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For my family and all those who kept me


grounded while making all of this possible.


For the future.
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INTRODUCTION


A STRANGE BEGINNING


‘So, what do you want to do when you’re older?’ asked the prime minister. ‘Well, I want your job,’ I shot back. Aged only nine, I had somehow managed to find myself attempting to usurp Tony Blair from office in the final days of his administration.


I later discovered that forty years prior to this moment, a young Bill Clinton was snapped in a similar scenario during a meeting with President Kennedy in the White House Rose Garden. Though my political ambition at the time was no more developed than having a quixotic desire to end world hunger, as with Clinton, a handshake inspired me to pursue a career in politics. I often wonder if Blair – the man who stood me in front of him for a photograph after he said he would need it just in case I ever did become prime minister – has ever seen any of the numerous interviews I have given, berating him as a figure of a bygone era. I doubt he has, but I am sure that he may regret what he started when he wished me ‘the best of luck’ with my ambition.


My interest in politics from this young age has always been the cause of some fascination to the people who were aware of it. From the primary school teachers who would scribble ‘remember me when you are prime minister!’ at the end of my annual school reports, to the senior politicians to whom I would write on a regular basis, there has always been a baffled air of ignorance surrounding the political engagement and opinions of young people – despite the goodwill and encouragement of those I have mentioned. For so long, politics has been an area of life that – as far as the adult world was concerned – we young people did not really belong in.


But, within my own family, my ardent interest in politics was viewed simply as second nature. I remember my mum preparing a den for me when I was eight years old, so that I could pull an all-nighter as the 2005 general election results rolled in and the Labour Party was returned to power for a historic and record-breaking third term. I was even allowed to have the next day off from school to ‘recover’ – ‘bunking off’ never came into it.


My parents were not particularly interested in politics themselves. My mum and dad met when they were both at school and their first child, my eldest sister Demi, was stillborn when my mum was just sixteen. Until they separated a few years ago, we were a typical working-class family with our own share of joys and struggles. My dad was a plumber and my mum had worked in a range of jobs, from a make-up desk in Debenhams to an events organiser who worked with the likes of the Sugababes and Status Quo. Our familial engagement with politics was practically nil. My dad detested politicians, the political system and everything that he believed it stood for. My mum voted more out of a loyalty to the Labour Party than any real passion for the positions that the party espoused.


However, I would be lying if I said it was the handshake of the formidable Tony Blair that ignited the inspiration for my political ambition. Instead, it was an even more towering figure – despite standing more than half a foot shorter than me these days – that first piqued my interest in the world of politics. Though I was not around at the time that my grandparents – Roland and Linda Hurst – were active in our local Labour Party, the stories I have been told of my granddad’s leadership of the city council helped to shape my early understanding of politics.


When he lent me his recording of the 1997 general election coverage, I was gripped. Their tales of how they had danced until the early hours of the morning at Lincoln’s Labour Club (Grafton House), as they believed Labour’s landslide would enable them to change the world, inspired me. I recall watching the Portillo moment and the point at which Tony Blair declared his ‘new dawn’ to a crowd of thousands. I remember waking up, after momentarily falling asleep, to the sight of Blair’s limousine travelling back from the palace to begin the work of government. Though just a year old when all of this happened, and eight at the time of watching it, I have always felt like I was there. My gran often told me that when my granddad was elected to Lincoln City Council, he was motivated by a belief that he ‘would change the world’. My interest in politics came from this very simple fact; I remember thinking: That’s exactly what I want to do.


Like my grandparents, I have always believed that politics exists as an arena for change – it is a vocation where the desire for change can actually be put into practice. It was not a passion for politics that brought me to believe in this, but rather a passion for change that brought me to politics. I always winced at the criticism that such a view was naïve, that all politicians were the same and that politics seldom changed anything.


Despite what some say, I believe that politics has never been a distant concept for people my age. I was not born into a political dynasty or forced into a particular party. Most of my political beliefs were formed while working for £3.50 an hour at Sports Direct on a zero-hours contract as I tried to complete my A-Levels. Dealing with the humiliation of being practically strip-searched upon leaving work every evening is a sad reality for many working-class young people trapped in uncertain and precarious employment. Though some on the right believe that the young will abandon their socialism once in the workplace, it was this experience that enthused a spirit of radicalism within me.


My views have also been shaped by the accumulation of £54,000 worth of tuition fee and maintenance debt for having the audacity to pursue a university education. They have been formed by the conversations I have had with those struggling to get by, with nurses forced to use food banks and with those who, in 2017, are forced to sleep rough on the streets of our country. These are events and conversations that many of us engage with at some point in our lives – if our eyes are open. In this sense, politics remains an essential part of all of us, regardless of age.


Yet until the leadership election that saw Jeremy Corbyn take charge of the Labour Party in September 2015, we had seen very little interest shown in the views of young people, and that remained true for much of the period that followed up until the 2017 general election. Rather than being interested in where the Labour leader’s support comes from, or why his appeal has extended well beyond the typical Labour Party member, it has been easier for an establishment clique to laugh. As Janan Ganesh of the Financial Times so elegantly put it: ‘You can do an analysis of Corbyn and his “movement” (I have done it) but the essence of the whole thing is that they are just thick as pigshit.’


But while the establishment mocked, I have watched and participated in this phenomenon with a keen interest that has gone beyond partisan belief. At the time of Corbyn’s first leadership victory, I was nineteen years old. I was about to begin my second year at the London School of Economics. Little did I know that I would also be embarking on a political journey of my own, regularly contributing at the Independent and the New Statesman as one of the few pro-Corbyn commentators. Though decried as ‘Corbyn’s fanboy’ and a number of other adoring names, my belief then and now that he would broaden Labour’s appeal has been proven correct. Rather than the product of misguided idolatry or hero worship, as my critics painted it, my belief in Corbyn came from my being rooted in the class and community of which I am proud.


WHY RISE?


Whether it be the Tory Party inflicting the pain of a series of austerity measures on the backs of the young, or Labour’s deputy leader, Tom Watson, suggesting in 2016 that our ‘young arms’ were being twisted by ‘old hands’, there is still a failure to understand why people of my generation support Jeremy Corbyn’s vision in such large numbers. It is the central task of this book to shed some light on that very question – to explore exactly what this appeal is and to assess whether it will endure.


However, there will be no attempt to define ‘Corbynism’, as some seem so obsessed with doing. The truth is that to do so misses the entire point of Corbyn’s appeal among the young. You could call Corbynism a social movement of its own making. It clearly stands as a direct opponent to neoliberalism and to austerity, to war and to violence, but Corbynism is something much bigger than the set of beliefs that Jeremy Corbyn supports. Indeed, I want to dispel the myth that young people are part of some cult that worships at the altar of Corbyn alone. Those I have spoken to while researching this book wholeheartedly refute this myth. Luke Atkins, a 19-year-old student, calls this attitude a ‘media invention’, while Rhys Warriner, a 21-year-old, believes Corbynism to be nothing more than ‘common-sense politics powered by social justice’. One young activist, who didn’t want to be named but who spent hours every day on the doorstep, told me that they ‘didn’t care about the labels’.


There is a common thread of understanding that chimes with my own reaction to Corbyn’s platform. Labour’s offer at the last election, that things don’t have to stay the same and that it is possible to change the whole way our country is run, had the ability to command the attention of those who are most optimistic. It is, therefore, somewhat unsurprising that the most optimistic generation bought into an optimistic vision for the future in unprecedented numbers. Though some (incorrectly) label Corbyn as a dogmatic Marxist or Trotskyite, the truth is that his platform is unique. It is why Jeremy Corbyn remains central to this story while also being somewhat removed from it – it isn’t that young people have flocked to the Labour leader because he is who he is, it is that he was prepared to say something different and offer radical solutions to current problems. It is socialism, but not as we have known it. Simon Fletcher, Corbyn’s former campaign director, has perfectly called this the ‘new socialism’.


It is this new socialism that will be defined across the pages of this book. For me and my generation, the new socialism develops the traditional aims of the socialist cause for a modern technological age. Born of the financial crisis of the early 21st century and the prevailing decade of stagnation that followed, this new ideology is centred on young people’s value-driven desires to change the world for the better – through collective solidarity, respect and equality. Corbyn has inspired and fostered a youthful optimism that a better world is indeed possible.


Within that new socialism is an abandonment of the old and tired ways of establishment politics. What has been born in its place is what Branwen Cleaver, a 19-year-old student, describes as ‘the ability to enthuse millions of young people, and politically frustrated older generations alike’. In analysing the election campaign and what has happened before and since, we can reveal just how it was that young people have come to support Corbyn, and the politics he represents. This stands in contrast to the previous failure of politicians to engage with the young and our ambitions for the future.


In keeping with the new socialism, this book will not be all about me. It won’t be all about Jeremy Corbyn or his inner circle either. There will not be undue concentration on, or fascination with, the internal squabbles of the Labour Party campaign and its progress outside the election. Instead, it will focus on how young people like me got excited by Corbyn’s promise and what is yet to come – on the contribution of the young to the beginning of a movement that is only just gathering momentum.


When I started writing this book, I reached out to young people across the country of all different political persuasions by asking them to reply to questions that I had posted online as well as meeting with some people in the flesh. It is true that most of those who got back to me were Labour supporters. Given how many young people backed the Labour Party at the 2017 general election, this is somewhat unsurprising. I asked many questions, both online and offline. I wanted this story to be informed by the very voices that made it happen. Online, I had over 4,000 email responses, of which 500 were selected for raising pertinent points that will be discussed throughout this book. All questions were asked loosely, focusing on the idea of a 21st-century form of socialism. I wanted to know why other young people got involved, how deep this involvement was and whether these young people will continue to be involved.


There will be plenty of names in this book that you will almost certainly not recognise – as with some already quoted above – because you are not supposed to recognise them. But they are the names that matter. They are the names of the people inspired by this new movement, the names of our future. Rise is much more than words on paper. It is an attempt to abandon the patronising ways of the old politics and replace it with a politics that puts the voices of young people at its very heart.




PART ONE


Rising Up




Chapter 1


THE TIRED ESTABLISHMENT


AN UNLIKELY RISE


‘The media and many of us simply didn’t understand the views of young people in our country. They were turned off by the way politics was being conducted. We have to and must change that. The fightback gathers speed and gathers pace.’


These were the words of Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn during his first leadership victory speech on 12 September 2015. I was there to hear them. And never did the words of a politician ring so true to a 19-year-old who was not just interested in politics, but also sick of the way that it was being done. Having volunteered on Jeremy’s leadership campaign, I had a ticket for the 2015 leadership conference, but I was broke. I used the last £50 in my bank account and travelled to London from Lincoln to see whether what I had hoped could be possible would actually happen.


I sat in the crowd and told those around me that I couldn’t allow myself to believe that they would let him win. I had a burning feeling that every single part of the establishment would be used against him and I honestly doubted the impartiality of the whole system. This was, of course, ludicrous, but so strong was my belief that Corbyn could change everything for ever that I couldn’t help but entertain such a conspiracy theory. Little did I know that, three floors above me in the Queen Elizabeth II Conference Centre, Jeremy Corbyn and his campaign chief John McDonnell had already been made aware of the thumping victory over half an hour earlier.


When the result was announced, it was clear to me that this was the first of many triumphs to come for my generation. It was, after all, a victory that had been largely powered by young people – whether it was the hundreds of youthful and enthusiastic voices that campaigned in the leadership election or the new recruits that joined the party, Corbyn had marked his card with the young at this early stage. The plan to engage with them was a clear intention from the outset. He had developed a specific policy paper on young people that was ‘compiled in discussion with more than 1,000 Young Labour supporters from across Britain . . . enabling them to have a say in the design of their own futures’. Such a statement was far more than rhetoric. It is this idea of ‘enabling’ that rests at the core of his appeal to my generation. He never spoke at us. We never had things decided for us. For the first time in decades, we were asked. And we responded. Having been patronised for years, we answered the call to forge our own future.


Weeks before the result, I can remember walking down Oxford Street in London with a group of friends frantically refreshing my Twitter feed as the deadline for nominations in the upcoming Labour leadership election approached. It is important to recall that Corbyn had put himself forward as a candidate in the Labour leadership race less than a fortnight before and that, prior to the announcement of his candidacy, the left found itself in a pit of despair because the other candidates all came from the right or centre of the party, and they feared that another opportunity would be lost after Ed Miliband’s defeat in the 2015 general election. In order to be able to run, he needed the support of thirty-five MPs, and many in Parliament were highly sceptical about him.


Just a few weeks prior to the moment that McDonnell would successfully ensure Corbyn’s place on the ballot, he had written in an article for Labour Briefing that the current period was the ‘darkest hour that socialists in Britain have faced since the Attlee government fell in 1951’. Little did he know that, moments after midday on 15 June 2015, he would announce the beginning of our brightest hour, tweeting from his account: ‘As Jeremy’s agent I can confirm that he is on the Labour leadership ballot with 35 nominations. Thank you everyone.’ What some initially saw as nothing more than a chance to open a debate soon became the beginning of a new political movement that would defy expectations and successfully challenge the fundamental nature of British politics.


If politics seems to have changed suddenly since that day in 2015, then that is because it has. Just 637 days separate the day Jeremy Corbyn was first elected leader of the Labour Party and the morning that the shock of Labour’s comeback in the 2017 general election became clear. Within that time, much has happened. Out of those 637 days, there was a total of three weeks during which the establishment took seriously the prospect of him becoming prime minister – or even doing better than expected.


Despite reforming Prime Minister’s Questions to the People’s Question Time, forcing U-turns on tax credits, police cuts, Saudi prisons and other issues within Parliament, the Labour Party was taken seriously for only twenty-one days. Despite boosting party membership to levels not seen in decades at a time when party membership continues to decline across the globe, with European socialists wondering what on earth was going on, the party was ignored. The thousands who were turning up at rallies in the wind and the rain were ignored, as were the real people having real conversations about the state of British politics. As was Jeremy Corbyn, even when he was welcomed with respect and rapturous applause wherever he went – the Labour Party was pronounced dead on arrival by the mainstream media. For 616 days, it was reported that the Labour Party was over owing to Corbyn’s disastrous leadership. Done. Finished. For ever.


This opinion culminated in the disastrous party coup attempt of June 2016. It has been widely reported that, just hours after the European referendum result was announced, Hilary Benn – the son of Corbyn’s political mentor, Tony – was contacting shadow cabinet members and asking whether they would back a call for Corbyn to resign. Like many senior figures in the party then, he felt that Corbyn’s lacklustre support for the Remain campaign had allowed the Brexiteers to win. On top of previous disputes, they saw it as the final straw. After a phone conversation between the Labour leader and the then Shadow Foreign Secretary, Benn was sacked for disloyalty.


What followed appeared to be a well-planned coup attempt against a leader who remained incredibly popular within the party that would soon re-elect him, but was much less so among his own MPs. Many of Corbyn’s critics maintain that the coup was ‘spontaneous’, but my own experience of that weekend suggests that it was anything but unplanned. Dozens of Labour MPs wrote their resignation letters, posting them on their respective Twitter and Facebook profiles one after another. On Sunday 26 June, Corbyn lost twelve members of his shadow cabinet on what was almost an hourly basis. First to go was Shadow Health Secretary Heidi Alexander, then Shadow Minister for Young People and Voter Registration Gloria De Piero, then Shadow Scottish Secretary Ian Murray. They were followed by the Shadow Education Secretary, the Shadow Chief Secretary to the Treasury and a host of other top jobs. None of these resignations was entirely surprising. In what seemed like a co-ordinated effort, the Sunday saw the resignation of a number of those who were seen as part of Labour’s ‘soft-left’, such as Lisa Nandy (Shadow Energy Secretary), Owen Smith (Shadow Work and Pensions Secretary) and John Healey (Shadow Minister for Housing and Planning).


Nandy, Healey, Nia Griffith and Kate Green made a point of marking their resignations as from the ‘centre left of the party’ in a joint statement that they released after meeting with Jeremy Corbyn: ‘Together with our colleagues from the centre-left of the party – John Healey, Nia Griffith, and Kate Green – we just met with Jeremy Corbyn to discuss the future of our party. We had hoped to leave that meeting with the confidence to continue to support the leadership in bringing the Labour Party together from within the shadow cabinet. During the course of the meeting, it became clear that this would not be possible.’


As the Parliamentary Labour Party moved to dispose of Corbyn, his supporters organised to defend him. At 6pm on the Monday evening, thousands gathered in Parliament Square for a rally in support of the Labour leader, having been given just a few hours’ notice to attend. A cursory glance at the images of the rally show that Parliament’s green was littered with young people, including one person carrying a sign in reference to Hilary Benn that read ‘chat shit, get sacked’. John McDonnell tweeted from the platform that Jeremy Corbyn was ‘going nowhere’.


Devoid of any ideas, the coup leaders moved to select their contender. I felt confident that Jeremy would increase his mandate whoever challenged him, but I wanted to do what I could to help ensure it would be as big an increase as possible. After their initial failure to unite behind one candidate, the Parliamentary Labour Party opted for Owen Smith as their knight in shining armour. Few outside the party knew much about him, and Smith’s campaign was so bad that I often joked that it seemed like he was standing to lead a university rugby club rather than the labour movement. In a poll released shortly ahead of Corbyn’s second leadership victory, 61 per cent of 18–24-year-olds were found to be supporting him. In fact, Corbyn won every single region and every single age group in the poll. It also showed that he would win across every section of the party electorate, from full members to registered supporters and union affiliates.


But I didn’t vote for Jeremy Corbyn in the second leadership election. Yes – you read that right. It wasn’t because of some sudden change of heart, but because I was denied a vote. Despite being a signed-up and subs-paying member of the Labour Party since I was fifteen (I actually joined against Labour rules when I was fourteen, but was later kicked out), I did not receive a ballot paper. This was something that I chased up as soon as it became clear I had not received my e-ballot. I had confirmation from Labour’s HQ that my subscription was up to date and that there was no query with my membership.


I wrote about the issue for the Independent on 21 September, noting that:




I was surprised when I didn’t receive my ballot in the normal timeframe for this leadership contest. I contacted the party on 2 September to ask why. They said there had been an administrative error and that they would re-issue my vote for me. After ten days of hearing nothing, I got in touch again, only to be told that my ballot had not been properly re-issued but that it would be with me that week. At the start of this week, I still had nothing, and after a phone call today, I’ve been told that it’s too late for me to vote now and there’s ‘nothing they can do’.




After posting my experience online, it became clear that scores of young people had found themselves in a similar position. Several friends contacted me to say that the same thing had happened to them, yet their Labour Membersnet accounts (a hub for Labour members to control their membership and check local activity) showed them up-to-date and as registered members. The search that I conducted on Twitter at the time also proved that a substantial number of young Corbyn supporters were concerned about being denied their vote. It was clear that radical reform was needed within the party. Fortunately enough, it was something that Jeremy Corbyn had already addressed:




Our party needs to become a social movement again – with campaigning at its heart. To many younger members, meetings consisting of minutes, reports and internal business can be a bit turgid – they are to me too. We must inspire people – to get involved and stay involved and we must organise ourselves to ensure that is the case. Internally, Young Labour must have its own democratic structures – and be able to propose policy in areas affecting young people. Young Labour members don’t just have the energy for full days on the doorstep, they have fresh ideas and a distinct perspective that need to be heard and debated. In a fast-moving world, we cannot go back to some mythical past in which we set policy only once a year at annual conference. I want our party to be at the cutting edge of engaging younger – and in fact all – members in setting the direction of our party. On demonstrations for free education, for peace and against austerity, I see thousands of young activists – and I want them to know that the Labour Party is their natural home.




Though Labour’s popularity soared far higher throughout the 2017 general election campaign, it would be wrong to ignore the growth in support for Corbyn prior to the campaign itself. Indeed, Jeremy was appealing to young people before the general election had even been called. The Labour Party leader’s approval with the under-25s during the first leadership election landed at a whopping 64 per cent. These were the first signs of the youth vote in the 2017 general election that surprised most pundits. Many more of these young campaigners and voters were brought on board by Corbyn in the years preceding the snap election, and were not disengaged from politics prior to the election as some thought. The political establishment may have reeled at what they believed to be Corbyn’s inability to command the respect of the electorate, but in fact ordinary people were accepting his invitation to re-join the political debate.


As 23-year-old Labour Party member George Gillet told me: ‘Not only did he interest people but he also sent a message that they were qualified to hold a political opinion – debates around values could involve everyone, they weren’t exclusionary like the “market society” version of politics had been.’ Again, while Corbyn remains central to this story, in the respect that without him none of this would have happened, he is better seen as a solution through which young people became their own champions. And, as 18-year-old Thomas Duffin, a Labour Party member from South Wales now studying in Nottingham, quite rightly notes:




I support Jeremy because of how his politics has enlightened me and helped me realise that another world is possible. Corbyn sets out achievable goals for a fairer and more equal society, and is not afraid to stand by those principles. His positions have remained unmoved for his entire career and he stays committed to the same principles of empowering real people, fighting imperialism, and demanding radical change to solve radical problems. He has an unvanquishable fire to solve the injustices of our current system, and approaches the world with a passion to make a change that other leaders had left behind. He is different to what we’ve seen in recent years, and that makes him such an important figure.




Some have suggested that his approach to young people during both Labour leadership contests was often exclusionary, focusing only on those who were already in the party. I would argue that while Corbyn’s political language was aimed at those already involved in the machinery of the Labour Party, he learned much from engaging with our generation. And many of his detractors added the contradictory argument that Corbyn was involving too many from the outside of the party.


These were the kinds of arguments that led the Labour Party to the grotesque chaos of a Labour executive (NEC) taking its own members to court to ensure that they could not vote in the second leadership election in August 2016. One of those members, known only as ‘FM’, was a teenager. After a ruling at the court of appeal, the five victimised Labour Party members were ordered to pay at least £30,000 of the Labour NEC’s legal costs. Fortunately, the Labour rank and file, incensed with a ruling that resulted in more than 130,000 members and supporters being excluded from the second leadership ballot, rushed to raise over £90,000 to assist with this burden. So paranoid had the belief in an entryist plot become that the Labour Party establishment saw fit to go after a teenager inspired to play a part in politics. This was rather unsurprising, however, given that some Labour Party grandees were keen to prevent Corbyn from even appearing on the ballot paper the second time around.


The young joiners who got involved with Labour’s leadership elections knew exactly what they were getting into. Yet, senior members conformed to a political discourse that insists on telling young people that they are a disgrace for not engaging with politics, while simultaneously stressing their naivety when they do. These comments and opinions were deeply hurtful to the young people who didn’t just vote, but campaigned and argued passionately for Corbyn’s leadership. However, it was Jeremy Corbyn and his team, working from a position of meaningful commitment throughout his time as Labour leader, who were able to pivot a long-mocked policy of youth engagement towards the country at large.


Though the young are often criticised for being passive, only getting involved in campaigns for things that directly matter to them, Corbyn was able to bring them in and get them involved with wider issues. People felt as though they could proudly campaign under the Labour banner, rather than doing so under disparate groups and societies. Young people took to both social media and the streets to bring Corbyn’s radical message to the wider public. If establishment commentators had taken the time to look, they would have seen that this story did not begin with the 2017 general election campaign, but rather way back when he was elected as Labour leader in 2015. It was at this point that it became clear to me that politics would not be the same as it always had been. Like many young people, I remember the feeling of dread when the 2015 exit poll was released. It felt as though Tory rule was being engrained into the British political system. Corbyn’s election as Labour leader was so radically different to everything that we had seen over our own lifetimes that it was clear things were going to change.


SMEARS AND PROPAGANDA


The ordinary voices that would power a resurgence among the young spent the two years prior to the 2017 general election being mocked for suggesting that Jeremy Corbyn’s appeal could change the face of British politics. At the same time, the establishment were given a spectacular position in the limelight to pontificate about the irrelevance of any socialist appeal while also downplaying the idea that young people might bother to vote.


It is easy to see why the dramatic increase in those registering to vote received little attention when you consider how the media commentators were reporting on the situation in the run-up to Labour’s astonishing result. The very people who should have been enquiring about the staggering rise in young people wanting to get involved and have their voices heard were instead busy trying to push the idea that Corbyn was the least popular politician for a generation.


Though impossible to calculate the numbers at any single Corbyn event, the press photographs and television footage speak for themselves. Whether it be at a rally or a campaign day, what we see time and time again is the image of an old, grey-haired and bearded man being listened to by fresh-faced and beardless young people. The most poignant moments of Labour’s election campaign were those when the young engaged with the Labour leader, from the creation of the ‘Oh, Jeremy Corbyn’ chant at Preston Park to the rather trivial – yet endearing – moment when Corbyn left the BBC leaders’ debate and headed straight to a gate where he was greeted by the crowd. ‘Are you okay, guys?’ he said to a group of Cambridge students at the gate.


‘Do you want a Pringle?’ they replied.


‘It’s ours to win,’ the Labour leader would later tell the rapturous crowd that had assembled to greet him.


Despite young people rushing to meet Corbyn wherever he went from the early days of the first Labour leadership election, many refused to believe that he was actually popular with them. Conservative MP Chloe Smith made this point in an article published in the Daily Telegraph in October 2015, in which she made some extraordinary claims about the link between young people and Corbyn. The headline – which she would not have written – read: ‘Jeremy Corbyn’s in for a shock when he realises how Conservative young people are.’


It certainly would have been a shock if it had been true. In the body of the article, Smith’s writing made for enlightening reading. ‘Shhhh, don’t tell anyone,’ she began, as if some Tory public relations guru had given her a briefing on how to open an article in the most condescending way possible, ‘but most young people don’t care about Jeremy Corbyn. The Labour leader and his throwbacks don’t care about the overwhelming majority of the country, nor its future. They have a vision rooted in the past. Their ideas won’t create a single job, nor build a single house. Socialism won’t serve today’s young.’ Smith was blinkered in her analysis. She seemed to believe that young people not only detested Corbyn, but also that they felt alienated by the politics and the vision that he represented. It was a staggering misreading of what was happening.


As Conservative politicians struggled to come to terms with Corbyn’s popularity, so too did right-wing commentators in mainstream publications. Jacob Furedi, writing in GQ magazine just a matter of weeks prior to the 2017 general election under the headline ‘Why do young people hate Jeremy Corbyn?’, serves as such an example. ‘Young people need real politics’ was the charge of Furedi’s article – suggesting that Corbyn’s offer was nothing other than shallow posturing. But this also exposed the confusion on the right when it came to their attacks on the Labour leader. In one breath, you had a Conservative politician criticising the party for advocating a solid version of socialism, and yet in the other you have a Conservative commentator accusing the party of preaching a vacuous form of nothingness.


This type of criticism only helped to boost his popularity, rather than hinder it. So baseless were many of the attacks on the Labour leader that they appeared to come from every angle, on every topic, usually with no attempt to attack his argument or positions, but simply to discredit his name. He was smeared for being a dogmatic and extreme socialist, but was also guilty of offering too little. He was criticised for ignoring Labour’s northern heartlands while also failing the metropolitan bases on Brexit. He was condemned for backing pensioners’ rights and simultaneously attacked for offering hope to young people. The greatest weakness of Corbyn’s critics has always been their failure to agree on what he was doing wrong. In the end, the right simply indulged in a relentless campaign of personal denigration that made Corbyn’s young supporters more emboldened than ever.


Fortunately for the Labour Party, Chloe Smith was entirely wrong. In fact, she could not have been more wrong if she tried. Young people disagreed with her analysis and the ‘youthquake’ that Jeremy Corbyn sparked led to a ten-point surge in the Labour Party’s vote share. This figure even betters Tony Blair’s performance in Labour’s crushing 1997 landslide.


For all that, it wasn’t quite enough. Labour Roadmap, a group of Labour activists, note that despite this rise the electoral system punished Corbyn’s surge. Though the party won 40 per cent of the vote in the 2017 general election, they won only four more parliamentary seats than they did in 2010, when Gordon Brown managed to secure just 29 per cent of the vote. Opponents of the Labour leader have suggested that the explanation for this contradiction rests with the stockpiling of votes in seats Labour already held. But such an analysis does not explain why Labour managed to win seats in university towns long safe in Tory and Liberal Democrat hands. Nor does it help to explain why Labour was successful in securing seats such as Kensington – where Corbynista candidate Emma Dent Coad won the richest borough in the world for a party promising to take more in tax from the wealthy.

OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
RISE

HOW JEREMY CORBYN
INSPIRED THE YOUNG TO CREATE
A NEW SOCIALISM

LIAM YOUNG

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/html/docimages/9781471171352.jpg
How Jeremy Corbyn Inspired the
Young to Create a New Socialism

‘If you want to know why the youth surge happened,
this is an absolute must-read” Owen Jones





OEBPS/html/docimages/front.jpg
BEFORE YOU GET STUCK IN,
WHY NOT SIGN UP...?

Thank you for downloading this S&S eBook.

If you want to hear about special offers,
receive bonus content and exclusive info on new
releases, then sign up to our eBook newsletter!

Sign Up Here

HISTORICAL — CRAFT — |
— SCIENCE-FICTION — H!
S — PARENTING — EROT!
LOCIAL HISTORY — AU

ivImELINE it sa S Wi






