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            FOREWORD BY ZOE WILLIAMS

         

         The idea of a progressive alliance started to solidify and become irresistible in 2010. Before that, there had long been a sense that first past the post (FPTP) was a blunt tool and that it fostered disengagement and shut out difference, but it worked. It delivered decisive and stable victories for parties who could then act upon their promises or face the consequences. Once you accept that voting system, you accept that alliances basically mean a massacre for the smaller party: the best tactic for left and leftish parties, large or small, was to annihilate one another in order to consolidate the progressive vote. This seemed to get into the bloodstream of the political culture, which led to the bizarre spectacle, in every election post-’97, of Greens and Labour, Labour and the Lib Dems, appearing sincerely to hate one another with a greater passion than any of them mustered for the Conservative Party.

         Post-2010, all that changed: FPTP no longer delivered, Lib Dems were no longer necessarily left-wing, and most importantly to my mind, the potential damage the Conservatives could do was actually intensified, rather than mitigated, by a weak hand. The slimmer their majority, the more concerned they were with placating those at the extreme edges of their own party, and the less responsive they were to the opposition. Arguably there is much more flexibility and compromise possible from a party with a landslide than there is from a precarious one. But that’s for the birds: landslides are starting to look very last-century.

         This shock awakening to the gravity of a Conservative-dominated hung parliament, or a weak Tory government, gave urgency and purpose to the idea of progressive alliance, but it was a slow build. It required a radical shift, most of all for the Labour Party, whose driving purpose was to become monolithic again; just as weak governing parties deliver extreme agendas, so weak opposition parties become very risk averse. It wasn’t until 2016, post-Brexit, that experiment and innovation became allowable elements of the ‘whither-the-left’ debate; possibly because, until that point, politics didn’t look broken enough for radical fixes to compete with old certainties. There was only one certainty by September, when the Greens discussed a progressive alliance at their conference: the old way was certainly broken.

         It was then that we had a few conversations about the name – whether or not ‘progressive alliance’ sounded too wholemeal and mushy, and whether or not it was too late to change it – and they come up now as light relief in the progressive alliance story, the bit where we tried to jazz it up (rebel alliance), inject some comedy (coalition of the losers), focus on an enemy (anti-Tory alliance). But, looking back now, I think of this as not a trivial matter, but something at the very heart of the challenge, both what stood in its way and gave it its energy. It doesn’t sound very sexy, does it? What do you believe in? A progressive alliance. What gets you out on the streets, waving banners, congregating, knocking on doors? Well, the idea of working constructively with people I don’t always agree with, of course. Duh. Because I kept circling and constantly landing on this phrase, I had to think seriously about what that actually means, sexy politics. It sounds like a way to turn a social movement into a Cosmo article, but it’s shorthand for something important.

         Politics has to exhilarate and it has to do so authentically; it isn’t something you can fake with self-righteousness and closed circuits of mutually-enforced boosterism. To paraphrase Henri Bergson, the Protestants didn’t turn Catholics by persuading them; new religions break through a closed moral and intellectual atmosphere by exuding vitality, seeing in their mind’s eye a new social atmosphere, an environment in which life would be more worth living, so that if people tried it they would refuse to go back to old customs. This takes certainty, dynamism, confidence, single-mindedness and, above all, a sense that one has genuinely discovered some wellspring, some generative theory of change, to which one can return infinitely for energy, solidarity, ideas and solutions. It cannot be a platitude, something everyone from Cameron to Corbyn would sign up to – social justice, equality, sustainability. It has to be more precise than that, yet nor can it be ashamed of pursuing those ends. 

         A progressive alliance makes new demands: certainty has to be tempered with flexibility; dynamism cannot build up such momentum that it crushes dissent; confidence has to be humble if it’s to forge meaningful rather than instrumental allegiances; single-mindedness must find a way – and this is pushing at the boundaries of the language – to be open-minded. Stating these qualities in the abstract is infuriating; the more necessary each sounds, the more impossible it is to dovetail them. It is only when you see them enacted in people – like-minded but never identical, purposeful but never rigid, passionate but never orthodox – that you begin to understand how single-mindedness and open-mindedness cannot just co-exist but are preconditions for one another. A progressive alliance always made sense, but it was only in its flesh-and-blood iteration – the meetings on the ground, the actions, the sacrifices, the energy, the optimism – that it found its pulse. It was considered a huge shame that a snap election precluded so much planning and organisation, but in retrospect, I think it was a blessing. It was the catalyst that fired the alliance’s neurones. We could have spent a decade wondering what would animate the idea of a progressive alliance, and not realised that it was the human act of allying that brought it to life.

         This doesn’t mean its progress has been without frustration: there was never any question what a victory would look like, for those fighting a new battle on old terrain. It would deliver a much less bad than expected defeat for the Labour Party; annihilation for the Green vote-share; nothing terribly significant for the Lib Dems. It would be eminently deniable by the Labour Party and, consequently, bruising for everyone else. Yet, all that having come to pass, it has overturned a miserable status quo, and turned the unbeatable Conservatives overnight into a zombie government. It has made the impossible seem possible, and the gatekeepers of possibility look very confused. It has made engagement seem purposeful again. And it has, after all, only just begun.

      

   


   
      

         
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         Everyone knows that beginning any book with a negative is a false move. Still, it seems sensible to make it clear that this book is not a comprehensive account of the 2017 UK general election. The story of that election – which began as apparently a foregone conclusion only to deliver one of the most unexpected and consequential outcomes of recent times – is of course well worth telling and will be told, many times, by journalists and scholars alike, in the months and years to come. But while the overall arc of the election naturally unfolds alongside the narrative recounted here, my focus in these pages is, so to speak, akin to that of the military historian who seeks to explore in careful detail one particular theatre of operations in a larger conflict. I have sought to tell the story of how one small, non-aligned and under-resourced group, for whom Theresa May’s decision to call a snap election presented both a daunting challenge and a thrilling opportunity, sought to open an entirely new front – one that if successful promised to change not only the outcome of this election but, potentially, the entire direction of travel of British politics for this generation and beyond. The Progressive Alliance ultimately neither realised the success they had dreamed of, nor suffered the failure they feared at the outset of the campaign. The story of what they sought to achieve and why, the obstacles and opportunities they encountered and the lessons of their experience may prove to have sown the seeds of future progressive politics in this country.

         Most campaign narratives tend to focus on personalities and processes: stories of how things happened, that is, rooted in highly individualised accounts of who was responsible (for confirmation, see any of the recently published ‘insider’ accounts of Hillary Clinton’s 2016 US presidential campaign). My own narrative, by contrast, perhaps unfashionably places a greater emphasis on ideas than on personalities. Of course the motivations and characters of individuals play a part in what they decide to do in the public and political spheres, the choices they make and the decisions they take. But the team that coalesced around the Progressive Alliance in 2017 – none of whom was running for office, or stood to gain in any way personally from their efforts (almost all of them, in fact, were volunteers and in several cases effectively placed productive professional careers on hold for the duration of the campaign) – were acting from conviction, not from ambition or the murky depths of political rivalry. What held them together and drove them forward was their shared belief in the value and validity of what they were doing. So, in this book, while paying due attention to both the motivations and the reactions of individual participants, I have striven also to give as much life and oxygen as possible to the views and internal dialogues and debates (for no one involved in the Progressive Alliance was a zealot, or in any way convinced that they more than anyone else had a monopoly on wisdom) that impelled and animated them.

         All Together Now is structured as a broadly chronological account of the Progressive Alliance campaign, starting with the seminal experience of the Richmond Park by-election of December 2016 and progressing towards the climactic events of election day (and night) itself, 8 June 2017. This narrative is, of course, written with the benefit of hindsight but proceeds basically in the present tense: that is, the reader’s knowledge of the outcome of the election is taken as a given, but (with the exception of the section dealing with the distinctive election campaigns in Scotland and Northern Ireland) analysis of the result and its implications is held back until the final chapter, Postscript and Afterword. The intention has been as far as possible to preserve the immediacy of the choices and problems facing the Progressive Alliance activists (who of course did not have the benefit of advance knowledge, and would have acted in some important respects very differently had they done so) as events unfolded over the weeks and months covered in the book. The chapters in the main narrative sequence, which are the spine of the book, are subdivided into sections dealing with the different practical and conceptual challenges faced by the Progressive Alliance team. They alternate with chapters that address, respectively, the core ideas behind the Progressive Alliance (Chapter Two); some of the many contrasting experiences of electoral pacts and alliances worldwide, both historical and contemporary, and the lessons to be drawn from them (Chapter Four); and a detailed discussion of the two most relevant examples of such collaborative arrangements in recent UK political history, the SDP–Liberal Alliance of the 1980s and the Blair–Ashdown ‘compact’ before and during the 1997 general election (Chapter Six). The final chapter offers an extended analysis of the outcome of the 2017 general election, assesses the achievement of the Progressive Alliance, and offers some tentative routes forward for the future.

         
            • • •

         

         All Together Now was written and researched at speed in the weeks immediately following the general election of 8 June 2017. I am immensely grateful to the following people for giving generously of their time, insight and experience during the sometimes hectic preparation of this book: Neal Lawson, Frances Foley, Mike Freedman, Roger Wilson, Georgia Amson-Bradshaw, Ian Lovering, Luke Walter, Jana Mills, Barnaby Marder, Cath Miller, Steve Williams and Robert Park. The professionalism and expertise of the editorial staff at Biteback Publishing, especially Iain Dale, Olivia Beattie and Alison MacDonald, ensured that the expedited publication process was managed with grace and efficiency. My thanks also to Rakib Ehsan of the Department of Politics and International Relations at Royal Holloway, University of London, for his invaluable research assistance with Chapter Four. It goes without saying that the responsibility for the opinions and any factual errors herein is entirely mine, and that I will be happy to correct any of the latter in future editions of this book.

         
             

         

         Barry Langford

         Richmond, July 2017

      

   


   
      

         
            PROLOGUE

            ‘I WOULDN’T START FROM HERE’

         

         It was a lectern moment.

         Nobody in the Westminster press corps seems sure when exactly Prime Ministers acquired the habit of making major announcements from behind a portable lectern in front of the doors of 10 Downing Street. Older hands couldn’t remember Major or Blair or Brown gripping the sides of a wooden stand. Scratchy archive footage of premiers from Neville Chamberlain onwards showed UK leaders content to address the nation – when not speaking as they more usually did in stilted fashion from behind a leather-topped Downing Street desk – either impromptu or from a sheaf of notes casually retrieved from an inside pocket (or in Mrs Thatcher’s case, her ubiquitous handbag). It seemed to have been David Cameron who acquired the lectern habit – and he had had plenty of opportunities in his brief and inglorious final term for historic announcements. There was general agreement that the lectern’s arrival on the political stage reflected the growing ‘presidentialisation’ of British politics, as well as the age-old rivalry of British leaders with national leaders who, unlike their UK equivalents, combined the roles of head of government and of state and enjoyed the rich panoply of honorific props and regalia that came with their quasi-regal role. In any event, the appearance of the lectern had become the signal to the press that something special was afoot.

         On this sunny spring Tuesday, 18 April, the first day back at work following the long Easter weekend – which Prime Minister Theresa May had spent on a walking holiday in Wales with her husband Philip – the lectern once again materialised. That it was devoid of the coat of arms that accompanied an announcement in the name of Her Majesty’s Government indicated May would be speaking as Conservative Party leader rather than as Prime Minister. This dramatically narrowed the range of possibilities of what was to come. There were few major statements a Prime Minister could make in their capacity as party leader that could justify a lectern moment. John Major’s dramatic 1995 announcement that he was resigning as Conservative Party leader (but not as Prime Minister) to fight a leadership election against the Eurosceptic ‘bastards’ in his own party who had been undermining his administration was one such moment (though Major – he of the soapbox – never used a lectern). But no one believed that May, elevated to the leadership less than a year previously in the tumultuous weeks following Britain’s narrow vote to leave the European Union and David Cameron’s ensuing resignation as PM, and enjoying, as it seemed, unquestioned authority over her party, would be following Major’s lead.1 Fashioning a workable Brexit was the stuff of Prime Ministerial nightmares, but May seemed almost eerily untroubled by its complexities. Her infuriatingly opaque but apparently sincere assertion that ‘Brexit means Brexit, and we’re going to make a success of it’, however, was starting to morph into the grimly determined insistence that ‘no deal is better than a bad deal’ (a claim that left most economists slack-jawed in horrified stupefaction). That left only one option to explain this lectern moment … she was going to call a general election. And sure enough, she did just that. 

         She declared that, as it approached the Brexit negotiations, the country faced ‘a moment of enormous national significance’. She painted a rosy picture of the prosperous future an ‘independent’ free-trading Britain could look forward to outside the EU (again, a view altogether at odds with those of leading economists) and declared her readiness to lead the nation to those broad sunlit uplands. But then she got to the real meat of her announcement. There was one major obstacle standing between Britain and its post-EU destiny. The problem was not, as one might have imagined, the EU’s Brexit negotiating team, the twenty-seven remaining members of the EU or the EU Parliament, all of whom had to agree to the terms of Britain’s departure and who, in the opinion of the experts so reviled by Michael Gove, would be unlikely to want Britain to exit the EU with a better, or indeed a comparable, deal to the one it had enjoyed as a member for forty-five years. No, the problem was here at home. The problem was that some – elected representatives, no less – dared to disagree with the Prime Minister. ‘There should be unity here in Westminster, but instead there is division’, May warned ominously. ‘The country is coming together’ (which country did she mean? some listeners wondered; surely not the country which the EU referendum had divided like no issue since Suez, or even perhaps since appeasement?), ‘but Westminster is not.’ She darkly listed the sins of all the opposition parties, whose positions, variously opposing or even qualifying the stark ‘hard Brexit’ May’s government seemed increasingly to favour, she characterised as ‘political game-playing’ that would jeopardise Britain’s security. ‘Division in Westminster will risk our ability to make a success of Brexit and it will cause damaging uncertainty and instability to the country.’ So that was the reason for calling this election – the early election she had promised the country repeatedly she wouldn’t call, and which she professed to have triggered ‘reluctantly’: to extinguish the opposition she had already determined to be illegitimate.

         Not a few of those who heard this speech felt a little queasy at the characterisation of democratic disagreement and opposition scrutiny as specious game-playing. It seemed to border on authoritarianism. There were echoes of Margaret Thatcher’s ‘enemy within’. Just as Leave’s narrow victory in the referendum result was now asserted to be ‘the will of the [the, not some or even most of the] people,’ so May would take the emphatic victory she clearly anticipated as an unquestionable endorsement of whatever it was the government was planning to do. (Exactly what the government’s Brexit plan was, if there even was one – many doubted it – had been carefully shielded from the public gaze on the grounds of ‘not giving away one’s bargaining hand’.) Anyone harbouring such concerns wouldn’t have been even slightly reassured by the following day’s coverage of May’s announcement on the ever-shriller front pages of the adulatory Tory press: ‘Crush the Saboteurs’ ranted the Daily Mail (which before Christmas had chillingly denounced as ‘Enemies of the People’ the High Court judges who ruled that Parliament should vote on Brexit), day by day transforming the self-proclaimed voice of middle England into something like a Rotarian edition of Der Stürmer.

         This wasn’t supposed to be happening. Set aside May’s repeated assurances since taking office – the most recent less than a month before2 – that there was no prospect of an early election; the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act, passed at the start of the Conservative– Liberal Democrat coalition government in 2010, had in any case supposedly stripped the Prime Minister of the day of the power s/he had always hitherto exercised under royal prerogative to call an election at a time of his/her own choosing (that is, his/her own best political advantage). To hold an election before the expiry of the full five years required a two-thirds Commons majority. But May knew she would get her way. Having denounced the government for two years and demanded its departure, the Labour Party could hardly refuse the opportunity now to put its case before the people. To vote to avert an election would seem, in Mrs Thatcher’s memorable word, ‘frit’. And it wouldn’t make any real difference: if push came to shove, the Tories could simply use their majority to repeal the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act to which they had only assented in the first place as a sop to their Lib Dem junior coalition partners (who rightly feared that, without it, David Cameron would dump them as soon as the political climate favoured the Tories winning an outright majority). As ever in British governance, a Commons majority – even one as relatively narrow as the twelve seats enjoyed by May – gave the executive virtually unlimited power. The election was on, because Theresa May wanted one.

         For the underlying reasons that explain why the country’s self-styled serious and sober leader had performed a 180-degree turn on those frequent reassurances there would be no early election, you needed look no further than the opinion polls, which showed Labour lagging 20 per cent or even more behind the government. Since its disastrous showing in the 2015 general election, the official Opposition, already reduced to its fewest MPs since the mid-1980s, had been in a state of perpetual crisis. In the Labour leadership contest precipitated by Ed Miliband’s instant post-election resignation, the mass membership’s overwhelming preference for leftist perpetual backbencher Jeremy Corbyn had been greeted by the parliamentary party (of whom barely a handful actively supported him)3 with mutinous incredulity; since his elevation, Labour’s big parliamentary beasts (in truth, in the party’s shrunken circumstances, none of them really all that big) had mostly pursued a policy of passive-aggressive non-co-operation with the lunatics who, in their view, had stormed the asylum. The referendum result – and the perception that Corbyn, like his political mentor Tony Benn a lifelong Eurosceptic, had lent at best lukewarm support to Labour’s official Remain campaign – tipped Labour MPs from internal exile into outright insurgency. In the days immediately following the referendum, even as the Conservatives were smoothly transitioning from Cameron to May, the anti-Corbyn majority in the PLP proceeded to stage one of the most inept putsch attempts in recent political history, following up a slow-motion wouldbe palace coup – in the form of a weekend of serial resignations from Corbyn’s shadow Cabinet – with a leadership challenge by one of those former frontbenchers, Owen Smith, which could charitably be described as quixotic. The outcome was that Corbyn was re-elected with an even greater majority from the party membership, and the party’s warring and unreconciled factions returned to their miserable pre-existing condition of alienated cohabitation. Labour’s lamentable performance in a series of by-elections – embarrassingly losing its deposit in Richmond Park in December, then in February much more seriously surrendering Copeland (Labour-held since 1935) to the Tories and, on the same evening, narrowly holding off UKIP’s preposterous leader Paul Nuttall in proverbially Labour Stoke Central – pointed to existential problems that went beyond a divided party with, as polls indicated, a deeply unpopular and unpersuasive leader. Brexit seemed to have levered open a gaping fissure between the party’s liberal metropolitan voters – overwhelmingly and forcefully Remain – and its traditional white working-class base in the former industrial regions of the English Midlands and the North (Scotland had, as it were, already gone south for Labour in its 2015 wipe-out at the hands of the Scottish National Party), who had voted heavily to Leave. 

         In the months following the referendum, a new received wisdom set in that the referendum had licensed a large-scale rejection of the political and cultural priorities of metropolitan Britain – foremost amongst them, an embrace of free-market globalisation and large-scale immigration – by communities in regions already traumatised by the loss of traditional manufacturing and extractive industries. These areas, the consensus held, had been ‘left behind’ by the neoliberal economic orthodoxy enthusiastically embraced by Tony Blair and Gordon Brown; and once Conservative austerity policies withdrew the life-support mechanism of public-sector expansion by which such declining regions had been sustained under New Labour, the fraying connection between these traditional Labour heartlands and a remote Labour elite focused on yet further economic liberalisation simply broke. Already in 2015, safe Labour seats in the north-east had shown an unexpectedly strong surge in support for UKIP (hitherto regarded as principally an electoral threat to the Tories’ Eurosceptic flank), while conversely London and other large metropolitan districts supplied Labour’s only real success stories in that election. In the referendum, some of the biggest majorities for both Remain (Hornsey & Wood Green and Vauxhall)4 and Leave (Stoke on Trent and Hull) alike were found in Labour seats. Paralysed by the conundrum as to how to preserve an electoral coalition binding together both of these vital yet contradictory and mutually hostile blocs, Labour under Corbyn seemed unable to put forward a remotely convincing or even coherent policy on the overriding issue of the day. His three-line whip in March on triggering Article 50 (the UK’s formal notice to the EU of its intention to withdraw) provoked widespread dismay amongst Labour’s urban voters (and was defied by forty-seven Labour MPs, including the great majority of Corbyn’s fellow London MPs) while apparently doing little to persuade Leavers that Labour were ‘sound’ on Brexit.

         Most commentators of every political stripe saw Labour heading for an electoral calamity as unprecedented in scale as it was inevitable. The only disagreement was on the dimensions of the impending disaster: a car-crash as bad as or worse than 1983 when, under Michael Foot, the party slumped to its poorest result since the 1930s, just 203 seats (but then still buoyed up by its forty-one Scottish MPs, now all but annihilated by the 2015 SNP tsunami); or even apocalyptic ‘Pasokificiation’, a near-total nationwide wipe-out like that suffered by Labour’s Greek social-democratic sister party, which went from governing majority to just thirteen seats in only six years. 

         Theresa May was in no doubt that she had been handed a historic opportunity to demolish Labour for a generation – if not for ever – and had started making her pitch for disaffected Labour voters as early as her announcement of her bid for the Conservative leadership. The rhetoric of her speeches then and since (though not the accompanying policies, such as they were) had acknowledged the exclusion of large sections of working-class Britain from the prosperity enjoyed by much of London, the south-east, and some other metropolitan centres – while never failing to feed them what she believed they wanted above all: the red meat of a hard-as-nails Brexit. With little sign of any threat from the Liberal Democrats, still flat-lining below 10 per cent in the polls, May’s radar was unflinchingly focused on Labour, which she intended to depict as unpatriotic, extremist, economically incompetent and fatally unable or unwilling to deliver the ‘people’s will’ of an unequivocal Brexit. The Daily Mail and The Sun had already anointed her Thatcher’s second coming: now the grammar-school educated PM believed she could regenerate the blue-collar Toryism that Thatcher had corralled but that her successors (especially the cosmopolitan public-school smoothies grouped around David Cameron) had failed to connect with. In fact, she would go one better than Thatcher, by winning support for Conservatives in parts of the Midlands and the North that had been tribally and ineluctably Labour since time immemorial. Well aware that unelected Prime Ministers lacked the personal authority of those who had fought and won an election, mindful of Gordon Brown’s fate when in 2007 he havered and hesitated and finally shied away from calling an election he would almost certainly have won, and conscious that the majority of just twelve she had inherited from Cameron was not robust enough to sustain the government through the impending turmoil of Brexit, May’s self-imposed goals were to put the mortally wounded Opposition out of its misery and proceed to govern with a vastly increased majority (the word ‘landslide’ was on everyone’s lips) and an unchallengeable mandate.

         The announcement of the election took the political world largely by surprise. May’s denials had been frequent and persuasive enough that most had believed her, however irresistible the political calculus. (As it turned out, the damage her vicar’s-daughter integrity ‘brand’ suffered from the U-turn – and the transparent partisan political opportunism driving it, however much Tory ministers prated about the ‘national interest’ – would be just the first of May’s many missteps in the campaign.) Especially after the deadline passed to be able to hold an election on 4 May, when much of the country was already going to the polls for local elections, many observers convinced themselves there wouldn’t be an election that year after all. A minority, however, had long believed in the sheer weight of the advantage May and the Tories stood to gain from fighting an election now – not least, before entering the purgatory of the Brexit negotiations proper, scheduled to begin just a week after the election now scheduled for 8 June. And it was this group – which included the leaderships of both the Greens and Labour – who had been proved right.

         Not that they could take much comfort from their predictions coming true. For most on the British left, the prospect of an election provoked a sickening sense of impending doom. Reading the same polls as May and her advisors (and every political commentator), most Labour MPs drew identical conclusions: that the best – the very best – they could hope for was to fight a sufficiently strong campaign to stand a chance of preserving their own seats, probably at local constituency level. (Because they overwhelmingly believed that the more voters saw of Corbyn, the less likely they would be to vote Labour, the best option seemed to be to run a semi-independent campaign emphasising one’s individual achievements as a constituency MP and relying on the advantages of incumbency and the traditional, not Corbynite, Labour ‘brand’.) There was next to no talk of targeting marginal Tory seats as possible Labour gains: on the contrary, Labour MPs with small majorities – especially, though far from exclusively, those representing strong ‘Leave’ seats in the Midlands and North – glumly prepared for an attritional defensive battle they fully expected to lose.

         For one small, non-party-aligned organisation on the left, however, the election presented not only a hugely daunting challenge but a historic opportunity. Since the debacle of the 2015 election, the think tank/pressure group hybrid Compass – usually characterised as ‘soft-left’ and certainly neither Blairite nor Corbynite, but both more radical and much less readily pigeonholed than the ‘soft-left’ tag suggested – had been the most prominent and consistent advocate of a ‘progressive alliance’ of centre-left parties as the most effective means of ending prolonged Conservative rule. Amidst the manifest disarray and ideological evacuation of traditional social democracy following its wholesale capitulation to neoliberalism, and with the neoliberal settlement itself now in serious question following the 2008 financial crisis, Compass saw an opportunity: to create a new left sufficiently pluralist, generous, principled and, at the same time, ideologically flexible to meet the challenge of new and difficult times. For Compass, headed by a former aide to Gordon Brown, Neal Lawson, and since 2011 a non-aligned organisation open to members of all political parties and none, it had become axiomatic that Britain’s established parties, arisen as they were from the vanished social-economic context and mass movements of the twentieth century, were no longer fit for the political purposes of the twenty-first. Sustained long beyond their sell-by date by the rigid exoskeleton of the first-past-the-post voting system, they were wedded to ways of thinking and doing politics that were both unsuitable and irrelevant to the needs of contemporary society.

         Gazing upon the wreckage of the 2015 election – when, not for the first time, a divided centre-left vote handed a Commons majority to a Conservative government returned with a minority of popular support (in 2015, just 37 per cent of the nationwide vote) – Lawson became convinced that only by forging a functional alliance between those parties whose common values, notwithstanding important differences of both policy and philosophy, set them all apart from Conservative ideology, could the left find a way out of the cul-de-sac into which it had been led by New Labour’s uncritical embrace of neoliberalism and the Party’s subsequent befuddled response to the post-financial crisis Great Recession. A progressive alliance (PA) could be both a tactical means and a strategic end. As a means of winning elections by pooling progressive votes behind a single mutually agreed candidate in elections fought under first-past-the-post, PA was an effective tactic to combat prolonged Tory hegemony and all that would entailed: a hard Brexit, the real prospect of Scottish independence and the disappearance of its mostly progressive bloc of MPs from Westminster, boundary changes institutionalising the Conservatives’ grasp on power even as the party itself became increasingly indistiguishable from UKIP, and the continuation of austerity policies devastating public services and exacerbating inequality. A shattered and rudderless centre-left would be frozen out of government for a generation, maybe many. The UK would become part of the international problem, not part of the solution to our civilisation’s most urgent and important issues.

         A strategy born partly out of desperation, the Progressive Alliance was, unashamedly, a way of gaming a system that structurally inhibited innovative, radical thinking while hobbling progressive forces by fragmenting the centre-left vote. But winning electoral contests, though vital, was in itself only the most obvious and functional aspect of PA. Lawson’s conviction was that the very process of breaking down the habitual barriers of suspicion and winner-takes-all thinking between Britain’s warring progressive tribes in electoral politics would incubate the more diverse, responsive, risk-taking, intellectually and ideologically promiscuous, relevant politics he believed modern society desperately needed. ‘The old order is dying and the new cannot yet be born: meanwhile a variety of morbid symptoms emerge’: to Lawson, this famous aphorism of the pre-war Italian Communist leader Antonio Gramsci (originally a comment on the rise of fascism) remained deeply relevant today. The financial crisis, austerity, Brexit, Corbyn, May, even PA itself: all in their different ways could be seen as symptoms of the death throes of the neoliberal era. But uniquely, PA had the capacity to help carve a path out of the morass towards a new political and intellectual environment founded on principles of social solidarity, collaboration and sustainability. Whereas the piecemeal and marginal adjustments to the post-Thatcher settlement undertaken by New Labour, where Lawson had cut his own political teeth, had as he always feared proven all too frail and vulnerable once the Tories reclaimed power, PA could enable a deeper-rooted, broader-based, more intellectually robust and genuinely radical politics and thus a more enduring reorganisation of British society. If, that is, it got the chance.

         The December 2016 by-election in Richmond Park in south-west London, where the Liberal Democrat candidate had overturned a Tory majority of over 23,000 with support from the Green Party, who stood down their candidate to give the Lib Dems a free run, amidst the collapse of the Labour vote – massive tactical voting saw the Labour candidate lose his deposit – had supplied a controlled experiment under laboratory conditions of how PA might work as a matter of practical politics. Compass had convened a public meeting early in the campaign to kick-start the idea of a progressive alliance, and Compass volunteers from parties – including local Labour members – campaigned for the Liberal Democrat candidate on an explicit PA basis (i.e. urging a tactical vote in this particular contest while not endorsing the Lib Dems in general). Since then, the campaign had gathered pace. The Greens’ spring conference just a month before had overwhelmingly passed a motion supporting the principle of PA and authorising Green parties nationwide to explore such arrangements with other parties in light of their local circumstances. Well-attended Compass-sponsored public meetings on PA from Birmingham to Godalming and Lancaster to Truro pushed the idea further into the mainstream of political debate on the British left. Meanwhile, a small working group about a dozen strong – including several volunteers who had entered Compass’s orbit during the by-election – had met on a handful of occasions to start plotting what was then envisaged as a three-year national campaign to build public awareness of and support for a progressive alliance, to agitate within Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the Welsh and Scottish nationalist parties, and ultimately to secure their buy-in to the idea ahead of the next scheduled general election in 2020. In fact, a major London launch event had been provisionally scheduled for the first week of June … best-laid plans now scuttled by Theresa May’s announcement.

         Of course, amongst the PA working group, the question had already been asked how – or, indeed, whether – the campaign should respond if there was indeed an early election: all hands to battle stations to achieve what could be achieved under the circumstances; or, faced with the sheer impossibility of making progress on such a colossal transformation of generations-old political cultures, to fold Compass’s tents for the duration and reconvene in the undoubtedly dismal aftermath? The general preference had been to hope it wasn’t a choice they’d have to face. But now the choice was upon them, nobody seriously suggested walking away from the battle. The fight was here, it was now, and it would have to be fought with the imperfect tools, resources and time available.

         ‘Men make their own histories,’ Karl Marx reminds his readers in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, ‘but not under circumstances of their own choosing.’ Or, as the old joke goes, a man travelling from Galway to Dublin takes the scenic route and becomes hopelessly lost. Stopping at a crossroads, he asks a local for directions. Having pondered the question, the fellow advises him soberly: ‘If I were headed for Dublin, I wouldn’t start from here.’ The Progressive Alliance – which, with the onset of the election, morphed from concept to campaign and became an entity in its own right (hence the capital letters) – hadn’t intended or hoped to fight the forthcoming election at this time with so little preparation, so few contacts on the ground, or so few human or financial resources in the face of an obdurately defended tribal political culture whose walls they had hardly begun to scale. But everyone on the nascent PA team was convinced that this was the right cause to fight for, however imperfect the timing and unfavourable the terrain. The specific circumstances of the election made it all the more vital: PA promised not only a more humane, intelligent politics but – if the polls were right – perhaps the best chance to avert or at least mitigate a defeat whose dimensions might set the British left back for a generation.

         So they would give it their best shot. What nobody could yet know was whether it would make any difference.

         
            1 In the moments before May spoke, Foreign Office sources apparently spread a rumour that she was indeed resigning – which may testify to the department’s marginalisation under Boris Johnson.

            2 On 20 March, the Press Association quoted May’s spokesperson insisting there was ‘no change in our position on an early general election … there isn’t going to be one … It is not going to happen.’

            3 Famously or infamously, depending on your point of view, Corbyn secured the thirty-five PLP nominations he needed to enter the race courtesy of a number of votes ‘lent’ by (mostly London) MPs on the basis that the party’s left should be included – and, it was assumed, vanquished – in the ensuing debate. Following Corbyn’s astonishing victory a number of these MPs – most prominently former Foreign Secretary Margaret Beckett – publicly regretted the gesture.

            4 Ironically, Vauxhall is represented by Labour maverick Kate Hoey, one of only a handful of Labour MPs campaigning for Leave.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            CHAPTER ONE

            AUTUMN LEAVES, RICHMOND REMAINS

         

         Insect-like, the news helicopter hovered in the grey December skies over Richmond town centre in prosperous south-west London. In the streets below, shoppers and pram-pushing mothers glanced upwards with mild curiosity, wondering what the copter’s presence might portend. A couple of years previously, Richmond had garnered some unwanted publicity when a frozen stowaway on a London-bound flight from Johannesburg tumbled from his ill-advised hiding-place amidst the landing-gear onto the roof of the offices of the internet homewares consolidator Not On The High Street as the plane started its descent into nearby Heathrow Airport. Happily, the reassuring absence of wailing sirens today argued against anything comparably sinister: perhaps instead a member of the royal family was paying a visit to this gracious riverside town rich in royal associations?

         Not exactly. The real object of the media’s interest was to be found just the other side of George Street, Richmond’s main commercial drag, standing on the well-tended grass of Richmond Green. Gathered in front of the Grade-I-listed red-brick Victorian facade of Richmond Theatre was a small crowd of perhaps three dozen mostly white, mostly middle-aged, uniformly middle-class-looking people bundled up against the onset of winter. A light breeze scuffed fallen leaves against their legs and a couple of dogs bounced about energetically. Their owners matched their pets’ enthusiasm, if not their physical dexterity, as they waved rhombus-shaped tangerine placards for the benefit of a gaggle of print and television journalists, earthbound counterparts of their airborne colleagues still whirring overhead. From the God’s-eye perspective of the news copter it must, in truth, have seemed a fairly unimpressive gathering (the shots on that evening’s television news broadcasts would confirm it); even at ground level it rated no more than a passing mildly curious glance from passing pedestrians. There were no royals, no celebrities as most would understand the term, nobody and nothing very obviously newsworthy at all. Nonetheless, the media interest wasn’t misplaced. For this modest assembly, instantly recognisable as a herd of what the novelist Michael Frayn once called Britain’s ‘herbivores’ – tolerant, well-meaning, well-mannered, easily marginalised – had gathered to celebrate a political earthquake: one they themselves had helped set off.

         At the centre of all the activity stood a wiry, rather geeky-looking forty-something-year-old man, his hair an indeterminate shade somewhere between sandy and outright ginger and prematurely receding in classic male-pattern-baldness formation, a beaming, slightly lopsided smile permanently fixed onto his apple-cheeked, rather boyish face. At his shoulder, beaming a million-watt smile beneath dark eyes and strikingly arched eyebrows, a grey-blazered, raven-haired woman outdid him for cheeriness.

         The man was Tim Farron, leader of the Liberal Democrat Party, the ebullient woman beside him was Sarah Olney, the newest member of his parliamentary caucus – and they had much to celebrate. Just hours previously, shortly after midnight on 2 December 2016, Olney had been confirmed victorious in the Richmond Park by-election precipitated by incumbent Conservative MP Zac Goldsmith’s resignation in protest at his own government’s decision to greenlight the construction of a third runway at Heathrow – a decision Richmond residents believed would further blight their leafy, picturesque suburb, already afflicted by noise pollution from the airport’s flight path. At the previous year’s general election, as the Lib Dem vote collapsed, Goldsmith had increased almost six-fold the modest majority by which in 2010 he had recaptured the seat (held by the Liberal Democrats for the previous thirteen years) to an enormous 23,000 – making Richmond Park, on paper at least, one of the safest Tory seats in the country.5 And yet, less than eighteen months later, Goldsmith – running as an ‘Independent’ Conservative ostensibly without endorsement or support from the Conservative Party (which nevertheless chose not to field an official Conservative candidate against him) – saw his huge majority evaporate and Sarah Olney – a political neophyte who had only joined the local party the previous year – elected with a majority of just under 2,000 on a colossal 22 per cent swing. This was a genuinely sensational result. An opinion poll midway through the by-election campaign had predicted a Goldsmith win by a whopping 27 per cent. The day before the election, he remained the bookmakers’ one-to-three oddson favourite. It was by some way the Liberal Democrats’ most eye-catching by-election victory since the mid-2000s, when the party became a refuge for disaffected Labour supporters revolted by the Blair government’s role in the disastrous Iraq invasion, and the Conservatives’ worst defeat at Lib Dem hands since it surrendered true-blue Newbury and Christchurch in the dog days of John Major’s moribund administration in the mid-1990s. 

         Farron’s glee was turbo-charged by sheer relief, for the Liberal Democrats had had precious little to cheer in several mortifying years. The party’s 2010 decision to enter government in coalition with David Cameron’s Conservatives following the inconclusive outcome of that year’s election, their (as it seemed to many) overly enthusiastic collusion in that government’s public-sector austerity programme in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crash, and their reversal of an apparently iron-clad and iconic manifesto pledge to abolish university tuition fees (which on the contrary trebled on the Lib Dems’ watch) had trashed the Lib Dems’ reputation as a straight-talking, progressive party of the centre-left. But it was precisely this reputation, carefully fostered during the 2000s under the then leader, the late Charles Kennedy, on which a substantial proportion of their growing national support – reaching 23 per cent of the vote in 2010, inflated by ‘Cleggmania’, an ephemeral bubble of public enthusiasm for Kennedy’s successor Nick Clegg6 – relied. In the 2015 election, left-leaning voters fled the Liberal Democrats in droves – not least in seats such as Richmond Park, where anti-Tory tactical voting by Labour supporters in this perennially unwinnable seat for Labour had long sustained the Lib Dems as the Conservatives’ main challengers, helping to elect Lib Dem MPs in three successive elections from 1997. The party’s numbers in the Commons collapsed from a robust fifty-seven seats in 2010 to a pitiful eight in 2015 (in the process relegating them from their traditional berth as the third party of British politics to joint fourth, far behind the triumphant Scottish National Party which all but swept the board north of the border, winning fifty-six of Scotland’s fifty-nine Westminster constituencies – including ten formerly held by the Lib Dems – and level on seats with the hard-line Northern Irish Democratic Unionist Party). Notwithstanding Farron’s conservative social views grounded in his evangelical Christian faith on issues such as gay marriage and abortion, which made him a somewhat awkward match for the majority of his party’s educated, heavily metropolitan remaining supporters, he was subsequently elected leader of a rump party whose entire Westminster cohort, as wags liked to point out, could fit into a family-sized people mover. 

         Following the trauma of electoral meltdown in 2015, the fortunes of the humiliated and marginalised Lib Dems had, if anything, deteriorated further, obstinately flat-lining below 10 per cent in the polls and reaching a nadir with the Leave victory in the 2016 EU referendum, a body-blow to this most avowedly and deeply pro-European of the Westminster parties.

         So it’s small wonder the Lib Dems hailed their staggering victory in Richmond Park as a political resurrection befitting the party’s longstanding, perpetually optimistic emblem, the phoenix bird. True, Richmond had offered them unusually propitious terrain. The seat was familiar campaign turf for the party, in its millennial pomp part of a bastion of suburban south-west London Westminster seats and local authorities (in an arc running from Richmond’s immediate neighbours Twickenham to the west, southwards through Kingston & Surbiton, Sutton & Cheam and Carshalton & Wellingborough – in all of which, bar the last, Lib Dem MPs were ousted in the 2015 debacle) where the Lib Dems had long traded power with the Conservatives, with Labour all but invisible. Notwithstanding Goldsmith’s enormous majority, his rancorous and unsuccessful run for the London mayoralty earlier that year had incurred a good deal of ill-will. The campaign, devised for him by the Tories’ election Svengali Lynton Crosby was accused of ‘dog-whistle’ racism in its unsubtle and distasteful (and resoundingly unsuccessful) attempt to tar the impeccably centrist Labour candidate Sadiq Khan, a British Muslim, with improbable extremist associations. Voters tend to dislike stunt elections (in this case being called to the polls for the third time in barely eighteen months). And Goldsmith’s supposed trump card, his opposition to Heathrow expansion, was neutralised by the simple fact that every other candidate in the contest was just as vehement about the issue: given the misery the flight path’s proximity had inflicted on locals for years, taking any other position would be electoral suicide. So with Heathrow – Goldsmith’s stated reason for resigning his seat and calling the election in the first place – a non-issue, the campaign was free to focus on other things. Austerity, for example, even in such a wealthy area: shockingly and shamingly, four food banks had opened their doors across the borough of Richmond since 2010. But one central issue would dominate the campaign, to the virtual exclusion of everything else: Brexit.

         The country’s narrow decision to leave the EU in the referendum less than five months previously had carved (or perhaps just revealed) deep new fissures in the British political landscape, divisions that threatened to fracture historic patterns of party identification and redraw the political map. For example, Labour’s traditional white working-class vote in the former industrial Midlands and the North, having already deserted the party in significant numbers to vote for UKIP in 2015, followed through by ignoring Labour’s official exhortations to vote Remain and instead voted heavily for Brexit. The aftermath of the referendum found Britain’s old pitted against its young, its educated and affluent against its underskilled and underemployed and, perhaps most notably of all, its most metropolitan and cosmopolitan citizens – the inhabitants of most of Britain’s largest cities and its university towns – against those in rural areas and smaller towns and cities. The Brexit map of England and Wales (both Scotland and Northern Ireland voted strongly to remain in the EU) showed a broad carpet of more thinly populated Leave-voting regions pockmarked by splotches of dense, urban Remainers like an angry rash on the Eurosceptic body politic. London as a whole was the most furious and unreconciled Remain patch of all, with its diverse, youthful, mobile, educated and globalised population voting 60:40 to stay in the EU and several London boroughs returning the most lopsided winning margins for either camp: 78 per cent Remain in Lambeth and Hackney, 76 per cent in Haringey (amongst London’s most diverse boroughs though, interestingly, not by any stretch its most affluent) and so on. Leave’s victory – predicted by almost no poll or pundit – provoked an emotive outpouring of Europhilia rarely seen during Britain’s more than four decades of often querulous EU membership. If, as Malcolm reports to Duncan, nothing so became the Thane of Cawdor’s life as the leaving it, much the same was true of the UK and the EU. Tears were shed openly on London’s Tube the morning after the night before on behalf of a democratically challenged, overly bureaucratic multi-national trading bloc to which in all honesty few people bar the obsessive Europhobes of UKIP and Conservative Party fringe meetings, and the even smaller band of professional British Eurocrats, had given a great deal of thought, let alone feeling, for most of the previous forty-five years.

         Richmond Park7 voted almost 73 per cent Remain, with an exceptionally high 82 per cent of its voters defying torrential rain on the day of the referendum to turn out and vote. Richmond’s highly educated, affluent residents, boasting a higher proportion than anywhere else in the country of professionals and workers in certain sectors of the British economy – the City, the creative industries, the learned professions – potentially most vulnerable to Brexit, reacted in near-universal dismay, even horror, to the outcome. A mood of mutinous denial characterised many households who simply refused to accept the legitimacy of what some scathingly referred to as a ‘plebiscite’ and – given the Leave campaign’s glaring porkies about £350 million per week for the NHS, Turkey’s imminent EU accession, and the like – a mendacious one at that. And it was in this cussed, angry state of mind that Tim Farron saw his opportunity.

         Without question, no party was ideologically better suited to the task of channelling Remainers’ rage than the Lib Dems. Although the party’s most senior Coalition ministers Clegg and Vince Cable (Coalition Business Secretary and Richmond Park’s neighbouring MP in Twickenham until he too lost his seat in 2015, the highest-profile and least expected of his party’s hecatomb), perhaps nervously sensing the temper of the times, had made some mildly Eurosceptic or at least Euro-critical noises about Brussels during their period in government, an almost reflex Europhilia was written into Lib Dem DNA. The party had opposed a referendum on EU membership: in fact, it was widely believed in Westminster that David Cameron had included the proposal of an in–out vote in his 2015 manifesto largely as a sop to his more carnivorously Europhobic backbenchers and UKIP-inclining Tory voters, in sanguine expectation of again falling short of a majority and re-entering a coalition with the Lib Dems. For the latter the referendum would undoubtedly be a red-line matter and at their insistence Cameron could duly cancel the vote he had never wanted to hold in the first place, while shifting the blame (a Cameron speciality) onto the smaller party. Cameron, in this regard, ultimately fell victim to his own success, having cannibalised his erstwhile coalition partners to win an unexpected majority, and was thus compelled to hold the referendum whose loss precipitated his own immediate resignation. In the aftermath of the (from the Lib Dems’ perspective) disastrous outcome – and with Labour busily engaged in internecine warfare as its overwhelmingly Remain MPs angrily blamed defeat on Jeremy Corbyn’s manifestly tepid support for ‘their’ (and most, but critically far from all, of their voters’) cause – the Lib Dems were both well-placed politically and virtually to a man and woman united around the principle of fighting Brexit tooth and nail. From early in the immediate aftermath of the referendum, alone of the major party leaders Farron had publicly urged a second referendum, in the hope of rallying ‘the 48 per cent’ – the near-half of the country that voted Remain, a cause that narrow defeat, he hoped, would rather energise than deter – en bloc to Lib Dem colours. 

         Investing so much of the Liberal Democrats’ scant political capital in such a divisive cause was a risky move – not least given the implications for the party’s hopes of recovering electoral ground in their traditional strongholds in the (strongly Leave) south-west of England, all annihilated in the 2015 rout. But in the party’s present extremity, Farron had little to lose. The opportunity was in Remain Richmond, not Leave Cornwall; that would have to be a battle for another day.8 And there were straws in the wind to give him grounds for optimism that his great gamble would indeed pay off. The most substantial wafted in from the only other post-referendum by-election so far, held just five days before Zac Goldsmith triggered the Richmond Park poll, in Witney – David Cameron’s erstwhile constituency which, after he resigned the premiership, he abandoned with what seemed to many fairly indecent haste as he glided smoothly into lucrative early retirement on the international lecture circuit. Here, in a classic Tory-shire seat which had never elected anyone but a Conservative9 – but which had voted 56 per cent to remain – and without seriously campaigning to win, the Lib Dem candidate had increased her vote by over 23 per cent (on a 19 per cent swing), cutting the majority of Cameron’s successor Robert Courts by 20,000 votes. Now the new Conservative Prime Minister Theresa May, though a Remainer herself in the referendum campaign (albeit with no greater enthusiasm, and far less visibility, than Jeremy Corbyn), was ignoring the 48 per cent as assiduously as Farron sought to make himself their tribune, apparently bent on steering the country towards what pundits had come to call a ‘hard Brexit’ (out of the single market and customs union, withdrawing from the European Court of Justice and curbing freedom of movement). On far more congenial and familiar political ground than rural Oxfordshire, Farron saw an opportunity he was determined to grasp. 

         Over the five weeks of the ensuing campaign, the Lib Dems never strayed far from the golden vote-mining seam (as Farron hoped) of Brexit. Admittedly, they were fortunate in their opponent. Not only did Zac Goldsmith’s own support for Leave (a conviction he seemed to have inherited along with his millions from his late father, tycoon James Goldsmith, whose 1990s anti-EU Referendum Party was UKIP’s direct ancestor) instantly alienate swathes of his natural Conservative supporters, but his languid, unfocused personal style also seemed to many to encapsulate the air of entitlement and plutocratic chumocracy under whose sway the nation had fallen during the ascendancy (now abruptly terminated) of fellow Old Etonian David Cameron. Although no one was fooled by Goldsmith’s supposed ‘independence’ (the lack of an official Conservative candidate spoke volumes), the absence of the formidable professional resources of CCHQ10 inevitably showed, even with the resources a multi-millionaire could pour into his own campaign. But, after all, you can only play the opposition you get – and having got the Brexit bit between their teeth, the Lib Dems never relaxed their jaws. Their candidate Sarah Olney, a local accountant who had only joined the party after the 2015 general election, campaigned on a firm commitment to vote against the triggering of Article 50 (the once obscure, never hitherto invoked, but now internationally famous section of the Lisbon Treaty that sets out the process for withdrawal from the EU) if elected. With Labour’s equally pro-EU candidate, the transport historian and campaigner Christian Wolmar, irrelevant and side-lined (of which more later), the campaign rapidly became – and was treated by the attendant national media as – an effective replay of the referendum itself. In the small hours of 2 December, Farron’s gamble paid off big-time. A 22 per cent swing brooks no argument. ‘The people of Richmond Park & North Kingston have sent a shockwave through this Conservative Brexit government,’ announced Olney in her victory speech, Goldsmith looking shell-shocked beside her, ‘and our message is clear – we do not want a hard Brexit.’ The following day on Richmond Green, a triumphantly validated Farron insisted that ‘this result might change the direction of British politics’. Richard Dawkins wrote to The Guardian hailing the Lib Dems as the champions of ‘the swelling 48 per cent’ (surely a triumph of hope over expectation) and suggesting that, to seal the deal (and expunge toxic memories of the coalition), the party should change its name to ‘The European Party’. 

         But hold the phone (as they might say in California, where the ousted Zac Goldsmith spent part of his gilded youth): if the Lib Dem resurgence were the only story here, it would – with all due respect to Tim Farron and Sarah Olney – hardly be worth the telling. After all, ‘Liberal [Democrat] revivals’ are an enduring and much-loved feature of British political life dating back at least as far as the old Liberal Party’s celebrated capture of Orpington from the Conservatives in 1962. Over the past century, it was the party’s handsome parliamentary representation in the late 1990s and 2000s under Paddy Ashdown, Charles Kennedy and Nick Clegg (peaking at sixty-two seats in the post-Iraq War 2005 election) and still more its five years in government from 2010–2015, that were exceptional – not its subsequent reduction to a derisory and irrelevant single-figures rump, duly followed by sensational and unexpected by-election success and renewed hopes of national revival. Lib Dem by-election victories are the tornadoes of British politics; a recurrent phenomenon whose dramatic appearances are guaranteed, sometimes significant, with the capacity to cause meaningful damage, but unpredictable and rarely sustained. Nor was Brexit quite the only story in town. The same Guardian letters page that showcased Richard Dawkins’s Europhiliac paean to the Lib Dems also ran a number of other letters that drew quite different conclusions from the result. Several noted the humiliation suffered by Labour’s Wolmar, whose derisory 1,515 votes not only totalled barely a quarter of the vote share taken by Labour’s candidate in the 2015 general election and lost him his deposit, but – in a widely noted statistic – won fewer votes than there were registered Labour Party members in the constituency at the time. The inescapable and obvious conclusion (publicly confirmed by several letters from Labour members) was that Labour voters had abandoned their own party’s candidate en masse in this altogether unwinnable seat for Labour in favour of Sarah Olney, the only plausible winner – though, at the start of the campaign, it looked a tremendously big ask – against Goldsmith.

         In itself, such behaviour by Labour supporters in Richmond Park wasn’t such terribly big news either. Jenny Tonge’s successes in 1997 and 2001, and Susan Kramer’s in 2005, all owed much to tactical voting – tacitly colluded in, even encouraged, by Labour in 1997 at least.11 Winning 12.5 per cent of the vote in 2015 marked a twenty-year high for the party12 – undoubtedly the result of Labour supporters reclaiming their ‘loaned’ votes to protest and punish the Lib Dems for their role as the Tories’ junior partners in the coalition, even if by doing so Zac Goldsmith’s re-election was ensured (in the event, Goldsmith’s huge margin of victory rendered the consequences of Labour ‘tactical unwind’ quite irrelevant). Having said that, however, the scale of the Labour-to-Lib Dem tactical vote in 2016 was striking and unprecedented. It denoted a massive and concerted effort to unite the anti-Conservative vote behind a single electable candidate. What’s more, this hadn’t happened spontaneously or by what ageing political pundits like to think of as the mystical osmosis of popular democracy. Still another Guardian letter came from Andrée Frieze, who had originally put herself forward as the Green Party’s candidate in the by-election only to withdraw on behalf of Sarah Olney. Frieze argued that Olney’s victory happened only because voters of the anti-Conservative parties pooled their differences and made common cause against their common foe. She called it a ‘progressive alliance.’ What she didn’t add is that none of this had happened of its own accord. Ultimately, it all happened because Tim Farron hadn’t been the only one to spy – and seize – an opportunity to change the political weather in Richmond Park that autumn.

         
            • • •

         

         Fresh from a Master’s in Political Science at the University of Birmingham, Glasgow-born, Oldham-raised, Oxford-educated Frances Foley had been working for the left-wing pressure group Compass – one-third of a team comprised of Compass chair Neal Lawson, herself and just one other (soon-to-depart) staffer – for slightly over a fortnight when, early on the morning of Saturday 4 November, Lawson called her in a considerable state of excitement. The Greens had announced they were standing down their candidate in the by-election and Lawson wanted to hold a public meeting in Richmond to promote the cause of a united front – a progressive alliance – against Zac Goldsmith. In just three days’ time.

         Compass, as its official history proudly proclaims, started out ‘like many good organisations do – with a letter to The Guardian’ in September 2003. Alongside other prominent New Labour-era thinkers, including the Fabians’ Michael Jacobs and Tony Blair’s newly appointed policy unit head Matthew Taylor,13 former Gordon Brown aide Neal Lawson warned that in the wake of the Iraq War Blair’s government risked ‘losing its way’ and failing to seize a historic opportunity to create a more equal, democratic and sustainable society in Britain. Out of the letter materialised Compass, initially as a pressure group within Labour seeking as its name suggested to keep the Labour government on course towards a better – a more egalitarian, democratic and pluralist – party and society. In the coming years the organisation became a prominent campaigning voice, clearly to the left of the New Labour consensus but not identified with any Labour factions, old or new. As the New Labour era drew to a close, Lawson came to feel that Compass’ vision – which had always embraced ideas from a plurality of sources – was incompatible with excluding members of other progressive parties. What justification could there be for Peter Mandelson, say, to be entitled to join Compass (he didn’t) when someone outside Labour like the Greens’ Caroline Lucas, who had already spoken at Compass events and whose views chimed with Compass values, was excluded because her party membership card was a different colour? In 2011, Compass voted to open itself up to members of other political parties. Going forward, this crucial (and at the time not uncontroversial) decision shaped both the organisation’s direction of travel and the increasingly pluralist tenor of its internal culture. It wasn’t without cost: having disaffiliated from the party, Compass lost its voice in Labour’s policymaking bodies at just the time when, under Ed Miliband, the left was finally better placed to gain a receptive hearing. But it has become an article of faith for Compass as an open and democratic space for people who want to develop a new form of politics that, while Labour inevitably remains the principal vehicle for social and political transformation in Britain, no single party can claim a monopoly on political wisdom or can alone usher in a Good Society. And Compass’s wholesale commitment to first the principle and ultimately the delivery of the Progressive Alliance would have been impossible (not to say disallowed under Labour Party rules) had the party not already actualised pluralist democracy in its own internal structures. 

         The wreck of Ed Miliband’s uncertain and conflicted attempt to plot a new path for Labour prompted the seismic upheaval amongst the party mass membership that with the election of Jeremy Corbyn buried New Labour once and for all. But Neal Lawson was as unpersuaded by Corbyn’s old-time-religion faith in the power of the centralised state as he was by the Blairites’ dogmatic faith in the free market. He saw a larger, tectonic shift underway in which the ‘vertical’ bureaucratic, mechanistic top-down solutions proposed by parties moulded in the same hierarchical image could no longer adequately speak to, let alone address the needs of, a ‘horizontally’-oriented society – one animated by mobility and change more than permanence, individualism and localism more than the nation state, and increasingly vexed by the patent inadequacy of market-based economic models to deliver the basic security, freedom from want, and opportunity for self-actualisation that people (but not markets) regarded as a human right.

         The new horizontal politics – empowering and enabling rather than directive and paternalist – would still need the resources of the old vertical politics: not least to combat the regressive forces that would inevitably combat the profound threat to their own vested privilege and power posed by a self-confident, modernised left. Hence Lawson’s coinage of ‘45 Degree Politics’: the Archimedean point of leverage where the organisational ability of the vertical combines with the sometimes unformed and inchoate yet creative and transformative energy of the horizontal. As the idea of the Progressive Alliance started to concretise during 2015–16, it sought to embody this idea – a highly practical (some would say, borderline cynical) effort to game a broken system that, at the same time, required creative lateral thinking and inventive, quicksilver moves going well beyond the blinkered outlook and sclerotic pace of conventional political manoeuvring.

         Meanwhile, in the realm of very practical politics Frances Foley had a public meeting to organise at seventy-two hours’ notice. Her first instinct was that it was a pretty tall order. But she was, after all, projects and campaigns co-ordinator: a less grand role than it might sound in a staff of three, but still. So she located a suitably ecumenical venue in Richmond for that Tuesday evening – the surprisingly grand redbrick Unitarian Church – and began calling around. Top of her list, naturally, were the local candidates: Andrée Frieze, the Green candidate who was standing down, and Sarah Olney, who would be the beneficiary of the Greens’ bold gesture. What about Labour? Christian Wolmar had been nominated that very same Saturday morning as Labour’s candidate at an ill-tempered Constituency Labour Party (CLP) selection meeting. To Wolmar’s credit, he requested the opportunity to appear at the Tuesday meeting and defend his decision to stand, and Foley was happy to include him. But the many local Labour supporters who felt their party was dead wrong as strongly as Wolmar apparently felt he was right would also have a voice, in the trim, pugnacious form of Mike Freedman.

         A born fixer with a challenging gaze beneath bushy grey eyebrows, Freedman boasted proudly of having once been called ‘a leather-jacketed thug’ by the widely reviled former Tory minister David Mellor. Freedman had a long history in Labour politics, having stood as a parliamentary candidate as far back as 1974 and later using his professional experience in management consultancy to help Tom Sawyer, Tony Blair’s appointee as General Secretary, modernise party structures ahead of New Labour’s 1997 triumph. Recently retired, Freedman had stepped back from Labour, disillusioned like so many others by the later New Labour years, and, though a long-time Richmond resident, had taken no interest whatsoever in the workings of the perennially unelectable Richmond Park CLP – until the previous weekend, when he had awoken in a spirit of quiet fury. Like all CLP members Freedman had received word of the candidate selection meeting scheduled for that morning. He was utterly convinced that, given the gravity of the post-Brexit crisis and the urgency of sending an unmistakeable message to Theresa May’s government that ‘the people’s will’ did not as she maintained provide a mandate for destructive separation from Britain’s European neighbours and partners, for Labour to risk siphoning off votes that would hand the Tories a victory they would undoubtedly claim as validating their course was little short of madness. Three prominent Labour MPs – Clive Lewis, Lisa Nandy and Jonathan Reynolds – had already published a joint statement calling on Labour to consider standing aside in the by-election. But there was no sign that the party leadership had any inclination to do so. So Freedman betook himself to the candidate selection meeting at a Sheen secondary school determined to speak out as a voice of sanity.

         As soon as the CLP chair opened the meeting, Freedman got to his feet and raised a point of order (the universal procedural cover for trying to talk about matters that aren’t on or contradict the agenda): namely that the decision to select a candidate should be subject to a democratic vote by members as to whether or not they wished to run any candidate at all in light of the local and national political situation. This intervention clearly ruffled feathers – as Freedman had intended it to – and the platform took a few minutes to formulate a response, during which Freedman’s proposal received both support and opposition from the floor while the seven (!) aspiring candidates cooled their heels in the vestibule outside, innocent of the ructions within. Finally, the senior party representatives present – Andy Slaughter, MP for neighbouring Hammersmith, who had been tasked with ‘shepherding’ the eventual candidate through his/her campaign, and a representative from Labour’s governing National Executive Committee (NEC) – came down clear and hard: the meeting had been called to select a candidate; it was not at liberty under party rules not to do so; should members refuse to nominate a candidate one would be imposed upon them.

         It was hard to miss the glaring irony that the CLP was being hobbled in this way under the leadership of Jeremy Corbyn, of all people – who, throughout his thirty-year career as a backbench refusenik and serial rebel, had been identified with the Labour left’s longstanding campaign to democratise the party and in particular to empower constituency parties at the expense of the NEC and leadership. But this being Richmond, no one was ill-mannered enough to mention it. Thus gagged, Freedman led a small walkout from the meeting which duly proceeded to select Christian Wolmar (by another irony, not a local resident but in fact a constituent of Corbyn’s in Islington) as the by-election candidate. Freedman nursed his grievance at Labour’s blinkered idiocy but wasn’t sure what more, if anything, he could do bar urging his friends to vote, as he fully intended to, for the Lib Dems. Neal Lawson’s call the following morning inviting him to speak at Compass’s meeting that Tuesday came as a complete surprise – Freedman had never met Lawson, wasn’t even a Compass member and was entirely unaware of the evolving campaign for a progressive alliance. But he knew good sense when he heard it and unhesitatingly agreed to come.

         Having lined up party voices, Foley proceeded to tap up Compass’s established list of public supporters of cross-party collaboration. Since the 2015 election, Compass had been holding public and private meetings to test the level of interest in and support for a progressive alliance. Over time, a number of high-profile politicians and commentators started to become, in differing degrees, visible advocates and spokespeople for cross-party collaboration: Caroline Lucas of the Greens, Clive Lewis from Labour, Tommy Shepherd of the SNP, the Liberal Democrats’ Vince Cable and Dick Newby (Lib Dem Leader in the Lords) and Sophie Walker, leader of the Women’s Equality Party, alongside centre-left writers and commentators such as Zoe Williams, John Harris, Owen Jones and Paul Mason. Lucas, Williams, Walker and Newby were available to address Tuesday’s meeting. In short order, Foley had a programme of speakers. The question was, would anyone come?

         They came: 300 of them, packed into the pews and aisles and doorways of the Unitarian Church, fizzing with indignation at Goldsmith’s temerity and arrogance in calling the election and itching for a chance to get payback for what everyone present felt as the almost personal injury of Brexit. They enthusiastically applauded the media pundits, especially John Harris, who insisted that the terrifying rise of the nationalist right and the threat it posed to liberal and democratic culture amounted to a national emergency, and that at such moments, people had to be willing to put aside tribal and personal interests. They listened in polite but deeply sceptical silence as Wolmar offered a painfully thin defence of his party’s insistence on fielding a candidate in this unwinnable contest (one of his principal arguments was the party’s need to maintain a local profile ahead of local council elections the following year – a position that would have more force had Richmond elected a single Labour councillor since 1998.) They urged on their designated standard-bearer Sarah Olney. And they rose to their feet and cheered Andrée Frieze, the progressive hero of the hour, to the rafters.

         And then the evening ended, as evenings do, and everyone went home. And everything might have played out as it did, or equally it might not: for rousing heated passions at a cathartic, energising meeting is one thing; channelling them effectively into the drudgery of weeks of campaigning in what remained – after all was said and done – a pretty improbable cause is, as any organiser will tell you, quite another. Which is where history, in the most God-awful way, lent a hand. For the Richmond Progressive Alliance meeting was held on the evening of Tuesday 8 November. And people left invigorated by the novelty of the idea of a new politics and fired up to help Sarah Olney on her way. Doubtless a few – maybe more than a few – would have followed through anyway. But then they woke up the following morning to find that as unthinkable as the EU referendum result had been, thousands of miles away across the Atlantic something more unthinkable still had happened. The election of a pathological liar, narcissist, fraud and sexual predator to the presidency of the United States, following a campaign that pandered to his nation’s basest traits of untrammelled racism, sexism, xenophobia and bestial ignorance, persuaded anyone who still needed convincing that these were indeed new, different, and very dangerous times.

         Trump’s election prompted Neal Lawson to pen one of his most impassioned and eloquent open letters, which arrived in Compass subscribers’ inboxes before lunchtime that day. He didn’t pull any punches:

         
            When will we ever learn? Brexit, as terrible as it was, was not the wake up call to the progressive sentiment. Now we have Brexit × 10. The victory of Donald Trump. But what do we expect when we stand establishment candidates who helped create the conditions for Trumpism? Clintonism and Blairism, as we keep saying, are finished. A politics that attempts to humanise neo-liberalism and only ends up embedding it was doomed to fail. Elections are no longer won from the centre and the slide into the abyss cannot be defeated by triangulation. The only thing that can win is a genuine alternative, created with and by our fellow citizens, that makes our country much more equal, sustainable and democratic.

         

         He warned that ‘left behind’ British voters, too, ‘ground down by a system that doesn’t work for them and doesn’t care about them,’ could in their desperation be conned into supporting a reactionary movement like Trump’s in the US. And he built to a harrowing peroration, worth quoting in its entirety:

         
            A generation of politicians has failed our country. The seeds of this terrifying shift have been sowed long ago and run very deep. The capitulation to financialisation and free markets by the mainstream centre-left has reaped a social and now political whirlwind. People feel so alienated and humiliated that they will vote for Brexit here and for Trump in the USA. What bit of ‘it’s our fault’ does the old progressive establishment not get? […]

            So this is still not the worst it can get. Things are now moving so fast that our political opponents could yet emerge in uniforms. 1930’s [sic] parallels are easy to make but that doesn’t make them wrong. The victory of Trump will unlock another wave of hatred. People have been lost, let down, bewildered and marginalized for so long that they are turning to a dark side. Just think what has been said in the UK in the last few days about electing our judges. Think about the rise in hate crime since Brexit. And we have to say that Labour, thus far, is not stemming this tide or showing signs of being able to. And even if they did, they cannot hope to do it alone. The moment calls for unity amongst everyone who cherishes a liberal, more egalitarian, sustainable and democratic society.

            Compass is a small organisation, but not so small we didn’t see this coming and not so small that we can’t play a key role in digging the deep intellectual, cultural and structural basis for the fight back. We, like the progressives we fight alongside, understand this moment, why it’s happened and what we do about it. And we know that everything that gave rise to Brexit and Trump can and must be countered. It is all about who is best at politics. It’s now imperative that we show it’s all of us.
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