their 

 value [equal to the labour-hours embodied within them] enables profit to be realized and additional 

 capital to be accumulated. More capital begets more surplus value, which in turn begets more capital. … 

 An immense mountain of commodities is distributed with lightning speed around the globe, so that a 

 steadily growing stream of value (money capital) may be concentrated in the hands of an ever-smaller 

 percentage (if not necessarily a shrinking absolute number) of the world’s active population. 

 

 Having considered the critical concepts of Marxism and uncovered the impact on the 

individual, we now progress to the role of state within the capitalist machine. According to 

Shively (2014, p. 55), the essential features of the Marxist theory of the state are as follows: 

The workers need to be motivated and restrained in order to serve the interests of capital 

effectively now and into the future. The state serves as a representative or servant of the 

bourgeoisie with its missions being to ensure that the workforce remains disciplined and 

motivated in the short-term and in the long-term educated, housed, clothed, and fed. As Marx 

and Engels (1994, p. 161) [1848] wrote, “the bourgeoisie has at last, since the establishment of 
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Modern Industry and of the world market, conquered for itself, in the modern representative 

State, exclusive political sway” (cited in Fischer, 1973, p. 64). The state achieves its mission 

primarily through repression and ideology. We should note that the state can acquire a certain 

independence from segments of the bourgeoisie (although it still serves it), especially if the 

competing factions are in temporary equilibrium (Fischer, 1973, p. 133 ). This temporary 

equilibrium may however be better described by their common interest in the exploitation of 

labour as affirmed by Catchpowle et al., (2014) who explain that the bourgeoisie “have a 

common interest but are also a warring band of brothers vying for a greater share and for greater 

power for their particular functional part or sovereign unit of accumulation.” 

 The French Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser (2001) [1971] argued that the state 

(broadly conceived so that it means more than simply the government) achieves its missions 

via repressive state apparatuses (such as police, army, the courts system, and parliament) and 

ideological state apparatuses (such as the mainstream media, schools, sporting clubs, religious 

organizations, and youth organizations/NGOs). Althusser can be regarded as the link between 

Marx and Foucault and, in real-life, Foucault was Althusser’s student. Foucault (1995) [1977] 

argued in Discipline and Punish that the goal of prisons is for prisoners to internalise the values 

of the prison and become willing and able to self-regulate their own behaviour rather than to 

continually rely upon (costly) externally-imposed discipline. 

 Through ideology, disseminated at and by ideological state apparatuses, the state, 

representing the bourgeoisie, hopes that the workers will regard their situations as being 

reasonable and acceptable and that they will only aim for gains within the system via wage rise 

and trade- unionism. Fischer (1973, p. 22) wrote that “[i]ndividuals who behave as though they 

were independent are in actual fact conditioned not only by the whole of social development – 

by language, tradition, upbringing, etc. – but also by their class, estate or profession”. This 

condition is what Marxists term ‘false consciousness’ and it led to the disillusionment of the 
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Frankfurt School neo-Marxist scholar Herbert Marcuse who, in One Dimensional Man 

(Marcuse, 1991) [1964], despaired over the American working-class which he argued had been 

bought-over and paid-off by capitalism and its new array of consumer goods. This class was 

by 1964, according to Marcuse, fully integrated into the capitalist system rather than being the 

major threat to its stability. Callinicos et al. (2021, p. 156) explain that ‘false consciousness’ is 

the, “idea that the ruling class can control ideas or intellectual production suggest[ing] that they 

have a way of shaping the consciousness or mental development of the working class”. He had 

cheered up somewhat by 1969, inspired by the Black Panther and civil-rights movements. In 

An Essay on Liberation (Marcuse, 1969), he put his revolutionary hopes upon the 

disenfranchised black and Hispanic urban underclass, radical students, and Third World 

freedom-fighters. There are still radical people and movements in the Third World today, but 

these countries are now fully part of the global capitalist system which has seen the rise of a 

new global consumerist middle-class. 

 Lenin (1992, p. 81 ) [1918], in The state and revolution, defined the bourgeois state as 

“a special machine for the suppression of one class by another, and, furthermore, of the majority 

by the minority”5. Furthermore, “[t]he state is the product and the manifestation of the 

irreconcilability of class contradictions” (Lenin, 1992, p. 8, emphasis original) [1918]. Lenin 

argued, based on the lessons learned from the failed but highly commendable Paris Commune 

of 1871, that the capitalist state must be smashed (German: zerbrechen) (Fischer, 1973, p. 135), 

rather than rehabilitated, by the Communist Party after it seizes power . Modern Marxists are 

suggested by Gallhofer and Haslam (2017, p. 7) to consider that “emancipation has classically 

                                                           
5 In the Russia of February-October 1917 (after the bourgeois-democratic revolution but before the communist 

revolution), the oppressed class was the majority of the peasantry plus the very small industrial working-class 

then centred in the cities of Petrograd and Moscow. 
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been understood in terms of radical and absolute liberation from a repressive set of chains” 

whereas “change is a movement along a continuum” (ibid, 2017, p.14). 

 As argued by Jossa (2005, 2014), Lenin, later in his life, went on to recommend a 

system of worker-managed co-operatives existing under state ownership. Such co-operatives 

would be “free to dispose of [their] capital goods at will and to use [their] surplus[es] for capital 

accumulation and/or dividend distribution purposes” (Jossa, 2014, p. 283). Jossa (2005, 2014) 

explained that it is extremely significant that the late-period Lenin supported state-owned 

cooperatives (rather than central planning), with Jossa (2014) pointing to Lenin’s New 

Economic Policy (NEP) of 19216 and, more specifically, to his later call for a nationwide 

system of cooperatives in 1923. We should point out that we do not support the claim that Marx 

or Lenin’s views on socialism require or demand central planning. Some readers might wonder 

about the contemporary relevance of Marx’s theories for today. We have the Redhead (2017, 

p. 21) statement which was quoted above. Furthermore, Cassidy (1997, p. 248) wrote that 

“Marx’s legacy has been obscured by the failure of [Really Existing] Communism, which 

wasn’t his primary interest. … In fact, Marx was a student of capitalism, and that is how he 

should be judged”. For example, as observed by Bryer (2016, p.7), “Marx (who died in 1883) 

never faced the developed stock market as a historical fact”. From the vantage-point of 1998, 

150 years after the publication of The Communist Manifesto, Lewis (1998, p. A17) concluded 

that “[one is] struck by the eerie way in which its 1848 description of capitalism resembles the 

restless, anxious and competitive world of today’s global economy ”. 

 The theoretical framework has expanded the critical concepts of Marxism to explain 

how an individual is within the capitalist system and how that system exploits their labour. The 

description of the role of state has illustrated the fundamental apparatus that support the 

                                                           
6 The NEP was, of course, Lenin’s “brainchild” (Jossa, 2014, p. 298). 
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capitalist system, repressive state apparatus and ideological state apparatus. We have revealed 

our thoughts on the use of these methods in the introduction stage of the SDIL in the UK 

whereby ideological state apparatus (mainstream media) were used to cherry pick which 

Western European countries to include when proclaiming the UK obesity statistics. The 

discussion of the pillars that support capitalist power naturally flowed into the embedded nature 

of capitalism on the global economy just as the discussion of sugar tax developed into a 

discussion of the global economy for sugar within the literature review; the capitalist system is 

entrenched in global society, not for the benefit of humanity but for the benefit of the 

bourgeoisie.  

   

4. Research Method 

 We commenced this research project in January 2016. We wanted to release a first 

version of this article before the SDIL was implemented which we expected then to be two to 

three years away. This caused considerable time constraints, so we had to keep our goals 

realistic and our research methods workable. Interviews were rejected as it was thought 

unlikely, based on past-experience, that we could get politicians or corporate spokespersons to 

participate in the study. As a result, we decided to rely upon the use of secondary data and its 

interrogation by the researchers based on our theoretical perspective. The following sources 

were given priority in the information search process: (1) the Budget (2016); (2) consultation 

documents produced by either the HMRC and/or HM Treasury over the crucial 2015-17 time-

period; and (3) discussion papers from the UK’s House of Commons 2015-17. 

 Our two research questions were as follows: 

(1) How has the SDIL been portrayed by the UK government; and 

(2) What were the government’s motivations for this portrayal? 
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 We focused upon the SDIL in its context as a mechanism of capitalism attempting to 

treat another symptom, we were less interested in the actual details of the levy. The market for 

sugar was investigated as was the commodity itself. This was to raise the lens from a purely 

UK perspective and place sugar in its position as a global commodity that supports the 

bourgeoisie in its efforts to achieve rapid rates of capital accumulation. 

 Other relevant articles and resources were found online through Google and Google 

Scholar searches. Information was perceived to be relevant to the extent that it aided in 

answering either or both research questions. We always intended that government 

pronouncements would be the main data source, with other accompanying data sources offering 

commentary on government pronouncements, alternative views, and/or evidence from 

overseas countries which have implemented sugar taxes. As noted, we were less concerned 

with the technical details of the levy and more concerned with an analysis of UK government 

pronouncements, which form a discourse which reflects an ideology. We wanted to observe 

and explain the key elements of this discourse which rely upon pushing the tax as (1) a good 

solution to the obesity crisis; and (2) a money-earner for government-revenue. School-sports 

and other socially approved pursuits are the alleged future beneficiaries of much of the revenue. 

 In terms of the second research question, about government motivations, we had to, in 

our data-collection process and analysis process, distinguish between directly stated 

motivations (which are clear enough and not hard to obtain); and underlying motivations which 

might not be directly stated. Concerning the latter, we were, to some extent, guided by our 

theoretical framework plus the contemporary rise of political correctness which shapes and 

limits what can be publicly said without adverse repercussions for the speaker(s). 
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5.  Results 

5.1  UK Culture and Social Inequality 

 Despite recent turbulent events, as part of its initiative to “invest in the next generation”, 

HM Treasury (2016a, pp. 32-33) suggests that the SDIL will “pay for school sport”. It asserts 

that “childhood obesity is a national problem” and suggests that the UK has “one of the highest 

overall obesity rates amongst developed countries” (ibid.). This latter statement appears to be 

contested by Jou and Techakehakij (2012) at least in terms of the UK’s obesity prevalence 

compared to other European countries. This article has previously commented on the myth 

behind the significance of the UK’s obesity levels when in comparison with one segment of 

the world without mention of the (much larger) rest of the world. ideological state apparatus 

spread the myth on behalf of the State as they are bound by nature to do so. HM Treasury 

(2016a, pp. 32-33) then concludes that the “cost to the UK economy is approximately £27 

billion, with NHS [National Health Service] spending over £5 billion on obesity-related costs”; 

and that “sugar consumption is a major factor in childhood obesity, and sugar-sweetened soft 

drinks are now the biggest single source of dietary sugar for children and teenagers”. 

 HMRC and HM Treasury (2016, p. 5) state that “the evidence shows that children in 

the UK are consuming too many calories and, in particular, too much sugar”. By contrast, 

Gillespie (2010, p. 16) suggests that UK fat consumption has been steadily declining over the 

last 20 years; the health industry has boomed over this same period. Another opposition voice 

contesting the urgency over obesity comes from Brassington and Pettitt (2003, p. 965) who 

suggest that “a fitness-orientated society coupled with rising levels of obesity has been a major 

factor behind the rapid growth of the health and fitness sector since the mid-1990’s”. This 

paradox depicts that those in power have ideals that they wish to place upon society and Bujaki 

et al. (2017, p.58-59) explain that “the practices of governmentality are intended to lead 
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individuals to govern their own choices and behaviours in such a way as to support the 

government’s agenda and priorities”. However, they do not seem to appreciate that the UK is 

one country in a global capitalist climate, which has arguably caused the rising obesity levels 

in the first instance, and the SDIL is merely an ill-equipped revenue earner that will fail to treat 

the root cause.  

 As suggested by Brassington and Pettitt (2003, p. 120), “culture can be described as the 

personality of the society within which an individual lives.” Whilst Wynter and Oats (2018, 

p.56) describe “culture as an amorphous concept” there can be little doubt that UK culture 

differs from the cultures of the other countries which have adopted sugar taxes. Akabus et al. 

(2012, p.19) suggest that “the prevalence of obesity may be levelling off … severe obesity is 

increasing in both adults and children, afflicting approximately 17 million people in 2006”. It 

is not contested that obesity levels are a significant problem among some subsections of the 

UK population. However, the suggestion that the SDIL, as a regressive form of taxation 

reducing individual autonomy, could benefit the UK in any form is very much at debate.   

 House of Commons (2016) details the statistics of poverty. It states (2016, p. 3) that 

“around one in six people in the UK are in relative low income before housing costs, rising to 

more than one in five once we account for housing costs”. It expected that these figures will 

rise in future years with “[m]ost of this increase [being]… explained by earnings growth 

benefitting middle-income households more than poorer households” (ibid., p. 4). Marx’s 

theory of the relative (not absolute) impoverishment of the proletariat under capitalism was 

explained in a previous section and is especially relevant here. Weightman et al. (2012, p. 1) 

explain that “socioeconomic status, as indicated by level of income, education, wealth, 

occupation and access to resources, is well established as [being] associated with an 

individual’s health and well-being”. Davis and George (1988, p. 19) state that “individually 

experienced ill health reflects a prior distribution of power in society ”. Thoughts of the 
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individual and the ill-effects of capitalism lead us to the how of state attempts to align societal 

‘thinking’ to better reflect its own philosophy. Previous discussions have delved through the 

ideological and repressive state apparatus that the state has in its power and now we consider 

the pillars that support such power; the concepts of sin tax and political correctness.  

5.2  UK Government, the SDIL and the Concepts of Sin Tax and Political Correctness 

 Lymer and Oats (2015, p. 2) explain that “taxation is used by the UK government to 

support and pay for its basic functions.” However, and significantly, “taxes are also used to 

influence the behaviour of taxpayers directly in ways that will support achieving these 

functions for society’s benefit” (ibid.). HM Treasury (2016a, pp. 32-33) supports this as the 

“[SDIL] will be designed to encourage companies to reformulate by reducing the amount of 

added sugar in the drinks they sell” and boasts that the SDIL will benefit England by doubling 

the funding for sports in schools “from £160 million to £320 million per year”; providing “up 

to £285 million a year” to secondary-schools; and “£10 million funding a year to expand 

[school] breakfast clubs”. This equals £455 million potential spending whereas HM Treasury 

(2016a, p. 84) expected to receive £520 million in the budget period 2018-19, decreasing to 

£500 million and £455 million in the consecutively following periods.  

 Fisher and Lovell (2009, p. 116) point out that “taxation is the forcible, involuntary 

withdrawal of economic resources from individuals to be spent by governments in ways that 

might fail to satisfy or be compatible with the desires and values of the taxed individuals”. 

They explain that this point of view derives from the libertarian perspective, which emphasizes 

the negative rights that people must be free from certain societal pressures. Cooper et al. (2010, 

p. 197) expand this rationale by explaining that “taxation not only inhibits individual freedom. 

It also provides the lifeblood of the state which imposes collective judgements on our 

individual freedoms”. Consistent with these statements, the government has restricted 
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individual autonomy by implementing the SDIL and we must also consider the negative 

financial effects the SDIL is having on low-income families.  

 HMRC and HM Treasury (2016, p. 4) insist that “health experts have identified sugary 

drinks as one of the biggest contributors to childhood obesity and a source of empty calories” 

and this was echoed by the House of Commons Health Committee (2015, p. 3) when it stated 

that “the government should not lose sight of the clear evidence that measures to improve the 

food environment to reduce calorie intake must lie at the heart of a successful strategy”. House 

of Commons Health Committee (2015, p. 11) explains that “today’s food environment makes 

it increasingly difficult to make healthy choices” and highlights that, as consumers, “most of 

our food choices are habitual and automatic and we exert little self-control over what and how 

much we eat”. Such discourse strengthens the argument given by Apostol and Pop (2019, p.6) 

that “tax in no longer a mere instrument for revenue collection but… a policy tool”. In order to 

tackle obesity, the UK government first wants to reduce our individual autonomy because this 

is what allows (some) people to (sometimes) make poor choices. 

 Disturbingly, House of Commons Health Committee (2015, p. 17) then advocates that 

“in our view this should not be limited to products which are high in sugar, but also those high 

in salt and fat” giving further concerns that the SDIL is the genesis of sin taxes targeted at food 

products and may open the door for further food sin taxes. Bonnet and Réquillart (2016, p. 2, 

emphasis added) state that “the objective of a tax on SSB is to discourage the consumption of 

heavy [soft-drink] drinkers who are more likely to suffer from excessive consumption, rather 

than to provoke a decrease in average consumption”, which is not the argument of the UK 

government but still suggests that these authors advocate a sugar tax. 

 Green (2010, p. 69) states that “government has two interests in the benefits of sin taxes: 

improving public health and generating revenue”. Although an advocate of sugar taxes, Green 
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(2010, p. 72) concedes that “sin taxes infringe on individual autonomy [and] can be framed as 

[an] injustice” and this argument, of course, is frequently used by sugar tax opponents. Green 

(2010) defends the paternalistic behaviour of the government on the basis that the sugar tax 

will improve public-health but ultimately all that a new form of taxation can guarantee is 

revenue; anything else is mere speculation as it cannot be proved. Richardson (2015, p. 9) 

highlights that “vulnerable people have not received a fair share of the wealth produced by the 

sugar industry, and, in some cases, have actually been harmed by its more rapacious practices”. 

Furthermore, Le Bodo, Paquette, and De Wals (2016, p. 153) claim that the SDIL may in fact 

have the opposite effect than intended as “the preference for SSBs in children may get 

reinforced if the tax is explicitly presented as a way to restrict consumption [due to the 

attractions of rebellion]”. 

 Jou and Techakehakij (2012, p. 86) describe the three considerations for a country 

considering sugar tax implementation as being (1 ) the prevalence of obesity; (2) the existing 

levels of soft-drinks consumption; (3) and the baseline SSB tax rates. They point out that the 

UK already disfavoured SSBs prior to the SDIL through a 20% Value-Added Tax (VAT), 

which is also a regressive tax. The proposed VAT-SDIL combination represents a double 

regressive-tax burden.  

 In the UK, VAT is not charged on most foods unless you eat out at a restaurant. 

However, poorer people stand to lose more of their total income on SDIL than richer people 

and yet HMRC and HM Treasury (2016, p. 15) assert, in typically politically correct fashion, 

that “it is not currently anticipated that this measure will have adverse impacts on any groups 

with protected characteristics”. We may need a translation into English of the phrase ‘protected 

characteristics’. Even House of Commons Health Committee (2015, p. 30) concedes that “a 

tax imposed uniformly may be considered regressive if, as a proportion of income, more is 
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taken in tax from low-income households than those households further up the income scale”. 

The regressive SDIL hits low-income families hardest. 

 The SDIL has obvious implications for businesses operating in the soft-drinks industry. 

According to Le Bodo et al. (2016, p. 59), “the manufacturing cost of SSBs is particularly low” 

although Bes-Rastrollo et al. (2016, p. 11) state that “the food industry argues that consumption 

taxes are ineffective, unfair and damage the industry leading to job losses”. UK businesses 

producing soft-drinks with added-sugar had to take into account that “from 2018, producers 

and importers who are liable for the tax will have to register with HMRC, report information 

regarding their taxable products, and pay their tax liability on a quarterly basis” (HMRC and 

HM Treasury, 2016, p. 24). The SDIL imposes extra administrative burdens upon businesses; 

and HMRC and HM Treasury (2016, p. 27) will “compulsorily register businesses that are 

liable to be registered for the levy but have failed to do so”. Perhaps unsurprisingly, “HMRC 

proposes to introduce new penalties and sanctions for failure to comply with the scheme” 

(HMRC and HM Treasury; 2016, p. 28). However, they have given special consideration to 

“the smallest of” small business owners. HMRC and HM Treasury (2016, p. 7) state that there 

will be “a relief or exemption for the smallest of operators”. 

 However, Mintel’s (2016) data shows that any increase in costs will be fully passed on 

to the consumers by manufacturers and importers. That the government has condemned the 

industry to that of a sin is a questionable move; sin taxes utilised by the government have been 

steadily increasing over recent years. The SDIL can practically guarantee to result in revenues. 

However, the concept of sugar being a sin or at best politically incorrect is the basis for the 

SDIL and the result ought to be public-health benefits if the UK government is to be believed. 

As suggested by Fisher and Lovell (2009, p. 549), “the government seems to have a taste for 

using price to lessen [allegedly] poor behaviour.” However, as conceded by Jou and 

Techakehakij (2012, p. 88), “it is difficult to fully discern the preventative effects of the 
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policy.” As Akabus et al. (2012, p. 27, emphasis added) explain, “not all studies have 

implicated soda as a cause of obesity… because of the complexity of obesity and the many 

factors contributing to overweight, there is low likelihood that a single change will have a 

beneficial effect on weight gain”. These findings point towards the effects of substitution; other 

sin taxes monopolise the sin because there are no substitute products available; this is not the 

case with the SDIL. 

 Now that the government has successfully launched and managed the SDIL, this opens 

the door for it to initiate further food taxation based on the theory that certain products are sins. 

The overwhelming number of substitute products available negates the effect that a levy on 

any one type of product can have on obesity. This leads us to the conclusion that the 

government requires the revenues that the SDIL generates and that intended public-health 

benefits are a convenient excuse (or ideological premise) to gain public support for the tax. 

 The SDIL is very clearly targeted. According to HMRC and HM Treasury (2016, p. 9), 

“the government has made [it] clear that fruit juices will not be subject to the levy”; “milk 

based drinks will be excluded from the levy”; and “alcoholic drinks are also not in the scope 

of the SDIL”. The SDIL is comparable to other taxes such as alcohol or cigarette duties and 

this puts the SDIL within the sin tax category. One way around the SDIL would be to sell 

cartons of fresh milk with high added coffee and sugar content. These iced-coffee cartons are 

extremely popular in Australia and can take up metres of combined space at supermarkets and 

service-stations. Most of these iced-coffee cartons (600ml. packages) contain from 1100- 

1800kJ in total and hence are more fattening than SSBs. 

 Brassington and Pettitt (2003, p. 411) suggest that “alcohol and tobacco in particular 

are targeted by many governments for high rates of duty, partly as a public health measure and 

partly as an excellent revenue earner”. Similarly, Akabus et al. (2012, p. 70) state that “it is 
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likely that applying the same strategy to calorie-dense foods of minimal nutritional value would 

have the same effect as seen for tobacco: i.e. as price increases, consumption falls”. Akabus et 

al. (2012, p. 70) discuss “a plan introduced several years ago to tax foods such as dairy 

products, pastries, chocolates, pizzas, and burgers at a higher rate than other food products was 

briefly considered, then dismissed by the UK’s government as unworkable”. 

 This discussion has generated concerns as to how far the government is willing to go 

under the guise of public-health benefits and illustrates the potential for further food-based 

taxes in the future if the SDIL is deemed successful. As stated by Akabus et al. (2012, p. 77), 

“other public health success stories offer potential models for obesity, but smoking and 

drinking are optional behaviours whereas eating is not”; and Le Bodo et al. (2016, p. 59) also 

suggest that “lessons from tobacco can confirm that taxation can be a valuable instrument, 

although the comparison with SSB should be made cautiously”. Our discussion in the present 

subsection has highlighted the regressive nature of the SDIL along with its categorisation as a 

sin tax. 

 Political correctness is defined by Armstrong (2015, p. 31) as involving “normative 

restrictions of a very traditional kind on what may be publicly expressed.” However, political 

correctness is held by the present authors to be more than mere limitations on what can be 

verbally expressed; the term encompasses the idea that society must ‘think’ the same way as 

our ‘superiors’; a form of legitimisation being socially ingrained through government-funded 

institutions and other social practices. We assert that political correctness is a pillar which 

supports capitalist power and maintains the subjugation of society through state manipulation.  
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As explained by Perrin and Jennings (2005, p. 177): 

  

 “The government is portrayed as having the right to impose its wishes and desires upon others, 

 irrespective of the freedom of others to pursue, or at least prioritise, their personal aspirations. In  any 

 instances, the choice of words and expression is an obvious attempt to apply emotional pressure, on the 

 grounds of behaving in a manner counter to national interest, against those not sharing nor wishing to 

 accept the government vision of their personal role in the economic machine.” 

  

 Political correctness is thus an act of social conditioning designed to ensure subjugation 

of society and perpetuate social inequality (by turning our heads away from it and to naturalise 

the present order as ‘just the way things are’ or to blame corporate greed and fraud on ‘a few 

bad eggs’ rather than putting the entire capitalist system under the microscope). Being nice to 

immigrants and avoiding racist language (key aspects of political correctness today) are not 

enforced for the sake of kindness alone; they are enforced also to minimise the chances of 

violence in society and to help migrants adjust so that they can work and live in peace, 

accumulating capital and paying regular taxes to the state. As we used to say about Human 

Resource Departments, political correctness was never on your side . 

 The state has implanted the ideological premise for the SDIL through use of its 

ideological state apparatus, however it compounds this via manipulation at a more intrinsic and 

invasive level through the social conditioning platforms of political correctness and the concept 

of sin taxes. Hereafter we investigate obesity as a medical and social condition under the lens 

of viewing this as a symptom of capitalism that the SDIL is incapable of resolving.    

5.3  Obesity as a Medical and Social Condition 

 Obesity is a serious condition; we do not consider it an appropriate vehicle for 

governments to use to boost revenues. HMRC and HM Treasury (2016, p. 5) justify the SDIL 

and state that “there is a link between high sugar intake and excessive calorie consumption, 
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which increases the risk of weight gain and obesity”. However, if understanding obesity was 

really that simple, then, surely, as suggested by The Economist Intelligence Unit (2014, p. 4), 

“reduced caloric intake or increased activity – or some combination of the two – should 

theoretically address the problem. However, with genetic, biological and other factors also at 

work, obesity is indisputably ... more complex.” 

 Akabus et al. (2012, p. 25) suggest that “from the perspective of thermodynamics, body 

weight changes are a function of energy balance; weight gain occurs when energy intake 

exceeds energy expenditure, and weight loss occurs when energy expenditure exceeds energy 

intake” and this is very much an individual process, one that a uniform strategy may not be 

able to tackle. Clemens et al. (2016, pp. 456-457) claim that “statistical assessments suggest 

the effects of SSB consumption on BMI [Body Mass Index], an indicator of obesity, may only 

account for 1.5% of the variance among those who are overweight”. Akabus et al. (2012, p. 

29) assert that activity level is a variable related to the prevalence of obesity; a sedentary 

lifestyle has low energy flux and an active lifestyle has a higher energy flux. They also indicate 

that increased use of medications can result in weight gain (such as anti-depressants, which 

include Mirtazapine), which demonstrates how sugar is one of many potential variables that 

could potentially contribute towards obesity. 

 Clemens et al. (2016, p. 462) recommend “a total diet approach in which a single 

nutrient/component (such as sugars and fats) of the food is not targeted” the reason being that 

“when consumed at typical levels in the diet, sugars are not likely to produce adverse events 

among healthy individuals”. In terms of alternative strategies for combatting public-health 

problems, Holford (2004, p. 99) suggests that “most people are being short-changed on health, 

due to inadequate intakes of vitamins and minerals”. His findings consider whether in fact 

anybody is ever truly ‘well’ or ‘healthy’ as he suggests that the typical diet is deficient in many 

vitamins and minerals. The reality may be that the SDIL will have little or no impact upon 
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obesity levels. Using BMI to measure obesity further exacerbates the problem as it is far from 

being a perfect measure of fatness. 

 Regarding the logic behind SDIL, there remains a bold assumption that obese 

individuals consume more soft drinks than other people do when there are numerous factors 

that contribute to obesity. Akabus et al. (2012, p. 275) point out that there are some researchers 

who question the “assumption that being overweight is unhealthy” which also supports the 

view that the SDIL is merely a revenue-raiser with health-benefits being a smokescreen. 

However, Akabus et al. (2012, p. 275) concede that these pro-self-worth views lack empirical 

scientific support. 

 Clemens et al. (2016, p. 454) indicate that “the practical recommendation to replace 

caloric beverages with water as an aid to control weight is based on calorie reduction rather 

than a [proven] link between added-sugar and obesity” and Bes-Rastrollo et al. (2016, p. 2) 

admit that “there is a high likelihood that we will never know the real effect of SSB on weight 

gain”. As the SDIL is a regressive tax, it invariably hits the lowest-income families hardest and 

this is a disturbing fact given that we already have double regressive taxation in the form of the 

VAT. As Akabus et al. (2012, p. 268) write, low-income earners already face significant 

difficulties as “physical activity is an important part of weight loss”. Furthermore, low-income 

and minority groups face special barriers in participating in physical activities [e.g., gym 

membership costs and the costs of uniforms, boots, transport, and registration fees for 

footballers]. 

 We do not dispute the prevalence of obesity in the UK. However, we do contest the 

government’s moral right to subject the public to another regressive tax that unfairly burdens 

the lowest-income section of the population. Clemens et al. (2016, p. 456) “reinforce the 

position that targeting a single energy source as a contributor to ‘many of the most serious 
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disease today’ is disingenuous and oversimplifies the complex role of energy intake and energy 

expenditure processes”. Even House of Commons Health Committee (2015, p. 50) conceded 

that “the time has not yet come for the introduction of a tax or levy on sugary drinks”, which 

is particularly concerning given that the SDIL has been in effect since April 2018. Taxpayers’ 

Alliance executive Jonathon Isaby is quoted as being “deeply concerned” (BBC, 2016b) about 

the government: 

 

 “…pushing ahead with this regressive tax which will hit the poorest families hardest when the evidence 

 shows that the sugar tax has nothing to do with the sugar content of products, so it is farcical to suggest 

 that this will have any positive impact on people’s diet or lifestyle choices.” 

 

 Having considered obesity as a medical and social condition, we consider that the real 

disease is capitalism. As Bryer (2015, p.41) eloquently suggests, “in the case of capitalism, 

[he] would diagnose its pathology as a disease of social control”.    

5.4  Sugar as a Commodity with a Global Market and the Law of Demand 

 As Marx suggests (1976, p. 125) [1867], a “commodity is, first of all, an external object, 

a thing which through its qualities satisfies human needs of whatever kind”. Sugar is a 

commodity and Clemens et al. (2016, p. 437) note that “the principal functionality [use value] 

of sugars is their sweet taste”. The same authors (Clemens et al., 2016, p. 443) explain further 

that the “two main functional properties of sugars … are (a) ability to exist in amorphous and 

crystalline states and (b) ability to interact with water”. 

 The global events surrounding sugar taxes are limited and future researchers may 

provide additional evidence, especially after the SDIL has been in operation for numerous 

years. Le Bodo et al. (2016) list the 20 countries that have already adopted a sugar tax. 

Richardson (2015, p. 12) states that “there are an estimated 1.1 million jobs in sugar 
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manufacturing and tens of millions more in sugar farming scattered across more than 120 

countries”. Within the UK, Watkins (2004, p. 3) states that “British Sugar and National 

Farmers’ Union are attempting to sway public opinion against reform behind the populist 

banner of a ‘Save Our Sugar’ campaign. The campaign is built on distortion and the pursuit of 

self-interest”. Artificial barriers to trade in the form of quota systems used by governments 

within the EU, which at the time of this research included the UK, appear to confirm the fact 

that the UK government promotes what it sees as its ‘class-based’ self-interest . 

 Thow et al. (2011, p. 58) reveal that the earliest form of sugar tax was adopted in Samoa 

in 1984 and the stated rationale for the tax was revenue. The same authors (2011: 59) explain 

that French Polynesia adopted a sugar tax in 2002 for health purposes and note that the revenue 

quickly reverted to the general budget by 2006. In French Polynesia, it is worth noting, that 

soft drinks are cheaper than water and this has been the case in other countries that have adopted 

a sugar tax such as Mexico and Chile. As previously stated, Le Bodo et al. (2016, pp. 4-15) 

document that 20 countries have adopted a sugar tax over the past ten years. The same authors 

(2016, p. 104) suggest that initial findings from France, Denmark, Finland, and Hungary 

indicate that “a 1% SSB price increase is generally accompanied by a 0.8-1.3% decrease in 

SSB demand”. BBC (2016a) provides that: 

 

“…overall, the British Soft Drinks Association says the sector has reduced sugar levels by 13.6%  since 2012. It 

calls the targeting of its members absurd at a time when sugar and calorie intake from all other major take home 

food categories is increasing. It’s also keen to point out that 57% of the soft drinks market is taken up by low and 

no-calorie drinks.” 

 

 It appears that UK manufacturers have already reacted to the SDIL, partly because of 

UK people’s increasing interest in healthy eating; manufacturers have already been reducing 

sugar levels in their products. The global events surrounding sugar taxes provide a contentious 
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platform for the UK government’s latest measure of taxation; in fact, the only guaranteed result 

remains future SDIL revenues. 

 The global market for sugar depicts how capitalism is further impoverishing nations 

worldwide and the UK is a prime example. Watkins (2004, p. 1) states that “European 

consumers and taxpayers are financing a system which denies vulnerable people a chance to 

escape poverty and improve their lives” and that “for many developing countries, sugar is a 

major export and an important source of foreign exchange” (Watkins, 2004, p. 5). “British 

Sugar… shares the UK market on a 50:50 basis with Tate and Lyle”, as stated by Watkins 

(2004, p. 24), and this highlights how the UK is effectively not importing sugar from other 

countries. A developing country such as Fiji, which is still experiencing tremendous poverty, 

is in much more desperate need of revenues from sugar sales than are UK-based organisations. 

The UK government implementing the SDIL will affect the demand for products within the 

UK. Brassington and Pettitt (2003, p. 403) explain that the shape of a demand curve for a given 

product “will be influenced by a range of factors other than price” and explain that this is even 

more the case when the product is a commodity and there are an abundance of substitute 

products available.  

 Bonnet and Réquillart (2016, p. 19) assert that “because obese individuals drink larger 

quantities than normal weight individuals, a given tax has a stronger impact on the SSB 

consumption for obese than normal weight individuals”. However, this is quite a bold 

assumption; for many overweight or obese individuals the problem may not be diet. HM 

Treasury (2016b) states that “double the dedicated funding for sport in primary schools [will 

be] paid for by a levy on soft drinks” and Le Bodo et al. (2016, p. 141) “argue that earmarking 

soda tax revenue for health-related causes appears to be feasible and would likely increase 

public health benefits as well as the acceptability of the tax in the population”. Very 

interestingly (from the Marxist perspective), Le Bodo et al. (2016, p. 79) highlight that 
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“taxation may also compensate for pre-existing heavy marketing forces already influencing 

consumers [towards soft drinks], knowingly or unknowingly”. We can see here that the UK 

government is quite happy to exploit valuable brands by turning them into a tax revenue stream 

when it suits its interests. 

 The global events in countries that have adopted a form of sugar tax were discussed 

only briefly due to the limited history involved and the small number of adopters. However, 

the findings have uncovered implications for SDIL. Thow et al. (2011, p. 60) suggest that 

“taxes were higher in countries where the tax was proposed as a health-related measure”. 

Although this study was carried out in the Pacific, it would appear from the authors’ findings 

that the UK government may have targeted the tax appropriately to be successfully received by 

the UK public. The supporters of the paternalistic behaviour demonstrated by the government 

would choose to ignore the threat to individual autonomy; we opt instead to highlight this as a 

demeaning insult to the intelligence of taxpayers. Basically, the government has an easy-to 

implement and cost-effective method of gaining further revenue through an already established 

mechanism that has the added benefit of being (allegedly) in the ‘public interest’. 

 

6.  Discussion 

 The UK government depicts the nation’s people as a potential future economic burden, 

a situation which we, as a nation and as parents, must allegedly act to protect our children from. 

Ideological state apparatuses are quite happy to rule and influence by guilt as well. As 

Catchpowle, Cooper, and Wright (2004, p. 1041) state, in Althusserian spirit, “ruling classes 

through time… have romanticised and disguised their ethos and rule with a range of cultural 

and artistic conceptions of themselves and the social order over which they preside.” The 

ideology which accompanies the SDIL is that a benign and altruistic government, above all 
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social classes (if classes even exist), identifies a crisis and puts forwards a (in our opinion 

simplistic) solution which will be paid for by the working-class; however, the money will go 

to enlightened causes meaning that, according to the values proscribed by political correctness, 

no-one is able to contest the rightness of the proposal because to do so would implicitly amount 

to a critique of giving to good causes (which is not permitted). The same ideology makes Bill 

Gates a capitalist hero. Marx’s theory of the state is supported here: the poor are asked to 

monitor themselves and other working-class people, in the interests of the continuation and 

prosperity of capitalist society; and the language of resistance is decreed unacceptable before 

a ball is kicked in anger. People are constantly reminded by the government, the right-wing 

media, and celebrities that obese people are a financial drain upon the government-funded 

monolith known as the NHS. 

 The existing gap between social classes in the UK and its effect on the population’s 

health (referred to in the Results subsection 5.1 above) are not new concepts. In 1867 Marx, in 

chapter 10 (“The Working Day”) and chapter 15 (“Machinery and Large-Scale Industry”) of 

Capital volume 1 (Marx, 1976) [1867], expounded upon the terrible working conditions and 

early deaths endured by workers in Victorian England and Scotland and in the remote British 

colonies. Marx (1976, p. 381) [1867] says: “Capital therefore takes no account of the health 

and the length of life of the worker, unless society forces it to do so.” A page earlier in Footnote 

79, he quotes from Wakefield (1833, p. 55) as follows: “[the over-worked] die off with strange 

rapidity; but the places of those who perish are instantly filled, and a frequent change of persons 

makes no alteration in the scene”. Earlier, in 1845, a young Friedrich Engels (1987) [1845] 

wrote similarly about the living conditions and health situations of the poor people in the most 

deprived areas of Manchester. 

 When conservative British newspapers (e.g. the Daily Mail and Sun) aggressively 

pursue corporate and governmental ‘bad eggs’, the premise that wealth and opportunities are 
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unequal due to capitalism’s regular functioning is the unspoken ‘elephant in the room’ which 

is a truth no-one is permitted to speak. No-one appreciates that the ‘bad eggs’ are simply using 

capitalism to their advantage in a more ruthless manner than many others but it is the same 

system or machine which produces both ‘obscene’ wealth (for ‘bad eggs’) as well as 

individuals who operate quietly in the background but earn five or ten times the median wage 

(the so-called ‘good eggs’). It is little wonder that segments of the working-class have turned 

upon themselves or those even lower down the chain of social capital such as immigrants and 

refugees. In Australia the term for this is ‘downwards envy’ or envy towards those in a less 

fortunate position than oneself. Similarly, the SDIL discourse encourages us to monitor and 

belittle our neighbour’s obesity as we act as volunteer unpaid arms of the ruling regime. 

 Agony-aunts, such as the ‘Dear Deidre’ daily column in the Sun newspaper, never 

indulge or agree with a letter-writer who attempts to attack social-inequality (and by focusing 

on mostly personal and relationship problems this issue cannot get a look in anyway). The 

presumption is that the answers to the major issues and problems in life lie in the area of inter-

personal relationships and when the right life-partner and boss are found then life will be as 

good as it can reasonably be expected to get. Hypocrisy is rampant as readers are encouraged 

to admire scantily clad women on page 3 of the Sun whilst being condemned for entering extra-

marital affairs by the ‘Dear Deidre’ column. Similarly, T.W. Adorno (Adorno, 2001) in The 

Stars Down to Earth argued that the astrology column in the Los Angeles Times encouraged 

readers to be ever hopeful that a handsome stranger or a new job might be just around the 

corner; if this turned out not be the case then only the stars and fate (or the passive individual 

who failed to seize the moment) can be blamed. 
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7.  Conclusion 

 In Marxist economic theory, all commodities have a “dual nature, because they are at 

the same time objects of utility [use-value] and bearers of [exchange-] value” (Marx (1976, p. 

138) [1867]. The commodity form contains within it all the contradictions of capitalism 

including use-value versus exchange-value; socialised production versus the individual 

(private) ownership of wealth; and the increasing relative wealth of the bourgeoisie occurring 

alongside the decreasing relative wealth of the proletariat. Marx indeed would have maintained 

that, simmering within the bubbles of today’s soft drinks, are the issues of social class, 

subjugation, and social injustice. The UK government has attempted to gain favour for the 

SDIL through promotion of alleged health-benefits, utilising its paternalistic tendencies to win 

over the public by manipulating people’s own sense of maternal/paternal duties to their own 

(and others’) children. 

 We conclude that this post-SDIL landscape reveals the subjugation of a people under 

the social conditioning of a ruling-class that enjoys a privileged position within capitalism and 

that the UK government wants to access the revenues that the SDIL will generate with any 

intended public-health benefits being merely a convenient excuse to win public support. Use 

of ideological state apparatus have been apparent with malleable statistical claims used to 

manipulate favour for the SDIL in the UK. Furthermore, the rise of political correctness and 

arguably the concomitant decline in genuine religious faith has meant that people are more 

eager to judge and punish others for alleged shortcomings (such as obesity) whilst ignoring 

their own faults. Higher average income levels have isolated people further from one another 

and contributed to a lack of general empathy towards the less fortunate. Heartlessness and the 

looking down upon one’s (overweight) neighbours have become the new black. 
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 The government’s implication and that of academics who favour paternalistic 

governments in general is that the people are not capable of making their own decisions. There 

is a theme to the argument that reduction of individual autonomy will enable better decisions 

and provide health-benefits that is not in line with the research undertaken. Where public-

interest claims are concerned the apprehensions expressed by Marx and Engels still stand today 

as social injustice is ripe within society whether we choose to broaden our gaze to see it or not. 

We assert that the government has unjustly restricted individual autonomy by implementing 

the SDIL. 

 The similarities between the products available and the products that will incur the 

liability of the SDIL suggest that the likelihood of SDIL reducing sugar consumption is 

negligible. There are a large range of substitute products available and the evidence suggests 

that decreasing sugar consumption is not enough to combat such a complex problem as obesity. 

This research considers that the basis for the SDIL is that a sugar tax will improve public-

health, although ultimately all that this new form of taxation can guarantee is future revenues. 

 We contest the UK government’s moral right to subject the public to a regressive form 

of tax that unfairly burdens the lowest-income segment of the population. Sugar is one of many 

variables that could potentially contribute towards obesity thus making this solitary component 

within one specific type of product an unlikely contender in the battle against obesity. Obesity 

is a serious condition and we do not consider it as an appropriate tool for the government to 

use to accumulate revenues. Furthermore, we contest the extent to which the SDIL will improve 

public-health and contribute towards the battle against obesity. 

 We predict that the revenues from the SDIL will eventually end up in the general budget 

as opposed to a strictly healthcare-orientated or obesity-prevention budget. The ideology of 

‘giving to good causes’ becomes less important after the victory has already been won and the 
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members of the public have mentally and emotionally adjusted to the status-quo. In past days, 

overweight children were only targeted by the schoolyard bully; today they are targeted by 

every person, adult and child, who has accepted the anti-obesity ideology promulgated by the 

ruling regime in its own interests. We await the ‘guilty of being human’ tax. 
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Dedication 

 This article is dedicated to the late Pastor Alexander Reid (1936-2016) of New Life 

Church, Paisley, Renfrewshire, Scotland who was widely respected in the local community for 

his faith, compassion, and good cheer.  
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