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Executive Summary 
 

This report provides a data-driven analysis of anti-establishment sentiment, tracing its 
historical roots from the Golden Age of Piracy to contemporary Britain. By examining 
quantifiable metrics from three distinct eras, the analysis demonstrates that organized dissent 
and the formation of alternative social contracts are consistent responses to systemic failures 
of equity, representation, and trust. 

The report’s key findings include: 

●​ Historical Precedent: The Golden Age of Piracy was a radical, self-governing alternative 
to the exploitative and life-threatening conditions of the British Royal Navy and merchant 
fleets. Pirate codes, with their provisions for democracy, equitable wealth distribution, 
and a form of worker’s compensation, represented a social contract demonstrably 
superior to that offered by the established powers of the time. 

●​ A Thematic Arc of Discontent: The Magna Carta, the English Civil War, and the 
American Revolution serve as a historical thematic arc, demonstrating a persistent 
struggle against centralized, unchecked power. This progression began with a feudal 
bargain for a privileged few and escalated to a full-scale national rebellion fueled by 
economic subversion and a profound crisis of trust. 

●​ Modern Manifestations: Contemporary UK discontent is quantifiable through data 
showing severe regional economic disparity, wealth concentration, and a record-low 
decline in public trust in institutions. This disillusionment is psychologically linked to 
feelings of "threat" stemming from a perceived failure of the state to provide economic 
security and fair governance. 

●​ The Flawed System: The First-Past-the-Post (FPTP) electoral system exacerbates this 
discontent by creating extreme disproportionality between vote share and parliamentary 



representation, which in turn fuels the growth of populist and regionalist movements. 
These groups—from the fiscally critiqued Reform Party to locally supported 
pro-devolution parties—represent a modern-day call for genuine reform. 

The report concludes that without fundamental changes to address inequality and 
democratic deficits, the UK risks perpetuating a cycle of anti-establishment sentiment that 
threatens to erode the nation's social contract. 

 

Introduction: The Pirate's Code as a Social Blueprint 
 

The metaphor of the "Pirate's Code" is not merely a romantic notion of rebellion; it is a 
framework for understanding how groups form alternative systems of governance and social 
order when the established system fails them. It offers a powerful lens through which to 
analyze the motivations behind historical and contemporary anti-establishment movements. 
Piracy, in its organized form, was a direct and rational response to the institutionalized 
exploitation of the 18th-century maritime world. It represented a collective decision by a 
disenfranchised group to forge a new social contract outside the bounds of traditional 
authority. This report will substantiate this metaphor with concrete data, demonstrating a 
direct lineage from the systemic grievances that birthed piracy to the modern discontent 
simmering in Britain today. 

 

Part 1: The Golden Age of Piracy – A Radical Alternative to State 
Failure 
 

This section moves beyond the romanticized image of the high seas to provide a detailed, 
data-driven comparison of life under the established powers of the 18th century versus the 
self-governing system of piracy. The evidence reveals that piracy was not merely a crime but a 
legitimate rival social and economic model that was, in many ways, demonstrably superior to 
the one it rebelled against. 

 

1.1. The Harsh Reality of Mainstream Seafaring 

 

Life for a sailor in the British Royal Navy or a merchant fleet during the Golden Age of Piracy 



was characterized by extreme hardship and systemic exploitation. Financially, the 
compensation was abysmal. A seaman in the Royal Navy was paid a "mere 19 shillings per 
month," a wage that was often not paid on time and could even be "taxed" by corrupt officers 
to increase their own earnings.1 Merchant sailors received higher wages, but these were still 
meager compared to the wealth that could be plundered through piracy.2 The government's 
practice of withholding pay was a deliberate policy to "discourage desertion," which was 
rampant due to the unbearable conditions.1 Compounding this, a significant portion of the 
Royal Navy's crews were "press-ganged," or forcibly conscripted, and received even lower 
wages than volunteers.1 

Beyond the economic exploitation, the living and working conditions were brutal. Sailors 
endured "cramped conditions, disease, poor food and pay, and bad weather" for months or 
even years at a time.2 The poor diet often led to malnutrition and illnesses like scurvy, while 
unsanitary conditions bred disease.2 The mortality rates were a powerful indictment of the 
system's neglect. The death rate on slave ships was a horrifying 21.6% between 1784 and 
1790, while on naval ships, particularly in the West Indies, the mortality rate "could approach 
50 percent from disease alone".3 A broader analysis of the Seven Years' War reveals that while 
only 1,500 British naval personnel died in combat, over 133,000 died from sickness or 
desertion, highlighting the true lethality of life in the Royal Navy.4 

Disciplinary practices were designed not just to punish, but to terrify the entire crew into 
submission. Punishments such as flogging with a "cat o' nine tails," dragging a sailor around 
the ship's keel, or slow strangulation from the yardarm were public spectacles intended to 
instill "unquestioning... Obedience".2 These were not isolated acts of sadism but a calculated 
strategy of "general deterrence," where the punishment of a few was meant to deter the many 
from even contemplating disobedience.5 A former serving boy, Samuel Leech, recalled the 
"pulp" of a victim's back after a flogging, an image designed to remind every sailor that they 
were subject to the absolute and arbitrary authority of the captain, with no legal recourse or 
protection.5 

 

1.2. A Social Contract of Shared Governance 

 

In direct and stark contrast to the oppressive conditions of the Royal Navy, pirate crews 
established a social contract that was radical in its democracy, economic equality, and social 
welfare provisions. Piracy was not an act of chaotic lawlessness; it was a disciplined, 
self-governing society with a clear set of rules. Bartholomew Roberts' code, a prime example, 
laid out foundational principles of shared governance. It explicitly stated that "Every man has 
a vote in affairs of moment" and an "equal title to the fresh provisions" and "strong liquors" 
that were seized.7 This established a form of direct democracy, where major decisions were 



not made by a single captain, but by the will of the crew. 

The economic model was a system of shared wealth, a profound departure from the 
exploitative practices of merchant fleets. While treasure distribution was not always perfectly 
equal, a clear and agreed-upon hierarchy existed that still provided a far greater share to the 
average sailor than the meager wages of the Royal Navy.7 Crew members were even called 
"gentlemen of fortune" and received a "one share each" of prize money.9 To prevent cheating, 
the code stipulated that anyone caught defrauding the company of even a single dollar's 
worth of goods would be punished by marooning, a severe but clearly defined penalty.7 

Perhaps the most revolutionary aspect of the pirate's code was its provision for social welfare. 
Long before the concept of private medical insurance, Bartholomew Roberts’ code stipulated 
a rudimentary worker's compensation system.8 The articles stated, “If in order to this, any man 
should lose a limb, or became a cripple, he is to have eight hundred [pieces of eight] out of 
the public stock, and for less hurts, proportionately”.8 This was a quantifiable safety net that 
naval or merchant fleets did not offer. The existence of two surgeons aboard Roberts' ship, 
the 

Royal Fortune, was a "sanguinary perk" that underscored the value placed on the crew's 
well-being and a rational investment in maintaining a fighting force.8 The decision to join a 
pirate crew was therefore not simply an act of criminality; it was a rational economic choice. 
The superior social contract, including better pay, a democratic voice, and a form of social 
security, made piracy a highly attractive and functional alternative to the brutal reality of life in 
the established maritime world.8 

 

Metric British Royal 
Navy/Merchant 
Fleet 

Pirate Crew 

Average Monthly 
Wage 

Naval: 19 shillings 
(often withheld or 
taxed) 1 

 

Merchant: Better 
than Navy, but less 
than pirate share 2 

Distributed as 
"prize money".2 
Captain receives 2 
shares, crew 
receives 1 share, 
higher than 
average Royal Navy 
pay.9 

Compensation for 
Lost Limb 

None.8 Naval 
surgeons worked in 

800 pieces of eight 
from the common 
stock for a lost 



"cramped and filthy 
conditions" with no 
anesthetic, making 
infection 
commonplace.2 

limb, with 
proportionate 
amounts for "lesser 
hurts".8 

Governance 
Model 

Hierarchical, 
absolute authority 
of the Captain.5 
Discipline used as a 
political tool to 
enforce 
obedience.5 

Every man has a 
vote on important 
matters.7 
Punishments for 
theft often decided 
by a majority vote 
of the crew.7 

Disciplinary 
Practices 

Public floggings 
with a "cat o' nine 
tails," keel-hauling, 
and public 
hangings.2 
Designed to create 
"immediate, 
unhesitating, 
unquestioning 
reaction to 
orders".5 

Disputes settled on 
shore with duels.7 
Theft from the 
company results in 
marooning; theft 
from a crew 
member results in a 
slit nose and ears.7 

 

Part 2: Historical Echoes – Revolutions Born of Systemic Grievance 
 

The struggle for a fair social contract is not confined to the decks of pirate ships. Throughout 
history, centralized power has been challenged by groups who perceived a fundamental 
failure of trust and equity. The Magna Carta, the English Civil War, and the American 
Revolution all serve as a thematic arc, demonstrating how discontent, when unaddressed, 
escalates in its demands. 

 

2.1. The Seeds of Legal Reform: The Magna Carta's Enduring Legacy 

 



The Magna Carta, issued in 1215, was not a document of universal liberty but a feudal 
agreement forced upon an unpopular king by a group of powerful barons.11 Its primary 
purpose was to protect the rights of the wealthy elite and establish the principle that the king 
was not above the law.11 However, its enduring power lies in its reinterpretation over centuries. 
Legal thinkers, most notably Sir Edward Coke in the 17th century, revived and re-envisioned 
the charter as a weapon against the oppressive tactics of the Stuart kings, arguing that even 
a monarch was subject to common law.11 This intellectual framework laid the foundation for a 
more universal application of its principles. 

The most revolutionary clauses, which remain in law today, are Clauses 39 and 40.14 Clause 39 
established the principle of due process, stating, "No free man shall be seized, imprisoned, 
dispossessed, outlawed, exiled or ruined in any way... except by the lawful judgement of his 
peers and the law of the land".14 Clause 40 guaranteed that the state would "To no one... deny 
or delay right or justice".14 While these rights initially only applied to the minority of "freemen," 
their universal phrasing allowed them to be applied to a wider population over time, exporting 
these foundational principles of limited government and due process to America and other 
English-speaking nations.11 

 

2.2. The English Civil War: Economic Disruption and the Crisis of Trust 

 

The English Civil War was a direct result of a profound crisis of trust between the monarchy 
and Parliament. King Charles I's unshakeable belief in the "divine right of kings" and his 
decade-long "Personal Rule," during which he governed without Parliament, created an 
environment of systemic grievance.16 His fiscal policies, such as the widely unpopular "ship 
money" tax, were seen as an infringement on traditional English liberties.17 This clash of ideas, 
compounded by religious disputes, a lack of communication, and a general political distrust, 
ultimately culminated in civil war.16 

The economic impact of this breakdown was severe, particularly in London, the hub of 
England's internal and international trade.19 The conflict led to "sharp commercial 
contractions" in the city in 1643-44 and again in 1648-50.19 Internal blockades drove up prices 
for traded goods like Newcastle coal, while naval pressure from mutinous Parliamentary 
forces and Royalist privateers "nearly brought to a halt" London's maritime trade.19 The war 
thus demonstrated a clear cause-and-effect relationship: the collapse of political trust and 
stability led directly to economic chaos and a severe disruption of daily life for ordinary 
people. 

 



2.3. The American Revolution: Taxation and Economic Subversion 

 

The American Revolution was a rebellion against a distant, centralized power that was 
perceived as unjust and unrepresentative. After the Seven Years' War, Britain faced a national 
debt approaching £140 million and sought to raise revenue from its colonies, which had been 
subjected to far lower taxes than their counterparts in the home country.20 The British 
government's attempts to impose new taxes, such as the Stamp Act and the Sugar Act, were 
met with fierce resistance.20 The colonists' primary argument was "No Taxation without 
Representation," which drew on the intellectual legacy of the Magna Carta.11 

However, this rebellion was also fueled by a pre-existing culture of economic subversion. 
Colonial smuggling was not a petty crime but a "way of life," with over three-quarters of the 
tea consumed in the colonies being illegally imported in the 1750s.22 By 1763, the value of 
contraband was estimated at a "staggering £700,000" annually.22 From the British 
perspective, their crackdown on smuggling was a "reasonable" and "well-intentioned" 
response to rampant corruption.22 From the colonists' perspective, however, this was a direct 
assault on their economic livelihood, which was heavily reliant on illicit trade.22 This highlights 
a fundamental clash over legitimacy, where a centralized power's attempt to exert control was 
viewed as a tyrannical act of economic oppression by a population that had already 
established its own de facto economic system. 

 

Part 3: The Modern Rebellion – Quantifying Discontent in 
Contemporary Britain 
 

The socio-economic conditions and psychological factors that fueled historical discontent are 
demonstrably present in modern Britain. Data from recent years reveals a deepening divide 
between a distant, central government and a public that feels left behind, unrepresented, and 
economically insecure. 

 

3.1. The Deepening Divide: Statistical Indicators of Inequality 

 

While official metrics may present a mixed picture, a deeper analysis of the data reveals stark 
and persistent inequality. The Gini coefficient for disposable income in the UK was 32.9% in 
FYE 2024, a slight decrease from the previous year.24 However, this single metric can be 



misleading. A more granular look at the data shows that while the income for the richest fifth 
of the population decreased by 1.6%, the median income for the poorest fifth of the 
population decreased by an even greater 2.6% in the same period.25 This group has seen its 
median income decrease by 4.9% since the pre-pandemic financial year of 2020, while the 
UK's overall median income has remained stagnant.25 

The disparity is even more pronounced when examining wealth and regional economic 
activity. The top fifth of UK households holds a staggering 63% of the country's wealth, while 
the bottom fifth holds just 0.5%.26 This wealth is not evenly distributed, with London and the 
South East of England acting as an economic hub that accrues a disproportionate share of 
national wealth and productivity.26 In 2017, the annual "real" growth in Gross Value Added 
(GVA) for London was 3.0%, while the lowest was in Yorkshire and The Humber at 0.7%.27 The 
wealth gap is stark, with London's GVA per workforce job being £78,700 in 2020, compared to 
£51,700 in predominantly urban areas outside of London and £45,400 in predominantly rural 
areas.28 The median household wealth in the South East is "over twice the amount of wealth in 
households in the North of England".26 

This economic imbalance is mirrored in government spending. Despite a recent increase in UK 
Research and Innovation (UKRI) funding outside the Greater South East, which rose to 50% in 
2023-24, the investment per person remains "consistently higher within the Greater South 
East".29 This sustained underinvestment in the North and other regions, combined with the 
lack of economic growth, creates a palpable sense of grievance and a belief that the system is 
not working for them. 

 

Metric UK Total London/South 
East 

North of England 

Disposable 
Income Gini 

32.9% (FYE 2024) 24 Not available in 
data 24 

Not available in 
data 24 

Wealth Gini 74.6% 26 Not available in 
data 26 

Not available in 
data 26 

Median 
Household Wealth 

£125,000 
(2018-20) 30 

£503,400 (South 
East) 26 

Less than half of 
South East wealth 
26 

GVA per person N/A 27 Highest annual 
growth at 3.0% 
(2017) 27; £78,700 

Lowest annual 
growth at 0.7% 
(Yorkshire and The 



per job (2020) 28 Humber, 2017) 27; 
Less than half of 
London wealth 26 

UKRI Investment 
per person 

N/A 29 Consistently higher 
than outside the 
Greater South 
East.29 

Absolute 
investment 
increases seen in 
North West 
(£232m) and North 
East.29 

 

3.2. A Crisis of Trust: Social Science Research on Public Sentiment 

 

The economic divide is mirrored by a profound and quantifiable crisis of public trust in 
government and institutions. Polling data reveals that trust is at "record lows".31 The British 
Election Study shows that the proportion of people with "low to no trust in MPs" rose from 
54% in 2014 to 76% in 2024, a dramatic erosion of confidence.31 A separate 2023 British Social 
Attitudes Survey reported that 45% of respondents "almost never" trust governments to 
prioritize the nation's needs over those of their political party.31 

The psychology behind this decline is rooted in feelings of threat and economic anxiety.33 
Academic research connects anti-establishment attitudes to the appraisal of societal events 
as "realistic or symbolic threats" to one's social position, income, and identity.33 The polling 
data validates this connection: 72% of individuals who are "struggling" with their household 
income report that they "almost never" trust politicians to tell the truth, compared to only 49% 
of those who live "comfortably".32 Similarly, dissatisfaction with public services like the NHS is 
a significant driver of low trust.32 This reveals a feedback loop where a distant, centralized 
government is perceived as incapable of addressing fundamental issues like the cost of living 
and healthcare, which in turn fuels a profound sense of disenfranchisement and a desire for 
an alternative to the established system. This feeling of being governed by an untrustworthy 
elite is a persistent theme that connects the exploited sailors of the 18th century to the 
frustrated citizens of modern Britain. 

 

Part 4: The Political Manifestations of Reform 
 

The profound discontent identified in the previous section is not without its political outlets. It 



is manifesting in two interconnected ways: the failure of the First-Past-the-Post electoral 
system to provide genuine representation and the resulting rise of populist and regionalist 
movements that offer a new social and political contract. 

 

4.1. A Flawed System: First-Past-the-Post and Political Disproportionality 

 

The First-Past-the-Post (FPTP) electoral system, designed for a two-party system, is failing to 
represent a multi-party Britain.35 The 2024 General Election was a prime example, deemed 
the "most disproportional outcome" in UK history.35 The Labour Party secured a landslide 
majority of 172 seats on just 33.7% of the total vote.35 The system creates a massive 
disconnect between vote share and parliamentary representation, with parties like Reform UK 
and the Green Party receiving a significant share of the popular vote but a negligible number 
of seats.36 For instance, a YouGov poll projected that Reform UK could win 41.7% of seats with 
just 26% of the votes, while the Green Party would receive only 1% of seats with 11% of the 
votes.35 

This disproportionality is a source of profound democratic frustration. A record 58% of voters 
in the 2024 election did not get an MP they voted for, and 74% of all votes were effectively 
"wasted".36 This feeling of democratic impotence is a significant driver of anti-establishment 
sentiment, with a record 60% of the public now supporting a shift to proportional 
representation.32 The analysis also indicates that media coverage, even when critical, can 
confer a form of legitimacy on populist parties.38 Research shows that exposure to 
unchallenged interviews with extreme right activists "fuels extreme right attitudes and fosters 
the belief that a larger share of the public supports the extreme right actors' statements".38 
This dynamic explains how a party with a small national vote share can still dominate the 
public discourse and shape the national conversation.39 

 

Party National Vote 
Share (%) 

Seats Won Votes per Seat 

Labour 33.7% 35 411 40 23,500 36 

Conservative Not available in 
data 35 

185 36 56,000 36 

Reform UK Not available in 
data 35 

5 36 820,000 36 



Liberal Democrats Not available in 
data 35 

15 36 49,000 36 

Green Party >5% 35 1 36 N/A 36 

 

4.2. Populist and Regionalist Movements: Policies, Support, and Legitimacy 

 

The rise of the Reform Party and various regionalist movements is a direct consequence of the 
systemic failures outlined in this report. These parties, much like the pirates of old, offer a 
new, more appealing social contract to a disenfranchised public. 

The Reform Party's policy platform is a direct response to public frustration over immigration 
and the cost of public services.41 However, independent analyses by think tanks cast 
significant doubt on the viability of their proposals. The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) found 
that the party's manifesto, which promises £90 billion in tax cuts and £50 billion in new 
spending, is based on "extremely optimistic assumptions" and that "the sums... do not add 
up".42 The Chatham House analysis notes that their migration policies, such as the deportation 
of 600,000 migrants, are not only morally and politically fraught but also legally and 
practically unfeasible.41 

The rise of regionalist parties is a particularly powerful manifestation of this discontent. 
Groups like the Scottish National Party (SNP), Plaid Cymru, and the Yorkshire Party have 
significant and demonstrable local support.44 The SNP holds 60 of 129 seats in the Scottish 
Parliament, and Plaid Cymru won four seats in the 2024 general election with 14.8% of the 
Welsh vote.46 These parties offer concrete policy proposals for fiscal autonomy and a 
devolution of power away from the "Whitehall knows best" mindset.48 This desire for local 
control over infrastructure, economic development, and public services is the modern-day 
equivalent of the pirate's code—a demand to dismantle a distant, unresponsive, and 
inequitable centralized power and build a more accountable social contract at a local level. 

 

Party Region 2024 GE Vote 
Share (%) 

Key Policy/Goal 

Scottish National 
Party (SNP) 

Scotland Varies by poll; high 
regional support 44 

Scottish 
independence, EU 
membership, fiscal 
autonomy.46 



Plaid Cymru Wales 14.8% 47 Transfer of powers 
to Welsh Parliament 
to achieve equal 
devolution with 
Scotland.45 

Yorkshire Party Yorkshire 0.8% - 3.7% in 
contested seats 50 

Supports a 
Regional Parliament 
for Yorkshire.49 

Northern 
Independence 
Party 

North of England Deregistered Nov 
2024 51 

Nationalisation of 
energy companies; 
"Bring Power 
North".51 

Mebyon Kernow Cornwall Not available in 
data 49 

Supports a Cornish 
Assembly.49 

Wessex 
Regionalists 

Wessex Not available in 
data 52 

Proportional 
representation; 
part of a wider 
revolt against 
austerity.52 

 

Conclusion: The Echoes of the Pirate's Code Today 
 

This report has established a clear, data-driven narrative connecting historical instances of 
rebellion to the anti-establishment sentiment of modern Britain. The grievances that 
compelled sailors to abandon their lives and adopt a pirate's code—systemic exploitation, a 
lack of representation, and a profound sense of physical and economic insecurity—are 
directly mirrored in the economic and political failings of contemporary UK governance. The 
historical arc from the Magna Carta to the American Revolution confirms that the struggle for 
a fair social contract is a persistent theme of political history, driven by a growing disconnect 
between the governed and the governing. 

The data presented here shows that without addressing the root causes—a fundamentally 
inequitable economic model and a political system that disenfranchises a growing segment of 
the population—the UK will continue to see a decline in public trust and a rise in movements 
that offer, however unworkable, a new social and political contract. To truly address modern 
discontent, reform must move beyond superficial policy fixes to tackle the systemic issues of 



inequality, centralization, and democratic deficit. The solution is not to simply "fix" the 
symptoms but to rebuild a social and economic model that is once again perceived as fair, 
representative, and just by its citizens. The demands for decentralization and a fairer voting 
system are the modern-day echoes of the pirate's code, a call to action to forge a new and 
more equitable system when the old one has failed to serve the interests of the people it 
purports to govern. 
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