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Introduction: Five Heretics

On 28 April 1983, Tony and Cherie Blair picked up a Labour politician in their car from his home in west London. The Blairs were still in their twenties, bright young barristers both trying to become Labour MPs. The politician, who was twice their age, and a friend of Cherie’s father, the actor Tony Booth, had agreed to speak alongside Cherie at a rally. She had been chosen as the Labour candidate for Thanet North, a new constituency in Kent.

Although it was her first candidacy, her expectations were not that high. Thanet North consisted of a strip of coastal towns in the far east of the county, running from Herne Bay to Margate, with lots of retirees who usually voted Tory. The local Labour party was small and quiet. Nationally, the Tories were well ahead of Labour in the polls, as Margaret Thatcher’s government basked in its recent victory in the Falklands, and the prime minister was expected to call a general election at any moment. The best result that Cherie could realistically hope for was a respectable second place: the traditional first step towards contesting an easier seat next time. As the impatient young Blairs endured the slow, two-and-a-half-hour drive from west London to east Kent, they hoped that their passenger would help bring about both those outcomes.

He was a former cabinet minister, and for a long time had been considered a possible Labour leader and prime minister. But his rise in the party had recently stalled. ‘I am very, very depressed,’ he had recorded in his diary a few weeks before the Thanet trip. ‘I feel … a sense of isolation … uncertain about the future.’ His relationship with some of the ambitious newcomers to the party, such as the Blairs, was an increasingly uneasy one, as they gradually moved away from his political ideas, which from the early 1970s to the early 80s had shaped many of Labour’s policies. Now only more basic political forces, such as party camaraderie, his and Cherie’s mutual need for public attention, and the requirement to unite against the Conservatives before the election, held the carload of Labour partisans together.

They arrived in Margate. The evening rally was to take place in its old town hall, a modestly sized Georgian building a few streets back from the seafront. Margate was well past its peak: a tired resort increasingly avoided by British holidaymakers, who since the 1960s had been going abroad in large and growing numbers. Yet few local people seemed to blame the Conservatives for failing to reverse the town’s decline. The local Tory majority had increased at the previous general election in 1979. The rally for Cherie Blair had the potential to be a dispiriting occasion.

But it did not turn out like that. The room booked for the event, which had a small stage, soon filled up. Other rooms in the town hall were unlocked. They filled with people too. Later arrivals had to stand on the stairs. A speaker system had to be rigged up to broadcast the speeches through the building.

The rally finally began. Cherie spoke first. Then came her father, a sitcom star known onscreen and in real life for his blunt socialism and roguish persona. Yet it was the politician from west London who made the biggest impression. He was the person most of the audience had come to hear.

‘I had never heard him speak before that night,’ Tony Blair wrote in his memoirs, a quarter of a century later. He went on:


I sat enraptured, absolutely captivated and inspired. I thought: If only I could speak like that. What impressed me was not so much the content – actually I didn’t agree with a lot of it – but the power of it, the ability to use words to move people, not simply to persuade …

First, there was his utter confidence. From the outset, the audience were relaxed and able to listen, because they knew the speaker was in control. When he began and he looked around at them, there was … no uncertainty, no negative energy. It wasn’t the absence of nerves. It was the presence of self-belief. He held them, easily and naturally.

Second, he used humour. If someone can make you laugh, you are already in their power … Third, there was a thread that ran throughout the speech … an argument. Sometimes there was digression and the thread was momentarily obscured, but always he returned and the thread was visible once more.

Fourth, the argument was built, not plonked down. Although introduced broadly at the beginning, it was not glimpsed fully until layer upon layer of supporting words built up to it and finally the argument was brought forth. Suddenly all the words were connected … and the argument was out there, and you thought only the wilfully obdurate could not see its force and agree with it.



The rally felt like a triumph. In the car back to London afterwards, the Blairs and the politician talked and argued: about the future of the Labour party, about socialism, about the relationship between leftwing politics and religion. When they pulled up outside the politician’s house, in the early hours, they were still talking. He introduced the Blairs to his wife. And then they finally parted.

‘For days, weeks’ after hearing the politician’s speech in Margate, Blair wrote, ‘I sat going over it in my mind. Probably to him it was one of half a dozen he did that week and was nothing special, but for me it was a revelation.’ Shortly after he was elected Labour leader eleven years later, in 1994, Blair had a brief correspondence with the politician, and mentioned the Margate rally. ‘I’ve always regarded your speech for Cherie,’ Blair wrote, ‘as the finest statement for socialism I’ve ever heard.’

Yet it did not help Cherie much, if at all. At the 1983 general election, she came third: far behind not just the Conservatives but also the new Social Democratic Party, which had been created by Labour MPs precisely because they could no longer stand being in the same party as the politician who had spoken alongside her in Margate. She did not stand for parliament again.

Tony Blair had a better experience at the 1983 election. He was elected for the much more winnable seat of Sedgefield, in what was then one of Labour’s northern English heartlands. Over the next 24 years, as an MP, shadow minister, party leader and then prime minister, he abandoned almost every element of the socialist faith that he had heard so mesmerically articulated in Margate. Summing up that encounter with the politician in his memoirs, Blair wrote, ‘I spotted the fundamental weakness in his position: he was in love with his role as idealist, as standard-bearer, as the man of principle … He was the preacher, not the general. And battles aren’t won by preachers.’

The politician that Blair found both so flawed and so inspiring was Tony Benn. When he died in 2014, at the age of 89, it was widely said that a national treasure had been lost. Yet for the most important part of his career, during the 1970s and 80s, no politician except Thatcher so divided British opinion.

Like her, Benn was a radical and a disruptor. Like her, he believed that the way the country had been run by Labour and the Conservatives during the postwar era, a period many considered to be one of welcome stability and prosperity, was actually a dead end. Thatcher and Benn both tried for over a decade to convert their parties to a new way of thinking. To an extent, they succeeded. But then they were brutally pushed aside by party colleagues who found their ideas too dogmatic – only for those ideas to resurface in the 2010s, and retain a following and a relevance right up to the present day.

As British capitalism and the British state prove less and less able to provide most of us with decent 21st-century lives, so the critique of both systems which Benn made during the 1970s and 80s – that they were inefficient, over-centralised and constantly produced injustices – seems more and more prescient. And yet he never saw much of his alternative vision enacted. While Thatcherism was relentlessly implemented by her governments and those of her Tory successors, the kind of society he advocated through the once-famous, now increasingly forgotten creed of Bennism – a society where citizens dominated politicians and corporations, rather than vice versa – remains tantalisingly unrealised.

Or at least, it may seem so if you are on the radical left. If you are a rightwinger, a centrist, or even someone on the centre-left, then Bennism, and its direct descendant, Corbynism, may well be something very different: a dangerous form of extremism. Discredited but never quite dead, as far as its many enemies are concerned this mutation of socialism can never be buried deep enough.

Benn’s journey into radicalism began in a more hopeful time, the 1960s. And so did those of four other, younger Labour politicians, who over the next half century would variously be his disciples, protégés, collaborators, rivals and successors: Ken Livingstone, John McDonnell, Diane Abbott, and Jeremy Corbyn himself.

The four took ideas from Benn, but also from other dissident sources, many of which were outside the often narrow world of Labour politics, such as anarchism, anti-racism, Marxism, pacifism and identity politics. The four helped create a new left in Britain. And it flourished in environments where socialism was expected to struggle: the materialistic, booming London of the 1980s and 2000s, and the sour Brexit Britain of the 2010s.

The four also developed their own close and complicated relationships with each other. There were ideological and personal feuds, periods of coolness and jostling for prominence, times of intense camaraderie, diverging levels of success, and constantly shifting alignments. Yet whatever the precise state of their relationships at any given moment, in their minds and in the minds of others, the four were often a group, and sometimes something tighter: a cell, or a sect.

Partly, this was down to their personalities. Like Benn, all four were stubborn, and more attached to their principles than most politicians. They were simultaneously outspoken and secretive, individualistic and looking for kindred spirits. They were suspicious of authority and mainstream opinion. Their politics sought to maximise both equality and freedom – rather than choose between them, as the left and right had traditionally done. They believed, probably correctly, that this new politics had a very wide potential appeal. Yet they were also comfortable with, and sometimes even relished, being in a minority. Unlike most of their parliamentary peers, they could cope with being unpopular or ignored, at least outside their constituencies, for a very long time.

In Britain more than in many comparable democracies, left-of-centre politicians generate suspicion and hostility: from most of the press and from other powerful interests, such as the City of London. This is hardly surprising. Since the 1970s, Britain has become one of the most unequal wealthy countries in the world. Anyone seeking to reverse that trend threatens, or is believed to threaten, the beneficiaries of almost half a century of fundamental economic and social change, from billionaire financiers to buy-to-let landlords. Even Labour politicians who promise to leave much of this landscape unaltered, as Blair did, are on constant probation, their words and deeds scrutinised for the smallest leftwing deviations. As for Labour figures who do want to transform the country, as Benn and Corbyn did – even if their stated plans would, at least at first, only make Britain more like fairer capitalist societies such as Sweden or Germany or Japan – such politicians are frequently portrayed as fanatical, mad or illegitimate, whatever their actual electoral mandates. In effect, they are treated as heretics, to be suppressed before their ideas undermine the true faith. The five politicians in this book have at times been regarded with fear, contempt, or hatred, or all three at once. They have been threatened with violence, or physically attacked. The strength of these reactions, repeated for over half a century, tells us much about Britain beyond the left.

Heretics often lead erratic lives. Moments of great excitement and promise, when converting large numbers of people seems possible, are interspersed with long stretches on the margins. So it was for Benn and his four disciples. He and they had periods when a great breakthrough seemed close at hand. Sometimes it even happened. But more often their lives were about working on regardless, finding ways not to worry about futility, and waiting for better days. How they survived in the political and psychological wilderness where they spent much of their adult lives is the untold story of British politics in modern times.

The five of them had different strengths and weaknesses. Benn was endlessly eloquent, but his cabinet colleagues did not trust him. Livingstone could always see several steps ahead, but could rarely resist controversy. Abbott, the first black woman ever elected to parliament, had a self-sufficiency so fierce that it could isolate her completely. McDonnell had an intensity that both attracted and repelled. And Corbyn had an integrity and an ability to get on with people that helped him rise furthest, to the treacherous summit of Labour politics, but which left him least equipped to cope there.

It would probably be a mistake, however, to assume that Labour’s defeat in 2019, and the marginalisation of Corbyn and his comrades since, is the end of this story. One of the most important features of their movement was its attentiveness to social, economic and cultural trends, to how Britons were actually living. Many British politicians lack this curiosity, being more interested in Westminster and what the media is saying about it. Yet in our unstable age, the issues that the Corbyn leadership focused on have not gone away; they have intensified. The yearning of younger voters for a government and an economy which benefits rather than exploits or ignores them, for example, remains a potentially enormous political force. According to the respected Financial Times data journalist John Burn-Murdoch, ‘The dramatic breakdown of upward social mobility … has hit young Britons much harder than their contemporaries elsewhere in the developed world.’ The almost unprecedented increase in support for Labour under Corbyn at the 2017 election, including almost two-thirds of voters under 35 – a rare dominance of the younger electorate repeated in 2019 – is an event which the left’s enemies have been tellingly determined to discount as a fluke, or to avoid discussing altogether.

The political solutions offered as alternatives to the left feel increasingly thin. The ever more closed country and yet rampant free markets of modern Conservatism; the modest reforms and retro patriotism of Labour centrism; the fantasy policies of Reform UK’s angry right-wing populism: all seem less and less suited to a world of profi teering corporations, collapsing mass living standards and accelerating climate change.

Two of the most unusual and important features of the new left which the characters in this book largely created were that it was forward-looking and open-ended. Especially in Britain, a country where Conservatism and a harsh capitalism have so often held sway, socialism can be intensely nostalgic and preservationist. Past struggles must be commemorated. What is left of a previous, better society must be protected. There is nothing wrong with these impulses, and at times the politicians in this book acted on them. But remembering and saving mid-20th-century socialism was not their main preoccupation. They were searching for something beyond it.

I began to become aware of this search long before I decided to write a book about it. I first lived in Abbott’s constituency in north-east London as a young journalist in 1994. Three years later, I moved to Corbyn’s seat, immediately to the west, and lived there on and off until 2004. That year, I moved back to Abbott’s constituency and have lived there ever since.

These are places where politics is unusually important. Election turnouts are high, despite their predictable, Labour-dominated outcomes. Conversations in the pub often turn to politics. Protests are part of everyday life for many well-off and poor residents alike. If you write about politics, as I have since the early 1990s, it is hard, even off-duty, not to hear gossip, opinions and conspiracy theories about Corbyn and Abbott: their latest plans, their latest blunders and triumphs, the state of their health.

For two decades before Corbyn suddenly seized the Labour leadership, much of my attention was on more significant figures, in conventional Westminster terms. But I gradually came to understand that he and Abbott were unusual politicians. They intensely divided or unified people, they enraged or inspired. The Labour party is often cautious and not always compelling. But Corbyn and Abbott, I realised, were part of a bolder tradition – a tradition which is often misunderstood or misrepresented, deliberately and otherwise, and which needs to be explained.

This book is not intended to be a conventional group biography of its five main characters. Much that happened in their personal lives is not included. Nor is this book meant to be a comprehensive history of the British left, or the Labour party, or the Corbyn leadership, which took much of its energy from social and political movements which feature in this volume but are not its focus. There are plenty of books on all those subjects already.

Instead, this is the story of a group of political explorers and of a series of interlocking political journeys which are rarely considered as a whole. Often, these people are absent altogether from books about British politics since the 1970s, which tend to be dominated, still, by the assumptions of Thatcherism and New Labour and their political descendants.

This book is about its protagonists’ flaws and failures as much as their successes. And it is about where the political project they started – but which has always drawn in other people: activists, intellectuals, trade unionists, younger Labour MPs, the simply curious – might go next. Already, this project has been much more influential on modern Britain than the electoral history of the left might suggest. How people in this country think about race, sexuality and minorities in general; how state and private sector institutions and political parties deal with diversity; how our cities came to be associated with multicultural vibrancy rather than postwar menace and decay; and how personal ethics and protest came to rival and sometimes supersede Westminster politics: all these huge changes since the 70s have been personified and driven by the people this book depicts.

And the fact of that influence opens up big questions about the nature of politics. What exactly does it encompass? How many of its most important developments happen in Westminster, and how many elsewhere? And across the great spectrum of political activity, what exactly is a victory, and what is a defeat? The ongoing culture wars, many of them over issues which these five radicals were among the first British politicians to raise, suggest that success and failure in politics are rarely total and almost always temporary. To adapt the answer the Chinese premier Zhou Enlai gave in 1972, when asked about the impact of the famous French student revolts four years earlier – revolts which were formative for all this book’s subjects – what the precise importance is of these five epic political lives, it is too early to say.

Beyond that lurks another question. What is it like to live a life dominated by politics? Endless meetings, briefings, organising, alliance-building, vote-chasing, disappointments and betrayals; but also secrets, beliefs, power, ideas, camaraderie, rebellions and sweet victories. Without people addicted to some or all of these, democracy, or any other system for the unavoidable task of distributing society’s resources, could not exist.

I hope this book will be read by people who profoundly disagree with its protagonists, as well as people who admire them, and people who think they did not go nearly far enough. Their careers also shine a light on those of more conventionally successful politicians, such as Blair and Thatcher, by revealing some of the questions that these supposedly fearless leaders avoided asking about the kind of country Britain could be.

Large parts of the careers of these five politicians took place in times when the left was whiter and more male than it is now, and this book reflects that. But even within those limits, and the many other barriers and forces which frustrated them, weakened them, and regularly threatened them with oblivion, the lives of the searchers revealed something important. Another politics is possible.




Part One



RADICALISATION




1

Benn’s Epiphany

In the spring of 1968 Tony Benn was restless. He had just turned 43. He had been a Labour MP for over 14 years and a minister for almost four. He was increasingly talked about by journalists as a future prime minister. For most politicians, that would have been a highly satisfactory career so far. But Benn was different.

His father, William Wedgwood Benn, later Viscount Stansgate, had been a Labour minister too. William Benn had also been a devotee of an early British self-help book, How to Live on 24 Hours a Day. Under its influence, he kept a time chart: a detailed account of how he spent each day, with no time set aside for meals or socialising, and he required his son, during his childhood, to do the same. Tony Benn revered his father, and even after William Benn died in 1960 continued to follow some of his advice on how to live. As a minister in the late 1960s, the younger Benn often worked until two or three in the morning. He sometimes neglected to eat. A gauntness tightened his lively, boyish face.

His ministerial office was on the 11th floor of Millbank Tower, an isolated finger of glass in central London, which overlooked the heavy brick-and-stone maze of the rest of Westminster, a few minutes’ walk to the north. Both the tower and Benn’s department, the Ministry of Technology, or Mintech for short, were only a few years old: expressions of the country’s ambitions to modernise itself under Harold Wilson, who had been prime minister since 1964. Wilson had defeated a Conservative government widely seen as old-fashioned and tired. His successful election manifesto had promised ‘a major national effort’ to upgrade British industry, which a new ministry – Mintech – would ‘guide and stimulate’. After the first minister of technology proved inadequate in Wilson’s view, he put Benn in charge.

Wilson saw Benn as an able administrator, a communicator of rare talent, and sometimes as his heir apparent. Benn had been a BBC radio producer before becoming an MP, and an informal television coach to more senior Labour figures. He understood this new media world much better than most of his party colleagues. And the media – or most of it – liked him. He was constantly invited on to radio and TV shows. And he posed for newspaper photographers as well as he spoke: with a twinkly ease that seemed both charmingly upper-class and informally modern. He would be snapped striding down the steps of his handsome white house in west London, ministerial papers tucked purposefully under his arm, sometimes with his equally photogenic American wife Caroline and their four children appealingly arrayed around him. Or he would be shown seated at his desk at Mintech: pen in hand, an intense look in his eyes, surrounded by electrical gadgets, for which he was an early enthusiast. When one young business journalist came to the 11th floor to interview him, her tape recorder, then a new technology, malfunctioned halfway through. The minister asked her for the recorder, and they both sat on the floor of the office for 20 minutes while he fixed it.

But fixing British industry was much harder. After a century of underinvestment by companies, and growing foreign competition, by the late 1960s the whole country was scattered with ageing or obsolete factories. In some regions, such as the west of Scotland, these were already closing en masse. At first, Benn sought to persuade companies to innovate their way out of the crisis, by investing in new processes and equipment. He tried to make inspiring speeches to British and international business bodies. ‘Technology serves a higher purpose than mere production,’ he told the European Organisation for Quality Control in 1967. ‘It offers us hope for the future. It is the light at the end of the long, dark tunnel of poverty through which most of mankind has been journeying throughout the whole of human history.’

Benn could be a mesmeric public speaker. His voice was modest in size, and sounded older than his age, almost grandfatherly, yet was also unusually clear and penetrating. His long sentences flowed, from one perfectly weighted clause to the next, with an establishment smoothness, but also sometimes a more unusual intensity: a conviction that felt religious. For generations, the Benn family worldview had been shaped by nonconformist Christianity. As minister of technology – only a mid-ranking cabinet position – Tony Benn sometimes gave the impression that Mintech could be Britain’s salvation.

His ministry also tried more bureaucratic measures. It encouraged struggling manufacturers to seek economies of scale by merging with each other into giant, state-subsidised conglomerates such as Upper Clydeside Shipbuilders and British Leyland. Meanwhile Mintech performed mergers and acquisitions of its own within Whitehall, absorbing other government functions and institutions such as the Ministry of Aviation. Benn’s department became involved in everything from promoting the use of computers to nuclear power; from buying missiles for the Royal Air Force to helping oversee the development of the overambitious Anglo-French supersonic passenger jet Concorde. In 1966, the Observer described ‘Benn’s empire’ as ‘the biggest state-directed complex of scientific and industrial power in Europe’.

Yet having more and more responsibilities, and making decisions that required an overview of all sorts of specialist knowledge, quickly began to feel overwhelming. ‘Mintech is becoming a bit too much for me,’ Benn recorded in his diary, only a few months into the job. He had a recurring nightmare about having to discuss Concorde in person with Charles de Gaulle, the grand French president, without having first read the relevant papers.

And in the real world, however late into the night Benn stayed in his office, reading and annotating in his impatient, scratchy handwriting the endless briefings from the Mintech civil servants – whom he sometimes found intimidating, as they were often much older and more experienced Whitehall operators than he was – the great industrial revival he was seeking did not materialise. Instead of investing in factories, British business increasingly preferred to focus on financial services. The number of employees in finance almost doubled during the 1950s and 60s. Yet the country’s growth rate did not. In 1968, it was no stronger or more consistent than it had been when Wilson was elected four years earlier.

Benn’s frustrations at Mintech fed a suspicion among some of his supposed ministerial comrades that he was a limited talent. Wilson’s government was full of self-consciously clever politicians, such as Roy Jenkins, Denis Healey, Richard Crossman and Wilson himself. A skilled practitioner of divide and rule, Wilson did not discourage them from ganging up on each other. Benn’s relative youth, slick personal presentation and popularity with the media invited jealousy. Meanwhile, his relative lack of interest in intellectual matters – he was in too much of a hurry to read many books – invited condescension. The fact that he had studied philosophy, politics and economics at Oxford did not impress a cabinet of Oxford graduates. Crossman, who had taught there, wrote in his sometimes bitchy diary: ‘The real problem about Wedgy’ – he had inherited his father’s middle name – ‘is that his presentation is brilliant but what he says is normally second-rate …’

The 1960s Benn was like Tony Blair in his early days as a shadow minister: precocious, energetic, charismatic, high-profile, clearly going places; but seen by some colleagues and commentators as both too bland and too calculating. When Labour had experienced vicious battles between its left and right during the previous decade, Benn had ‘stood in





































Postscript to the Paperback Edition

The year 2024 was supposed to be when the four remaining rebels finally lost their prominence. The next general election was due; it was just a question of which month the incumbent Conservative government would call it. During January and February, with Labour far ahead in the polls, the party hierarchy made it clearer than ever that Corbyn was not going to be a Labour candidate. The suspiciously drawn-out investigation into Abbott’s letter continued, and with each passing day it became more obvious that the party did not want her to be a candidate either. Meanwhile Livingstone had withdrawn from public life; his family had announced the previous autumn that he had Alzheimer’s. Six decades of his political provocations, clever urban innovations and demonstrations of how socialists could maximise their power, on the rare occasions they possessed it, abruptly turned to silence.

Of the four, only McDonnell had been reselected as a parliamentary candidate, having so far avoided saying or doing anything that gave the Labour leadership a reason to disown him. But, as he approached his mid-seventies, carrying on in the Commons as a more muted and isolated figure threatened to become steadily less fulfilling. In early 2024, it seemed, the left’s opponents could finally look forward to the day when the unsettlingly different politics sustained by McDonnell and his three comrades dwindled away.

The first sign that this desire might be frustrated yet again arrived suddenly and unexpectedly. In March, the Guardian revealed that Frank Hester, a wealthy software entrepreneur who had become the Conservatives’ biggest ever donor, had spoken about Abbott at a meeting of his company back in 2019 – when she was shadow home secretary and, in theory at least, could soon be integral to running the country. ‘You see Diane Abbott on the TV and … you just want to hate all black women,’ Hester had said. ‘I think she should be shot.’

The revelation caused an uproar. ‘Those comments about Diane Abbott are just abhorrent,’ Keir Starmer declared. The Labour party condemned Hester’s blatant racism and misogyny, which Abbott said she found ‘frightening’. The police began an investigation. Perhaps even more significantly, the episode prompted people across the party and beyond – including many previously hostile to Abbott – to publicly acknowledge her importance. ‘Diane has been a trailblazer,’ said Starmer, now referring to her by her first name. ‘She has paved the way for others.’

Prominent Labour figures usually opposed to the left, such as the former shadow chancellor Ed Balls, went further, arguing that Hester’s assault on Abbott meant she should now be readmitted to the parliamentary party, so she could be collectively defended and supported. But Starmer quickly said no. Switching back to his most lawyerly, unyielding mode, he told the BBC that her suspension was ‘a separate issue … which is subject to a different procedure. I don’t think we can conflate the two at this stage.’

While bureaucratically correct, Starmer’s position was bad politics. It failed to recognise that Abbott now had more political leverage; and also that, if the dying, increasingly desperate Conservative government suddenly called a general election, as seemed increasingly likely, then Labour would have to block Abbott’s candidacy once and for all in the middle of the campaign, when it would be busy with countless other urgent tasks. Purging the left was better done in quieter times than just before or during an election, when dozens of journalists – driven by rightwing media bias, or simply seeking ways to liven up a contest whose outcome seemed all too predictable – would be looking for stories of Labour discord.

In late May, with the Hester controversy still fresh in many voters’ minds and Abbott’s future still unresolved, Rishi Sunak called an election, to take place on 4 July. Again, the Labour hierarchy clumsily played for time. They spent the first week of the campaign continuing to insist that Abbott’s fate had not been decided, while (according to a report by Newsnight’s political editor Nicholas Watt) simultaneously giving anonymous briefings to journalists saying that ‘she must not stand’ as a candidate – not only because of her letter, but because she was ‘a reminder of the Jeremy Corbyn era’. Once more, the Labour left’s alleged antisemitism and the Labour right’s implacable anti-Corbynism were becoming disastrously entangled.

The Abbott row dominated election coverage for days. As in the Blair era, rightwing journalists who usually rubbished the left as illegitimate and dangerous now portrayed Abbott as a brave and principled dissident being crushed by the Labour machine. A Daily Mail editorial described her as ‘iconic’. Less cynical public support came from prominent black Britons such as Lenny Henry, Jackie Kay and Lemn Sissay. A campaign in favour of Abbott’s candidacy spread quickly through Hackney and far beyond. Its slogan cleverly combined defiance, support for local democracy and the unusual closeness between her and at least some of her voters: ‘I stand with Diane.’

Abbott herself rarely appeared in public during the controversy. A well-informed member of the Hackney North party told me that she had not yet actually applied to be the Labour candidate; indeed, that she had told some local people she wanted to retire. That she would do the latter, and ‘leave parliament with dignity’, as the Labour briefers against her disingenuously put it, remained the party hierarchy’s preferred option.

But then, on 29 May, Abbott suddenly materialised on the front steps of Hackney town hall, at a rally supporting her right to stand. It was early evening, just in time for the main news programmes, and the square in front of the pale, stately building was teeming with photographers and supporters. An encampment protesting against the Israeli assault on Gaza, an assault she had condemned many times, already took up some of the square and added to the charged atmosphere. Dressed in a black leather biker jacket, Abbott spoke to the crowd with angry clarity through a handheld microphone.

‘The national party,’ she said, making Labour sound hugely remote and overbearing, ‘haven’t communicated with me directly. They haven’t given a reason for barring me. I am so shocked and so alarmed … Because it is as if you are not allowed to be a Labour MP unless you’re prepared to repeat everything the leader says.’ She paused. ‘What happened to representing your community?’

‘By any means possible,’ she continued, adapting her hero Malcolm X’s famous Black Power slogan, ‘I will be the candidate for Hackney North. I am not going to allow myself to be intimidated … by forces beyond all of our control.’ Then her tone brightened: ‘I will always stand with you,’ she said. ‘I promise you that as long as it is possible, I will be the member of parliament for Hackney North and Stoke Newington.’

The next day, the Labour deputy leader Angela Rayner, the only senior person in the party still permitted to criticise its behaviour from the left, said Abbott had been treated badly and should be allowed to stand. The day after that, Starmer finally backed down. He said that Abbott was ‘free to go forward as a Labour candidate’.

That the party had made an exception for her was clear from its very different treatment of three other leftwing would-be candidates during the same period. Faiza Shaheen, a clever, popular, locally born politician widely expected to capture the marginal seat of Chingford, and Lloyd Russell-Moyle, who had won two successive large majorities as MP for Brighton Kemptown and Peacehaven, were both abruptly deselected on flimsy grounds after the election campaign had already started. Meanwhile another, older leftist was also barred from standing for Labour. If Jeremy Corbyn was going to contest Islington North for the 11th consecutive time, it would have to be as an independent.

For a person of strong political loyalties who did not like conflict, leaving and then standing against a party he had been a member of for 58 years was a protracted decision. For months before the election was called, there was talk in his constituency and the national media that he was about to declare his intention to contest the seat against Labour. Days earmarked for the announcement came and went. Islington leftists muttered to me about his incorrigible lateness.

Finally, two days after the election campaign had begun, Corbyn confirmed that he would run as an independent, in an article for the Islington Tribune, the borough’s most left-leaning local paper. ‘When I was first elected, I made a promise to stand by my constituents no matter what,’ he wrote, making the same argument as Abbott, piously but also persuasively. ‘In Islington North, we keep our promises.’

Some of his allies and enemies believed that his candidacy would not end well. Independents rarely won at general elections. And under Starmer Labour had built a well-funded electoral apparatus, which was highly effective at undermining dug-in MPs, as a succession of Tories with supposedly impregnable majorities had found out in recent by-elections. Meanwhile Corbyn would be unable to mobilise his usual army of Labour activists from Islington and beyond, as members who campaigned against Labour, the party hierarchy made clear, would quickly be expelled. With Labour closer to taking power nationally than for over a quarter of a century, staying loyal to the party had a strong potential appeal for some voters in the constituency. Especially among still-gentrifying Islington’s more recently arrived, more prosperous, generally less leftwing residents, the excitement of helping get rid of the Tories, by electing another Labour MP, might well outweigh any feelings of gratitude and attachment to Corbyn. Polls focused on the seat in the campaign’s first weeks showed Labour ahead.

Seemingly quite confident of its chances, the party had chosen a surprising candidate for such a historically leftwing constituency: Praful Nargund, an Islington councillor who was also a wealthy private healthcare entrepreneur. A single photo of him, dressed in a slick suit and carrying a party-branded clipboard, as if he had time-travelled from the New Labour era, was distributed by the party to the local Islington press. Otherwise, Nargund kept a low profile during the campaign, giving few interviews, not taking part in hustings and rarely even being seen in public. Labour’s strategy seemed to be to keep him away from any encounters with Corbyn, where his inevitably inferior local knowledge and connections might be exposed, and instead to present Nargund as someone who could get more for the area from a Starmer government.

While there was some logic to this ultra-cautious approach, not least because the constituency was now crawling with journalists watching for Labour slip-ups, it also produced a political vacuum in an area which was accustomed to activism. Into this void poured hundreds of volunteers for Corbyn: Londoners, Scots, people from Yorkshire, pensioners, millennials, people moonlighting from the Green party, people who had left Labour because of Starmer – not to mention people who had left the Islington North party specifically to campaign for Corbyn. These activists now criss-crossed the tiny constituency on foot, canvassing, leafleting, putting up posters and slapping stickers onto walls and streetlights. In the front windows of local businesses, Corbyn posters became so ubiquitous that even a solicitor specialising in ‘inheritance tax planning’ had one. Walking along a single street for a few minutes on polling day, I was approached by Corbyn canvassers twice.

His campaign literature was printed in red, green, white and black: the colours of the Palestinian flag. In a seat with many pro-Palestinian voters, it was a reminder, subliminal or not, that he was one of the few British politicians consistently taking part in the huge, ongoing London marches against the atrocities in Gaza. The leaflets were also punchily written and well designed. Among those running the campaign were activists who had been key figures in his successful leadership bids.

This time, a typical Corbyn leaflet switched seamlessly, almost comically, between his local achievements such as ‘protecting the No. 4 bus’ and much vaster goals, including ‘rent controls, ending the privatisation of our NHS, a Green New Deal and human rights everywhere’. The blocking of his Labour candidacy was mentioned only once, the long years of Conservative government not at all. Instead, the message was upbeat and participatory: ‘When I vote in Parliament … I vote with my community … Together, we have achieved huge victories.’ His lack of party ties was also constantly emphasised. ‘Vote Corbyn,’ proclaimed a sticker I saw stuck on the pavement in one of the area’s richest streets. ‘An independent voice for all of us.’

Yet beneath this righteous rhetoric there was a degree of electoral ruthlessness, of the kind he had shown in local contests throughout his career. Having originally won in Islington 41 years earlier by beating two people who had previously been Labour MPs in the borough, Corbyn was used to elections where the left was divided. In his 2024 campaign speeches, he was prepared to put the knife in, in his polite way. ‘If the Labour party candidate is here tonight,’ Corbyn said to the crowd at his final rally, ‘I wrote a letter to him on Monday [two days earlier] asking him to debate with me the role of the private sector in the NHS.’ Nargund’s company had made money from NHS contracts, as many of the crowd knew. They laughed derisively.

Despite an unusually cold, wet summer, Corbyn’s campaign had optimistically decided to hold their eve-of-election rally outdoors on Highbury Fields, a sloping windswept park fringed by huge plane trees and the constituency’s grandest houses. The evening was overcast, but for once it was dry and still. In the fading light, perhaps a thousand people surrounded Corbyn, who spoke through an inadequate, muffled PA system, flanked by Palestinian flags. Standing on the grass, listening mostly in reverent silence, the audience was a cross-section of the constituency: young men with baseball caps or dreadlocks, middle-aged men in office shirts, lean old lefties, women in hijabs, trade unionists, wealthy professionals and council tenants. Rarely did you see such a mix at political meetings, even in Islington North, and Corbyn seemed particularly energised.

‘This campaign has been an absolute joy,’ he said. ‘We are on the verge of making history. If I’m elected to parliament tomorrow, it’s not me who’s being elected. It’s all of you.’ He said he would hold ‘a monthly assembly meeting’ in the constituency, open to all, to establish which issues he should prioritise locally and raise in parliament. It sounded an ambitious, quite possibly acrimonious process, but he still believed in the participatory politics he had learned from Benn and Allende.

Yet there were also glimpses in Corbyn’s brief speech of his individualism and self-belief. ‘If I’m elected, I will be denounced as being unbelievably stubborn,’ he said. ‘I know I am.’ Rather than end the speech with a conventional plea to vote for him and encourage others to do the same, he simply said, ‘Speak up for peace.’ In the halfdarkness, the setting sun finally dodged the clouds and reddened the tops of the tall houses. ‘I will be at the Gaza demonstration this Saturday,’ Corbyn quickly added. A disappointing election result, he was telling himself as much as his audience, would not be the end.

But he won anyway. As Livingstone had done in his independent campaign for London mayor a quarter of a century earlier, Corbyn demonstrated that a divisive figure could leave Labour and then beat it from the left: one of the hardest tasks in the British political system, which usually treats Labour as the one legitimate place to express leftwing dissent. The vote for Corbyn actually fell by over 10,000 compared to the previous general election, a sign of how difficult it was to prise some habitual Labour voters away from the party. But partly because Nargund performed so poorly, winning barely a third of the vote, Corbyn’s victory was still comfortable. Even faced with stronger Labour candidates in the future, it felt like he might continue to represent his overcrowded, traffic-congested, beloved Islington North – and to rile more conventional politicians and reporters – for further parliamentary terms, if his spirit and body remained willing.

Across the rest of England, Scotland and Wales, Labour performed far better, at least in terms of seats, winning over twice as many as Corbyn’s party had in 2019, and achieving Labour’s biggest majority for 27 years. The party’s return to power after a decade and a half of exceptionally rightwing and incompetent Tory government was a huge relief, even to many of the leftwing voters, activists and MPs whom Starmer had ignored, attacked or purged. Opponents of the left frequently forget that socialists hate the Tories with a particular intensity. Meanwhile some optimists on the left always hope, despite all the evidence to the contrary, that a Labour government will open up new radical possibilities.

There was also hope for the left in the nature of Labour’s victory, which was more ambiguous than any in its history. The party’s overall vote share, while distributed with great efficiency, as its election strategists had intended, was even lower than Nargund’s in Islington: 33.7 per cent. More striking still, Labour’s total vote was over half a million smaller than it had been in the 2019 defeat under Corbyn, and over three million smaller than in the loss under him in 2017.

Amid all the excitement at Labour’s win, the weaker aspects of its performance took some time to sink in. But it gradually became clear that the dominant, centrist version of the party’s recent history would now have to be rewritten, alongside, perhaps, Starmer’s future electoral strategy. No longer could Corbyn’s leadership be characterised as an unusual electoral catastrophe. Instead, in the light of Starmer’s own failure to increase Labour’s support, Corbyn’s ability to enthuse between 30 and 40 per cent of those who voted in general elections, but not more, simply seemed typical of the party’s recent leaders.

After the 2024 election, Starmer’s strategists and their allies in the commentariat could also no longer argue that leftwing voters alienated by his leadership had nowhere else to go. The Green party’s share of the vote had more than doubled, to a record 6.4 per cent. And, in addition to Corbyn, four other independent candidates who campaigned on leftwing platforms and emphasised their opposition to the slaughter in Gaza took seats from Labour. Far from being reduced to almost nothing, as the right of the party had hoped, the left’s presence in the Commons had grown, and so had the importance of leftwing voters. Governments rarely gain in popularity, as some of their original supporters almost always become disillusioned, so if Starmer was to get a second term, it seemed likely that he would have to win back at least some leftwing voters, by being less dismissive of their concerns.

Few Labour MPs increased their majorities at the election. McDonnell was one of them. During the campaign, he had gone uncharacteristically quiet, saying less than usual on social media about national and Labour party issues, and giving fewer interviews to the main broadcasters, who still often treated him as the one acceptable voice of British socialism. Instead, he worked the long, looping streets of Hayes and Harlington, talking to constituents about their problems, asking for their suggestions, manning his customary leaflet stall and publishing a daily campaign report. When he had first fought the constituency, 32 years before, it had been a marginal; in 2024 he beat his Conservative opponent by a crushing 31 per cent.

Diane Abbott won too. After being reinstated as a Labour candidate, like her old rival McDonnell she campaigned largely without making trouble for the party. She accepted its official template for her leaflets: a design dominated by the Union Jack, placed alongside a photo of her face, almost as if she was a presenter for GB News. For a politician who had endured decades of abuse and threats from British nationalists, the juxtaposition was jarring, and quite possibly painful. But Abbott had often been more pragmatic than her foes and admirers imagined, and so she proved again. Her winning margin ended up being even bigger than McDonnell’s.

A few days later, at the opening session of the new parliament, she received another, more unexpected reward. Starmer’s first speech as prime minister included a passage which sounded almost like an old GLC press release, as he celebrated the fact that Britain now had ‘the most diverse parliament by race and gender this country has ever seen … including in this intake the largest cohort of LGBT+ MPs of any parliament in the world’.

‘And given all that diversity, Mr Speaker,’ Starmer continued, making a characteristically awkward segue, ‘I hope you will not begrudge me a slight departure from convention, to also pay tribute to the new Mother of the House, Diane Abbott …’ He turned and pointed, slightly stiffly, towards where she was sitting: no longer on the backbenches, but on the Labour front bench, only five people along from him. ‘… who has done so much in her career over so many years to fight for a parliament that truly represents modern Britain.’ After the word ‘represents’, she gave a single, slow, approving nod, like an elder stateswoman, which in many ways she now was, Mother of the House being an honorary title given to the longest continuously serving female MP. ‘We welcome her back to her place,’ concluded the prime minister, as if he had never contemplated any other outcome. ‘Hear, hear,’ bellowed other MPs of all parties, as though they had never regarded her with anything but approval.

Abbott’s new status as a dissident who was also officially revered, exactly as Benn had been in old age, owed some of its uniqueness to a tiny historical detail. A fresh Father of the House was also appointed after the 2024 election: an MP who had been elected four years before her, in 1983. It could have been Corbyn – except that when the 1983 intake had queued up to swear the obligatory oath of allegiance to the monarch, he had joined the line too late, possibly because he lacked enthusiasm for royalist rituals. Ahead of him in the queue was Edward Leigh, an aggressively Thatcherite Tory. So, 41 years later, the Father of the House became Sir Edward, as he now was, not Saint Jeremy, and Abbott’s identity as a Commons one-off was maintained.

She did not smile during any of the tributes paid to her on parliament’s opening day. Instead she stood up soon after Starmer had finished talking and gave a short but elaborately courteous speech, praising the outgoing and incoming Commons speakers, thanking parliamentary officials for their ‘meticulous’ work – not a sentiment she would have expressed in the years when they barely tolerated her presence – and congratulating the newly elected members. Being an MP, she said with feeling, ‘is a great job. You will never regret coming here.’

Even on the Conservative benches, people paid close attention as she spoke. James Cleverly, then one of the favourites to become the next Tory leader, whose mother was from Sierra Leone, leaned right forward to catch her words, one black politician learning from another. Conspicuously, Abbott did not thank Starmer for his words of praise. Nor did she say anything about Labour’s recent election victory. Instead she said, ‘When I was a new member in 1987, there were only 40 female members. Today we have 264 … And some of us are glad that we have lived to see this.’ After a few more sentences, delivered with visible effort, her voice wavering in places and her hands shaking, she sat down.

The superficial truce between the Labour left and right did not last long. A fortnight into the new government, seven leftwing Labour MPs, including McDonnell and much younger radicals such as Zarah Sultana and Apsana Begum, voted for a Commons motion tabled by the Scottish National Party. It called for the end of the two-child benefit cap, a Tory policy which prevented families from claiming tax credits or universal credit for more than two children. Blatantly cruel and discriminatory, the policy had significantly increased child poverty by punishing larger families, including those with children born before the measure had even been suggested.

Ahead of the election, Starmer had hinted that Labour would abolish the cap. But now his government said it did not have the funds, a stance that was part of a sustained effort to show voters that Labour was now more prudent about the spending of public money than either the Conservatives had been in government or Corbyn’s party had been in opposition.

When the anti-benefit cap motion was first proposed, Labour’s parliamentary whips warned their MPs that any who voted for it would be punished. The seven MPs who ignored the warning were duly suspended from the parliamentary Labour party for six months. For a newly elected government with a huge majority to be so intolerant of dissent was almost unprecedented. It was a sign that Starmer’s administration might be more aggressive towards the left than any of its Labour predecessors, including those led by the rightwingers Tony Blair and Jim Callaghan. To remain part of Starmer’s parliamentary party, it seemed, leftwingers would not be able to rebel on any issue deemed significant by the leadership.

Yet dissenting against Labour governments had always been one of the Labour left’s main reasons for existing, whether to try to block or amend policies, push ministers leftwards, represent the significant socialist segment of the electorate, or simply to act according to personal conscience. How leftwing MPs should adapt to this new, even more hostile environment was not immediately clear. They might want to stay in the party, as previous radicals such as Benn had done, but it now seemed that if they behaved in the traditional leftwing ways, the party did not want them. The formal split between the left and the rest of the party which had been predicted for decades, and both wished for and warned against, now seemed closer than ever.

What would parliamentary life outside Labour be like for Corbyn – and for McDonnell and Abbott if, willingly or not, they followed him out of the party? During the months after the election, Corbyn began to discover.

He continued to sit high up on the backbenches, his posture still relaxed and vaguely irreverent. Sometimes, he slouched and looked down on proceedings sceptically, chin resting on one hand. When he spoke, his blunt manner was almost unchanged from his Labour days. Making an intervention during one of Starmer’s first speeches as prime minister, he talked with one hand in his pocket.

Corbyn now sat on the opposite side of the chamber from Labour, among the reactionary populists of Reform UK and the Tories. Yet there were other MPs near him with whom he felt more comfortable: four Greens, some left-leaning members of the SNP, Plaid Cymru and the Liberal Democrats, and the four new pro-Gaza independents, Adnan Hussain, Ayoub Khan, Shockat Adam and Iqbal Mohamed. All middle-aged Muslim men with little or no previous political experience, they now represented relatively deprived, multiracial urban constituencies in the Midlands and northern England which had some similarities to Corbyn’s own.

In the autumn of 2024, he and the four other independents announced that they had formed a new parliamentary grouping, the Independent Alliance. As a group of five, they were now the joint fifth-largest force in the Commons, theoretically the equal of Reform. While not a formal party – at least, not yet – the alliance planned to campaign together, vote together and issue collective statements. ‘Millions of people are crying out for a real alternative to austerity, inequality and war,’ said the group’s founding declaration. ‘Already, this [Labour] government has scrapped the winter fuel allowance for around 10 million pensioners, voted to keep the two-child benefits cap, and ignored calls to end arms sales to Israel.’ The statement ended with an invitation: ‘Our door is always open to other MPs who believe in a more equal and peaceful world.’

The invitation was widely seen as an appeal to the seven suspended Labour MPs – and, by implication, to any other leftwing Labour MPs who might be suspended or terminally alienated by Starmer’s party in the future. Five years after centrist Labour MPs had badly damaged Corbyn’s leadership by leaving the party and forming The Independent Group, he was obtaining revenge of a sort – although he was too outwardly nice to point it out.

Also during the autumn, two other leftwing groups began to form, and to explore whether they should become political parties. The more secretive of the groups, which called itself Collective and held its initial meetings in private, was a gathering of senior trade unionists, including Corbyn’s old ally Len McCluskey; former independent parliamentary candidates; and socialist veterans from local government. Other people closely connected to Corbyn, such as his former chief of staff Karie Murphy, were also involved, and he made the opening speech at one of the meetings. Afterwards, ‘a source close to Corbyn’, as the Guardian put it, ‘said his attendance was not an official endorsement and that he had attended … to “listen to and share a variety of views about the way forward for the left” ’. Another anonymous source told the paper that the meeting was ‘the beginning of a potential mass movement of the working class outside of the Labour party’. Corbyn’s role in this hazy project remained unclear.

The other group was younger, more middle class and racially diverse, and more open in its activities, holding a series of crowded public meetings in east London. The group did not have a name yet, but the meetings had a suggestive title: Party Time? Many of the attendees had been involved in Momentum and The World Transformed, the millennial-dominated, most politically diverse parts of Corbynism, and the discussions at the gatherings were wide ranging. Should a new party be founded, or some other kind of organisation? What should its strategy and tactics be? Who should it try to appeal to? What should its relationship be with the rest of the left? Should it focus on parliament, or street politics, or both? The meetings lasted for several hours, well into the evening, with arguments and ideas bouncing noisily around the long, narrow room. ‘There’s a lot of pentup energy,’ one of the organisers told me. Another said that, with Labour’s 2019 defeat finally receding, the British left was ‘coming out of a depression’.

By then some of the limits of Keir Starmer’s approach to governing were already becoming apparent. His stern public manner and downbeat messages – ‘Things will get worse before they get better,’ he had told an ill-timed press conference in August, when many journalists and other Britons would have preferred to focus on their summer holidays – mixed queasily with a lingering scandal involving Starmer and other senior Labour figures being bought expensive clothes by a party donor, Waheed Alli, a former banker and media entrepreneur previously associated with New Labour. Polls indicated that the skimpy support Starmer’s party had attracted at the 2024 election was shrinking further.

In September, he tried to reverse this ominous trend with his annual address to the Labour conference, his first as prime minister. Yet his speech in Liverpool was unfocused and too long. It included ambitious, egalitarian, even faintly Bennite promises – ‘a nation rebalanced so it again serves the interests of working people’, ‘a country that gives equal voice to every person’ – but without any of Benn’s stirring and persuasive rhetorical elegance, and without offering many policies that might achieve these goals.

For much of the conference there was little sense that the Labour left might fill this vacuum. Its motions and speakers were largely excluded from the debates in the main hall. Leftwing participants were almost as rare at the fringe meetings, which instead were full of new centrist ministers being careful about what they said and business lobbyists laying out what they wanted from the new government. Between meetings, these representatives of corporate Britain strode around the sprawling riverside conference centre in navy blue suits, often seeming to outnumber the generally scruffier and older Labour delegates, while a cold rain blew in off the Mersey. Gaza protesters shouted in the far distance, outside the conference’s security perimeter with its rings of private guards and police. Meanwhile, The World Transformed’s annual festival of ideas, which since Corbyn’s leadership had always happened near the Labour gathering, did not take place at all.

One of the few leftwing events at the conference was a meeting of Campaign Group MPs and trade union leaders, advertised as a discussion about ‘socialist solutions to the crisis’ in the economy, the state and society which Labour had inherited from the Tories. The event was pushed to the far edge of the fringe schedule, the final evening. By then the conference centre was already emptying. Starmer had given his speech that afternoon, and many journalists were on trains back to London. Some of the exhibition stands were being dismantled, and discarded leaflets, coffee cups and canapé crumbs dotted the shiny floors. I had an hour to kill before the meeting, and it passed slowly. After three days at the conference, and over a decade thinking about, researching and writing this book, I gazed at the grey-brown river from an abandoned exhibitor’s chair and thought to myself that perhaps the Campaign Group event was one leftwing meeting too many.

But it didn’t turn out like that. The large meeting room was so full that many people had to stand or sit on the floor, or try to hear what was said from the adjoining corridor. The audience was young and old, secular and Muslim, dressed up and dressed down, terminally disillusioned with Labour or determined for the left to recapture the party. As a quick succession of MPs and union leaders spoke against Starmer’s more reactionary policies, and laid out how the left might block them and force the government to adopt radical alternatives, the audience listened in rapt silence, regularly broken by loud whoops, cheers and applause. 

Inevitably, McDonnell was one of the speakers. With Corbyn no longer in the party, and Abbott present at the conference only digitally, through insubordinate anti-government posts on social media, McDonnell’s appearance back in the city of his birth, attending his first Labour conference as someone suspended from its parliamentary party, had a particularly charged quality. And so did his words. ‘Keir talks about the country eventually seeing the light at the end of the tunnel,’ McDonnell said, standing up to speak but hard to see across the packed room, his voice even huskier than usual after a recent bout of Covid. ‘Some of my constituents won’t survive in that tunnel.’

Yet it was a speaker less than half his age who had the biggest impact on the meeting. Zarah Sultana, a 30-year-old Muslim and Abbott’s successor as the most abused MP in the country, had been the representative for Coventry South since 2019. In July she had increased her majority from a precarious 401 to a near-impregnable 10,201: one of the best performances by any Labour incumbent.

At the Campaign Group event, she talked for only about ten minutes, right at the end. Like two previous speakers, she quoted Tony Benn. But her rhetorical style was very different from his. From a working-class Birmingham background, and a deft user of TikTok, where she was the most followed MP, she spoke pithily and almost conversationally in a penetrating voice, with occasional profanities and sudden moments of gravitas.

‘A Labour government was meant to bring about change,’ she said, ‘not more of the same complicity.’ She continued: ‘We find ourselves at a very dangerous moment for our country … This is a nation of food banks, and also the obscene concentration of wealth. It is hard to feel hopeful, but we must. Hope is a discipline … Our time will come again.’ She paused. ‘And it can’t come too soon!’

When she had finished, at the back of the room two young Labour activists, both men, dressed centrist-style, in suits, looked at each other and grinned. ‘That’s the first time I’ve heard Zarah speak,’ said one to the other. ‘Fucking brilliant!’ And then we all rushed out, revived, into the cold night air.
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