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The idea of ‘tax as burdens’ is deeply entrenched in 
public discourse. Higher taxes are widely portrayed 
as an assault on fundamental British values, a drag 
on growth and innovation, a burden which should be 
minimised. These narratives exert huge power – they 
have been established and reinforced over decades, 
have infiltrated everyday media and public discourse, 
and have become entrenched in the way that many 
conceive of taxes today.  

This paper documents the extent of the dominance 
of burden narratives in public discourse. It draws on 
research carried out during the second half of 2022,  
one of the most turbulent periods in recent UK politics 
when debate about the burden of taxation became a 
central focus. We identify three key narratives framing 
this debate during this period: 

People should keep what is rightfully theirs.
Government takes ‘your’ money through the tax 
system; tax cuts thus allow people to keep more of 
what they earn and own

Those who contribute the least benefit at the 
expense of those who contribute the most.   
High taxes are a disincentive to working hard and 
being entrepreneurial; too many freeloaders exploit 
the welfare system and live off the taxpayer; low 
taxes are fairer to those who contribute most 

Government gets in the way of growth. 
Taxes are spent in a wasteful way or for supporting 
things which aren’t seen as valuable to most 
normal people. High taxes remove the power for 
decision making by individuals and businesses, thus 
constraining their potential, whereas lower taxes 
promote growth and investment
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Introduction
This paper analyses the ‘low-tax/regulation’ ideologies, 
based on an understanding of the narratives and 
rhetorical strategies used by those pushing such 
ideologies. The question addressed by the research is:

How do proponents of low tax economy 
frame their arguments? 

By analysing the political and media discourses around 
public discussions of tax in Britain today, it is possible 
to identify the key narrative trends in this area, to 
locate where they’re coming from, if they’re having 
cut-through, and also to get a sense of what counter-
narratives and critiques are being used. Our focus is 
on ‘opposition’ narratives – i.e., those used by people 
pushing a low tax platform. 

Our work builds on the growing body of evidence 
about the influence which dominant narratives 
can have on public discourse and policies.1 A more 
systematic focus on the way in which proponents 
of low tax communicate is a critical first step to 
ensuring that those who wish to advocate for 
a fairer tax system and more funding for key 
services are able to do so effectively. This analysis 
provides instructive insights into the mechanics of 
effective narratives. These insights will, we hope, 
support proponents of alternatives to low tax / 
low regulation ideologies do more than critique 
those ideas or myth-bust. Instead, they will be 
able to develop alternative narratives which can 
leverage an equally powerful influence within 
public discourse. 

?
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Tax – a necessary burden
Advocates of tax cuts start out in a stronger position 
than their counterparts simply due to the connotations 
that come with the word ‘tax’. The origins of the word, 
and the way it’s used metaphorically, automatically 
create a cluster of negative associations. The idea of 
tax as a burden – or, as the Oxford English Dictionary 
puts it, ‘an oppressive or burdensome charge, 
obligation, or duty; a burden, strain, heavy demand’ – 
goes back to at least the early seventeenth century, 
and is not simply a metaphor that is used alongside the 
word ‘tax’ (e.g., ‘the tax burden on ordinary people’), but 
is a well-established figurative meaning of the word 
itself (e.g., we talk of a task being ‘taxing’ when it is 
difficult). People wishing to make an anti-tax argument 
thus have a head start on those putting forward pro-
tax positions.

Having said this, it’s also the case that, in today’s 
world, the necessity of taxation for the functioning of 
society is taken for granted, except perhaps in extreme 
libertarian circles. Arguments about tax – including 
the narratives used to communicate these arguments 
– tend to be about what it should be used to pay for, at 
what level it should be set and who should be paying 
it, rather than whether we should have it at all.  

These arguments then tend to correspond to wider 
ideological beliefs about how the state is governed, 
particularly in terms of individualist versus collectivist 
models and the relative importance of government 
regulation in supporting the welfare of society. 

The period in which this research was carried out 
(September - November 2022) was an extremely 
interesting time to examine how issues around tax are 
framed by low tax proponents. Despite the levels of 
political uncertainty and the overwhelming focus on 
the unfolding political drama in the UK media, during 
this period low tax narratives sat at the heart of the 
political debates. Indeed, during this time, proponents 
of low tax were emboldened in a way that has been 
rare in the UK (a confidence clearly reflected in the 
Daily Mail headline from 21 September 2022 ‘Freedom 
begins with tax cuts’). 

It is worth noting that, whilst the fervour of low tax 
proponents has perhaps been diminished since the 
demise of the Truss government, the case for cuts is 
still alive, and indeed many of the same narratives are 
regularly deployed by senior government figures.    
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The three dominant 
narratives
The main anti-tax narratives are not, perhaps, that 
surprising in and of themselves, given how familiar they 
have become. As ever, it is the details of how and when 
they’re being used, and the broader narratives and 
assumptions they build on, which can be particularly 
instructive. Below we set out the three most prominent 
narratives.

Narrative 1:
People should keep what is rightfully theirs 

‘These tax cuts will ensure individuals 
keep more of what they earn, and make 
the UK a more attractive place to live and 
work.’

Kwasi Kwarteng, Chancellor of the Exchequer
23 September 2022

‘This government believes that people 
should keep more of the money they earn’

Jeremy Hunt, Chancellor of the Exchequer
17 October 2022

The first of these quotes comes from Kwasi Kwarteng’s 
‘mini-budget’ in September 2022, at the start of Liz 
Truss’s premiership; the second from Jeremy Hunt, 
less than a month later when he reversed most of the 
announcements in the ‘mini-budget’ following the 
damaging response it had received from the financial 
markets. Despite the many policy U-turns, however, 
one of the key narratives for tax-cuts remained: the 
idea that by cutting taxes the government is, in the 
words of the TaxPayers’ Alliance, ‘Putting cash back in 
the pockets of working taxpayers’ which is ‘a boon to 
household finances and… helps the push for economic 
growth’. This was an idea that was also being pushed 
by the right-wing media – in the lead up to the 
mini-budget, for example, the Sun was writing that: 
‘Next week Liz Truss will make a number of major 
announcements aimed at keeping more hard earned 
money in working people’s pockets’.2

As a narrative, this plays on the idea that the state is 
your enemy (constantly demanding money from you), 
but that this government is on your side (fighting to 
reduce the demands of the state on you). This is a 
populist idea which is prevalent in current discourse 
but has deep roots through those advocating small 
government.

The basic premise of this narrative is that tax is 
something which is taken from individuals by the 
government, and that as little should be taken as is 
possible. The possessive pronoun ‘theirs’ (as in ‘people 
should keep more of their money’) is a key framing 
device here, creating a distinction between the 
individual and the social environment which sustains 
their everyday life.  

This narrative ignores any notion of individuals 
benefiting from shared assets or the pooling of risk 
via healthcare or welfare. Tax is often talked about 
independently of the things it makes possible. It is 
viewed as an economic issue rather than a social one, 
with a focus on how much it will cost or save the 
average household (the budget calculators that many 
news sites provide are an example of this),3 thus an 
argument for cutting taxes can use narratives such as 
‘people keeping more of what they earn’ without any 
references to the losses this will result in for other 
parts of their lives.

The narrative portrays tax cuts as a saving. It overlooks 
any ramifications of tax cuts, such as the impacts these 
may have on markets and thus on the value of ‘your 
money’, or the idea that without tax-funded services 
people will be paying for more things themselves. As is 
often the case, however, trade-offs such as this are less 
important than the values and sense of identity that 
the policy promotes.
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Arguments by Cabinet ministers in response to 
demands from public sector workers for pay increases 
in line with inflation have drawn on these narratives 
extensively. As the Daily Mail reported in early 
December: ‘The unions are fighting for sharp pay rises 
for members to reflect that inflation is running at 11 
per cent – but No 10 pointed out that providing all 
public sector workers an equivalent pay award next 
financial year would cost the taxpayer more than £28 
billion’.4 The narrative implies that that this £28 billion 
bill will need to be footed by ordinary workers rather 
than focusing on the fact that public sector workers are 
providing critical services which benefit all tax payers.

Narrative 2:
Those who deserve the least benefit at the expense of 
those who contribute the most 

‘Such concerns tie in with the feeling that 
some people are abusing the welfare 
system at the expense of the taxpayer… 
[The public’s] watchword is fairness, 
and they believe that everyone should 
have a fair chance at succeeding. The 
Labour Party does not believe in this and 
is viewed as a soft touch that doles out 
benefits willy-nilly to those who do not 
deserve them.’

The Common Sense Group
Conservative Thinking for a Post-Liberal age, 2021

‘There are too many people in this country 
who are of working age, who are of good 
health, and who are choosing to rely on 
benefits.’

Suella Braverman MP
11 July 20225

The idea of people being allowed to keep more of what 
they earn complements another key low-tax narrative, 
which is founded on ideas of ‘fairness’. The argument 
here is that people are generally happy to pay taxes 
and are in favour of equality of opportunity, but feel it 
is unfair that they should be expected to subsidise the 
lives of those who exploit the system.

In this narrative, the antagonist can be both those who 
are receiving benefits they don’t deserve (because they 
don’t make a meaningful contribution), and those who 
enable abuses of the system.

The argument equates tax-funded services entirely 
with the welfare state and particularly the benefits 
system (i.e., it makes no mention of tax-funded areas 
such as defence, public safety, education, health, 
etc.). It also draws strongly on the nineteenth century 
ideology of the ‘deserving’ versus the ‘undeserving 
poor’ (an ideology which has its roots in the 1834 Poor 
Law), which views poverty as being the outcome of 
choices made by individuals rather than a consequence 
of government policy or social inequalities. This is 
the ‘bootstraps’ mindset, which posits that success 
is available to all if they simply apply themselves 
hard enough. The phrasing used in the first quote 
opposite, for instance, reinforces this idea through 
vocabulary such as ‘abuse’, ‘soft touch’, and ‘doles 
out’, while Braverman’s comments frame the issue 
of unemployment as one of ‘choice’ by the individual 
rather than anything to do with systemic inequalities. 

Another phrase which draws on this same ideology is 
‘hard-working families and businesses’, which comes 
with the clear implication that those who aren’t 
‘hard-working’ are not ‘deserving’. Notably, this sort of 
rhetoric is used across the political divide. For instance, 
in the Shadow Chancellor’s response to the mini-
budget, Labour’s Rachel Reeves argued that ‘instead 
of supporting working people, this Government are 
cutting their rights at work. Working people are the 
backbone of Britain, and they should be respected, not 
sneered at’. Likewise, Reeves’s response to the Autumn 
Statement made repeated use of this phrase (for 
example, ‘the Chancellor deployed a raft of new stealth 
taxes taking billions from working people’6). While this 
idea may be taken for granted across the mainstream 
political spectrum, it obscures questions about what 
gets categorised (and thus valued) as ‘work’ (e.g., does 
unpaid care work count?).
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A key distinction being made is between those who 
contribute and those who do not. This is why a central 
target are outsider groups, particularly migrants.

‘Voters are well aware that illegal 
migrants contribute little in tax but still 
use public services’

The Common Sense Group
Conservative Thinking for a Post-Liberal age, 2021

This anti-tax narrative represents non-UK nationals, 
and particularly those deemed to be living in the 
country ‘illegally’, as taking unfair advantage of the 
system. ‘Public services’ are portrayed as the preserve 
of taxpayers, not the ‘public’. 

This is a standard narrative, most often and most 
explicitly expressed in certain parts of the right-
wing press; as articulated by the Daily Mail in 
September 2017: ‘Illegal immigration costs taxpayers 
$135BILLION a year: Soaring population, free medical 
care and more policing leads to highest ever bill for 
undocumented foreigners’.7

This narrative draws on the idea of fair play as a 
fundamental British value. It is an argument that 
has been used by Jeremy Hunt and Prime Minister 
Rishi Sunak to justify spending cuts and moves 
to reduce public debt. It asserts that, in the same 
way that individuals should contribute towards the 
entitlements provided by the state, the UK is a country 
which should always pay its own way: ‘We are a 

country that funds our promises and pays our debts’ 
and we will ‘show through action, not just words, that 
the United Kingdom can and always will pay our way in 
the world’.8

Indeed, by making the pursuit of low tax a question of 
personal worth and national pride, this narrative speaks 
to questions which reach well beyond the realm of tax 
policy. 

Narrative 3:
Government gets in the way of growth

‘The Growth Plan 2022 makes growth the 
government’s central economic mission... 
[It] sets out action to unlock private 
investment across the whole of the UK, 
cut red tape to make it quicker to deliver 
the UK’s critical infrastructure, make work 
pay, and support people to get onto the 
property ladder’

Kwasi Kwarteng, Chancellor of the Exchequer
23 September 2022

‘I understand the motivation of my 
predecessor’s mini-budget and he was 
correct to identify growth as a priority’

Jeremy Hunt, Chancellor of the Exchequer
17 November 2022
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The central premise of the ‘Trussonomics’ experiment 
was that cutting taxes would stimulate growth, 
because it would unleash the private sector from the 
constraints of government. Again, the basic rhetoric of 
this position has been maintained even after the policy 
U-turns and continues to feature as a justification 
for government policy, even though the approach to 
how it is to be achieved has shifted. In his 17 October 
statement, Jeremy Hunt asserted that, ‘We remain 
completely committed to our mission to go for growth, 
but growth requires confidence and stability – which 
is why we are taking many difficult decisions, starting 
today’, and in the Autumn Statement a month later (the 
second quote above) he again repeated the assertion. 

The metaphor of economic ‘growth’ is a very 
established one (its popularity goes back as least as far 
as Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations). As a metaphor, 
‘growth’ has several positive connotations which go 
beyond economics and include the idea of a natural 
or organic process, and that bigger is simply better. 
During the Truss era, it also led to the labelling of any 
critics of her policies as ‘anti-growth’, a term which, 
as a rhetorical strategy, is very difficult to respond 
to. When used in everyday public political discourse, 
most people are unlikely to have the requisite 
knowledge about economics to question whether the 
relationship between tax cuts and growth is, indeed, as 
commonsensical as it’s presented to be.

‘Growth’ is often used alongside, or interchangeably 
with, other terms with dynamic connotations such as 
‘boost’ (e.g., The Sun’s verdict on the mini-budget was 
that it would ‘boost the economy and make people 
better off within six weeks’), ‘fire up’, and ‘propel’, and  
‘unleash’ (‘We will get Brexit done, so we can unleash 
Britain’s potential’ or ‘unleash a new can-do spirit of 
entrepreneurialism and enterprise’).10

At the heart of this narrative is the claim that tax cuts 
equate to people having more agency and money 
to spend, and businesses more money to invest. It 
describes a virtuous cycle whereby more consumer 
activity in turn creates jobs, etc., thus delivering 
growth. 

The idea of disincentives is also commonly used with 
reference to regulations more generally and expressed 
via metaphors of ‘barriers’ and ‘burdens’. The Growth 

Plan, for instance, posits that ‘there are too many 
barriers for enterprise. We need a new approach to 
break them down, and that means reforming the supply 
side of our economy’.11 Kwarteng also made persistent 
use of the ‘burden’ metaphor, on occasion linking it to 
deregulation: ‘our measures are relieving burdens on 
our workers and our people… relieving the burden of 
taxation’,12 and ‘I will start by removing unnecessary 
costs for business…  we will automatically sunset EU 
regulations by December 2023… [which] will reduce 
burdens on business [and] improve growth’. 

In its response to this, the Institute of Economic Affairs, 
commented that: ‘This is a very encouraging start, but 
the government must not take its foot off the pedal. 
It will be important to keep reforming the tax system 
and spell out details on cutting burdensome red tape, 
including sunsetting EU regulation’.13 In this way, tax, 
red tape and the EU are often presented as a single 
enemy to prosperity. 

The Truss government’s growth plan specifically 
included tax cuts for the wealthy and big businesses, 
and this briefly brought the metaphor of ‘trickle-down 
economics’ back into circulation. Given the negative 
connotations that this metaphor had accrued over 
the years, Truss herself preferred the metaphor of 
‘growing the pie’ – a rather awkward mix of imagery 
meant to convey the idea that the bigger the pie, the 
bigger everyone’s individual slice. In mid-October 2022, 
the TaxPayers’ Alliance also attempted to rebrand 
the concept, urging the BBC not to use the term 
‘trickle-down’, because ‘Fundamentally, this [economic 
approach] means that prosperity comes for everyone 
and isn’t something which has to descend from those 
better off (as some would have you believe). All of this 
critical insight is lost when the discussion is based on 
a false premise’.14 Likewise, the Institute of Economic 
Affairs, in welcoming the Truss-Kwarteng policy 
announcements, stated that ‘This isn’t a trickle-down 
budget, it’s a boost-up budget’.15

An extension of this narrative is that people can keep 
more of their own money so they can choose what to 
do with it. Again, the underlying narrative is one which 
casts the state as interfering in people’s lives, taking 
control over their actions or decisions, and ultimately 
constraining the liberty of the individual.
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The narratives identified above are those most 
frequently used to justify or argue for low-tax policies. 
As persuasive arguments, they relate low taxes or tax 
cuts to concepts or values that their target audience 
is likely to already have strong attachments to, and in 
this way, they frame low taxes as part of the worldview 
to which their audience already adheres. In identifying 
the process and details involved in this, however, it is 
possible to dismantle these arguments, and look for 
strategies either to counter them, or to build alternative 
narratives which present the underlying issues in a 
different light. 

Whilst the consideration of possible alternative 
narratives is beyond the scope of this review, we 
hope it will prove to be a useful starting point for 
organisations seeking to develop alternative ways of 
talking about tax.

Conclusion
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The research is based on an examination of political 
and media discourse around tax-related issues between 
September and November 2022 and takes a discourse 
analysis approach. The main focus has been to identify, 
within and across the different genres of political 
discourse, what is being used as standard vocabulary 
and discursive framing for explaining, discussing 
and commenting on tax issues, and where there are 
divergent or conflicting approaches in regards to this 
linguistic framing. The aim is to identify a sense of 
what is taken as ‘common sense’ in society as far as tax 
is concerned – i.e., the framings that politicians and the 
media think their audience will consider to be normal, 
acceptable, everyday opinion on these issues – while 
also examining areas of contention between different 
groups or factions. 

The research looked to identify:

how issues related to tax were framed by different 
groups, particularly through the use of metaphors 
and other evaluative vocabulary; 

the associations made between tax issues and 
other issues and ideas (for example regulation/
deregulation); 

what was presented as salient at key junctures in 
ongoing discussion about tax policy (e.g., the way 
issues were summarised in headlines and front 
pages, or became soundbites); 

what was being taken for granted in the way 
the issues were reported, and thus indicated an 
underlying ideology within the culture.

Together, these make up the prevailing attitudes 
around tax in public discourse. 

The data used for the analysis has come from political 
speeches and texts, news reports and opinion, and 
commentary from thinktanks. Given the volatile nature 
of UK politics in the second half of 2022, there have 
been a larger than usual number of public statements 

Appendix

and comments by leading politicians about their 
social and economic vision, and for this reason the 
research focused a great deal on primary texts from 
politicians. These various positions statements, and 
specifically the ones from the two Prime Ministers 
(Truss, Sunak) and two Chancellors of the Exchequer 
(Kwarteng, Hunt), provide a clear picture of what the 
government was keen to establish as the standard 
narrative on tax at particular junctures. They were 
also given great salience in the news media, providing 
insights into the different stances taken by influential 
media organisations. In addition to policy statements, 
there were the resignation and farewell speech by 
the out-going Prime Minister in September 2022 
(Boris Johnson), the debates by the candidates in 
the first leadership contest (Truss and Sunak), and 
speeches by the then Prime Minister and Chancellor 
of the Exchequer at the party conference (Truss and 
Kwarteng), all of which included notable reference to 
tax within the context of the ‘cost of living crisis’.

In addition to the primary texts from politicians, 
the research has also looked at the ways these 
speeches and related issues have been covered by 
the news media, and particularly the BBC and the 
most prominent British newspapers (the Mail, Sun, 
Mirror, Times, Telegraph, Guardian, Financial Times), as 
well as responses from some of the leading ‘anti-tax’ 
thinktanks (e.g., the TaxPayers’ Alliance and Institute 
for Economic Affairs). 

The research took something of a chronicle approach 
to the analysis of this range of data (i.e., it looked at 
how the series of tax policy events unfolded), with 
particular attention paid to the way that shifts in policy 
were framed in terms of their relationship to the social 
and economic context, and to the way earlier policy 
had been framed both by the politicians themselves 
and by commentators. In taking an approach of this 
sort it was possible to identify how different narratives 
were being related to different ideological positions 
and different policy positions, and the continuities and 
points of conflict that existed across and between the 
different premierships.

A note about the research method
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