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Risk
a documentary film directed by Laura Poitras

Praxis Films
WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange in Laura Poitras’s documentary film Risk
About forty minutes into Risk, Laura Poitras’s messy documentary portrait of Julian Assange, the filmmaker addresses the viewer from off-camera. “This is not the film I thought I was making,” she says. “I thought I could ignore the contradictions. I thought they were not part of the story. I was so wrong. They are becoming the story.”

By the time she makes this confession, Poitras has been filming Assange, on and off, for six years. He has gone from a bit player on the international stage to one of its dramatic leads. His gleeful interference in the 2016 American presidential election—first with the release of e-mails poached from the Democratic National Committee, timed to coincide with, undermine, and possibly derail Hillary Clinton’s nomination at the Democratic Convention, and then with the publication of the private e-mail correspondence of Clinton’s adviser John Podesta, which was leaked, drip by drip, in the days leading up to the election to maximize the damage it might inflict on Clinton—elevated Assange’s profile and his influence.

And then this spring, it emerged that Nigel Farage, the Trump adviser and former head of the nationalist and anti-immigrant UK Independence Party (UKIP) who is now a person of interest in the FBI investigation of the Trump campaign’s ties to Russia, was meeting with Assange. To those who once saw him as a crusader for truth and accountability, Assange suddenly looked more like a Svengali and a willing tool of Vladimir Putin, and certainly a man with no particular affection for liberal democracy. Yet those tendencies were present all along.

In 2010, when Poitras began work on her film, Assange’s four-year-old website, WikiLeaks, had just become the conduit for hundreds of thousands of classified American documents revealing how we prosecuted the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, including a graphic video of American soldiers in an Apache helicopter mowing down a group of unarmed Iraqis, as well as for some 250,000 State Department diplomatic cables. All had been uploaded to the WikiLeaks site by an army private named Bradley—now Chelsea—Manning.

The genius of the WikiLeaks platform was that documents could be leaked anonymously, with all identifiers removed; WikiLeaks itself didn’t know who its sources were unless leakers chose to reveal themselves. This would prevent anyone at WikiLeaks from inadvertently, or under pressure, disclosing a source’s identity. Assange’s goal was to hold power—state power, corporate power, and powerful individuals—accountable by offering a secure and easy way to expose their secrets. He called this “radical transparency.” Manning’s bad luck was to tell a friend about the hack, and the friend then went to the FBI. For a long time, though, Assange pretended not to know who provided the documents, even when there was evidence that he and Manning had been e-mailing before the leaks.

Though the contradictions were not immediately obvious to Poitras as she trained her lens on Assange, they were becoming so to others in his orbit. WikiLeaks’s young spokesperson in those early days, James Ball, has recounted how Assange tried to force him to sign a nondisclosure statement that would result in a £12 million penalty if it were breached. “[I was] woken very early by Assange, sitting on my bed, prodding me in the face with a stuffed giraffe, immediately once again pressuring me to sign,” Ball wrote. Assange continued to pester him like this for two hours. Assange’s “impulse towards free speech,” according to Andrew O’Hagan, the erstwhile ghostwriter of Assange’s failed autobiography, “is only permissible if it adheres to his message. His pursuit of governments and corporations was a ghostly reverse of his own fears for himself. That was the big secret with him: he wanted to cover up everything about himself except his fame.”

Meanwhile, some of the company he was keeping while Poitras was filming also might have given her pause. His association with Farage had already begun in 2011 when Farage was head of UKIP. Assange’s own WikiLeaks Party of Australia was aligned with the white nationalist Australia First Party, itself headed by an avowed neo-Nazi, until political pressure forced it to claim that association to be an “administrative error.”

Most egregious, perhaps, was Assange’s collaboration with Israel Shamir, an unapologetic anti-Semite and Putin ally to whom Assange handed over all State Department diplomatic cables from the Manning leak relating to Belarus (as well as to Russia, Eastern Europe, and Israel). Shamir then shared these documents with members of the regime of Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko, who appeared to use them to imprison and torture members of the opposition. This prompted the human rights group Index on Censorship to ask WikiLeaks to explain its relationship to Shamir, and to look into reports that Shamir’s “access to the WikiLeaks’ US diplomatic cables [aided in] the prosecution of civil society activists within Belarus.” WikiLeaks called these claims rumors and responded that it would not be investigating them. “Most people with principled stances don’t survive for long,” Assange tells Poitras at the beginning of the film. It’s not clear if he’s talking about himself or others.

Then there is the matter of redaction. After the Manning cache came in, WikiLeaks partnered with a number of “legacy” newspapers, including The New York Times and The Guardian, to bring the material out into the world. While initially going along with those publications’ policies of removing identifying information that could put innocent people in harm’s way and excluding material that could not be verified, Assange soon balked. According to the Guardian journalists David Leigh and Luke Harding in WikiLeaks: Inside Julian Assange’s War on Secrecy, their 2011 postmortem of their contentious collaboration with Assange on the so-called Afghan war logs—the portion of the Manning leaks concerning the conflict in Afghanistan—the WikiLeaks founder was unmoved by entreaties to scrub the files of anything that could point to Afghan villagers who might have had any contact with American troops. He considered such editorial intervention to “contaminate the evidence.”

“Well they’re informants. So, if they get killed, they’ve got it coming to them. They deserve it,” Leigh and Harding report Assange saying to a group of international journalists. And while Assange has denied making these comments, WikiLeaks released troves of material in which the names of Afghan civilians had not been redacted, an action that led Amnesty International, the Open Society Institute, the Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict, and the Afghanistan Independent Human Rights Commission to issue a joint rebuke. The group Reporters Without Borders also criticized WikiLeaks for its “incredible irresponsibility” in not removing the names. This was in 2010, not long after Poitras approached Assange about making a film.

Lack of redaction—or of any real effort to separate disclosures of public importance from those that might simply put private citizens at risk—continued to be a flashpoint for WikiLeaks, its supporters, and its critics. In July 2016, presumably when Poitras was still working on Risk, WikiLeaks dumped nearly 300,000 e-mails it claimed were from Turkey’s ruling AKP party. Those files, it turned out, were not from AKP heavyweights but, rather, from ordinary people writing to the party, often with their personal information included.

Worse, WikiLeaks also posted links to a set of huge voter databases, including one with the names, addresses, and other contact information for nearly every woman in Turkey. It also apparently published the files of psychiatric patients, gay men, and rape victims in Saudi Arabia. Soon after that, WikiLeaks began leaking bundles of hacked Democratic National Committee e-mails, also full of personal information, including cell phone and credit card numbers, leading Wired magazine to declare that “WikiLeaks Has Officially Lost the Moral High Ground.”

Poitras doesn’t say, but perhaps this is when she, too, began to take account of the contradictions that eventually turned her film away from hagiography toward something more nuanced. Though she intermittently interjects herself into the film—to relate a dream she’s had about Assange; to say that he is brave; to say that she thinks he doesn’t like her; to say that she doesn’t trust him—this is primarily a film of scenes, episodic and nearly picaresque save for the unappealing vanity of its hero. (There is very little in the film about the work of WikiLeaks itself.)

Here is Julian, holed up in a supporter’s estate in the English countryside while under house arrest, getting his hair cut by a gaggle of supporters while watching a video of Japanese women in bikinis dancing. Here is Julian in a car with that other famous leaker, Daniel Ellsberg. Here is Julian instructing Sarah Harrison, his WikiLeaks colleague, to call Secretary Clinton at the State Department and tell her she needs to talk to Julian Assange. Here is Julian walking in the woods with one of his lawyers, certain that a bird in a nearby tree is actually a man with a camera. Here is Julian being interviewed, for no apparent reason, by the singer Lady Gaga:

Lady Gaga: What’s your favorite food?

Assange: Let’s not pretend I’m a normal person. I am obsessed with political struggle. I’m not a normal person.

Lady Gaga: Tell me how you feel?

Assange: Why does it matter how I feel? Who gives a damn? I don’t care how I feel.

Lady Gaga: Do you ever feel like just fucking crying?

Assange: No.

And here is Julian, in conversation with Harrison, who is also his girlfriend:

Assange: My profile didn’t take off till the sex case. [It was] very high in media circles and intelligence circles, but it didn’t really take off, as if I was a globally recognized household name, it wasn’t till the sex case. So I was joking to one of our people, sex scandal every six months.

Harrison: That was me you were joking to. And I died a little bit inside.

Assange: Come on. It’s a platform.

The sex case to which Assange is referring is the one that began in the summer of 2010 on a trip to Sweden. While there, Assange had sex with two young supporters a few days apart, both of whom said that what started out as consensual ended up as assault. Eventually, after numerous back-and-forths, the Swedish court issued an international arrest warrant for Assange, who was living in England, to compel him to return to Sweden for questioning. Assange refused, declaring that this was a “honey pot” trap orchestrated by the CIA to extradite him to the United States for publishing the Manning leaks.

After a short stay in a British jail, subsequent house arrest, and many appeals, Assange was ordered by the UK Supreme Court, in May 2012, to be returned to Sweden to answer the rape and assault charges. Assange, however, claiming that there was a secret warrant for his arrest in the United States (though the extradition treaty between Sweden and the US prohibits extradition for a political offense), had made other arrangements: he had applied for, and was granted, political asylum in Ecuador. Because the British government refused “safe passage” there, Assange took refuge in the Ecuadorian embassy in London.

Poitras was with Assange in an undisclosed location in London as the British high court in Parliament Square was issuing its final ruling. The camera was rolling and no one was speaking—it was all sealed lips and pantomime—as Assange dyed his hair red and dressed in biker’s leather in order to make a mad dash on a motorcycle across town to the embassy. (There’s a sorrowful moment when his mother, who, inexplicably, is in the room, too, writes “I love you, honey,” on a piece of notebook paper and hands it and a pen to her son and he waves her off.)

This past January, five years into Assange’s self-imposed exile, he promised to finally leave the embassy and turn himself over to the Americans if President Obama were to grant clemency to Chelsea Manning, who had been sentenced to thirty-five years in prison for giving documents to WikiLeaks. Obama did; Assange didn’t. In May, the same month Manning left prison, Sweden dropped all charges against Assange. He remains in the embassy.

The “sex case,” as Assange called it, figures prominently in Risk. It serves to reveal his casual and sometimes noxious misogyny, and it is a foil for him to conflate the personal with the political, using the political to get out of answering to the personal, and the personal to claim that he’s the victim here. “Who is after you, Mr. Assange?” Lady Gaga asks. “Formally there are more than twelve United States intelligence organizations,” Assange tells her, reeling off a list of acronyms. “So basically a whole fucking bunch of people in America,” she says, and then he mentions that the Australians, the British, and the Swedes are also pursuing him.

Whether this is true or not has long been a matter of dispute. The Swedes definitely wanted him to return to their country, and the British were eager for him to abide by the Swedish warrant, and he made no friends in the Obama administration. Following the Manning leaks in 2010, the attorney general, Eric Holder, made it clear that the Department of Justice, along with the Department of Defense, was investigating whether Assange could be charged under the 1917 Espionage Act, though no warrant was ever issued publicly. Hillary Clinton, then the secretary of state, said that WikiLeaks’s release of the diplomatic cables was “an attack on the international community [and] we are taking aggressive steps to hold responsible those who stole this information.” Still, Assange’s self-exile in the embassy, which the United Nations condemned as an “arbitrary detention,” was predicated on his belief that the Americans were lying in wait, ready at any moment to haul him to the US, where his actions might land him in prison for a very long time, or even lead to his execution.

All this was well before Assange was accused of using WikiLeaks as a front for Russian agents working to undermine American democracy during the 2016 presidential election. And it was before candidate Trump declared his love for the website and then watched as Assange released a huge arsenal of CIA hacking tools into the public domain less than two months into Trump’s presidency. This, in turn, prompted the new CIA director, Mike Pompeo, who appeared to have no problem with WikiLeaks when it was sharing information detrimental to the Democrats, to declare WikiLeaks a “hostile intelligence service,” and the new attorney general, Jeff Sessions, to prepare a warrant for Assange’s arrest. If the Justice Department wasn’t going after Assange before, it appears to be ready to do so now.

Despite Assange’s vocal disdain for his former collaborators at The New York Times and The Guardian, his association with those journalists and their newspapers is probably what so far has kept him from being indicted and prosecuted in the United States. As Glenn Greenwald told the journalist Amy Goodman recently, Eric Holder’s Justice Department could not come up with a rationale to prosecute WikiLeaks that would not also implicate the news organizations with which it had worked; to do so, Greenwald said, would have been “too much of a threat to press freedom, even for the Obama administration.” The same cannot be said with confidence about the Trump White House, which perceives the Times, and national news organizations more generally, as adversaries. Yet if the Sessions Justice Department goes after Assange, it likely will be on the grounds that WikiLeaks is not “real” journalism.

This charge has dogged WikiLeaks from the start. For one thing, it doesn’t employ reporters or have subscribers. For another, it publishes irregularly and, because it does not actively chase secrets but aggregates those that others supply, often has long gaps when it publishes nothing at all. Perhaps most confusing to some observers, WikiLeaks’s rudimentary website doesn’t look anything like a New York Times or a Washington Post, even in those papers’ more recent digital incarnations.

Nonetheless, there is no doubt that WikiLeaks publishes the information it receives much like those traditional news outlets. When it burst on the scene in 2010, it was embraced as a new kind of journalism, one capable not only of speaking truth to power, but of outsmarting power and its institutional gatekeepers. And the fact is, there is no consensus on what constitutes “real” journalism. As Adam Penenberg points out, “The best we have comes from laws and proposed legislation which protect reporters from being forced to divulge confidential sources in court. In crafting those shield laws, legislators have had to grapple with the nebulousness of the profession.”

The danger of carving off WikiLeaks from the rest of journalism, as the attorney general may attempt to do, is that ultimately it leaves all publications vulnerable to prosecution. Once an exception is made, a rule will be too, and the rule in this case will be that the government can determine what constitutes real journalism and what does not, and which publications, films, writers, editors, and filmmakers are protected under the First Amendment, and which are not.

This is where censorship begins. No matter what one thinks of Julian Assange personally, or of WikiLeaks’s reckless publication practices, like it or not, they have become the litmus test of our commitment to free speech. If the government successfully prosecutes WikiLeaks for publishing classified information, why not, then, “the failed New York Times,” as the president likes to call it, or any news organization or journalist? It’s a slippery slope leading to a sheer cliff. That is the real risk being presented here, though Poitras doesn’t directly address it.

Near the end of Risk, after Poitras has shown Assange a rough cut of the film, he tells her that he views it as “a severe threat to my freedom and I must act accordingly.” He doesn’t say what he will do, but when the film was released this spring, Poitras was loudly criticized by Assange’s supporters for changing it from the hero’s journey she debuted last year at Cannes to something more critical, complicated, and at best ambivalent about the man. Yet ambivalence is the most honest thing about the film. It is the emotion Assange often stirs up in those who support the WikiLeaks mission but are disturbed by its chief missionary.

This ambivalence, too, is what makes Risk such a different film from Citizen Four (2014), Poitras’s intense, resolute, Oscar-winning documentary about Edward Snowden. While Snowden and Assange are often twinned in the press and in the public imagination, these films demonstrate how false that equivalence is. Snowden leaked classified NSA documents that he said showed rampant unconstitutional intrusions by the government into the private lives of innocent citizens, doing so through a careful process of vetting and selective publication by a circle of hand-picked journalists. He identified himself as the leaker and said he wanted to provoke a public debate about government spying and the right of privacy. Assange, by contrast, appears to have no interest in anyone’s privacy but his own and his sources’. Private communications, personal information, intimate conversations are all fair game to him. He calls this nihilism “freedom,” and in so doing elevates it to a principle that gives him license to act without regard to consequences.

The mission Assange originally set out to accomplish, though—providing a safe way for whistleblowers to hold power accountable—has, in the past few years, eclipsed WikiLeaks itself. Almost every major newspaper, magazine, and website now has a way for leakers to upload secret information, most through an anonymous, online, open-source drop box called Secure Drop. Based on coding work done by the free speech advocate Aaron Swartz before his death and championed by the Freedom of the Press Foundation—on whose board both Laura Poitras and Edward Snowden sit, and which is a conduit for donations to WikiLeaks among other organizations—Secure Drop gives leakers the option of choosing where to upload their material. The New York Times, The Washington Post, The New Yorker, Forbes, and The Intercept, to name just a few, all have a way for people to pass secrets along to journalists.

It is not yet known why a National Security Agency contractor named Reality Leigh Winner didn’t use a digital drop box when she leaked a classified NSA document to The Intercept in May outlining how Russian cyber spies hacked into American election software. Unlike Edward Snowden, who carefully covered his tracks before leaking his NSA cache to Glenn Greenwald (before Greenwald started The Intercept) and Laura Poitras (who filmed Snowden’s statement of purpose, in which he identified himself as the leaker), Winner used a printer at work to copy the document, which she then mailed to The Intercept. What she and those at The Intercept who dealt with the document did not know, apparently, is that this government printer, like many printers, embeds all documents with small dots that reveal the serial number of the machine and the time the document was printed. After The Intercept contacted the NSA to verify the document, the FBI needed only a few days to find Winner and arrest her.

We will soon get to witness what the Trump administration does to those who leak classified information, and to those who publish it. WikiLeaks, apparently, will be providing the government with an assist. It is offering a $10,000 reward for “the public exposure” of the reporter whose ignorance or carelessness led the FBI to Reality Winner’s door. Such are the vagaries of radical transparency.

---------------
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On June 8, British Prime Minister Theresa May learned one of politics’ cruelest lessons: that it is possible to win an election and still lose. Technically speaking, she was the victor, as her Conservative Party won fifty-six more seats in Parliament than its Labour opponents. But May lost her overall majority in the House of Commons and, given where the two parties had started, to say nothing of her expectations and indeed her motives in calling a contest in the first place, this victory tasted like the most bitter defeat.

Nothing about this outcome had been predicted. On April 19, the day after the prime minister dissolved Parliament and triggered an early vote, the international edition of The New York Times captured the instant consensus about the inevitability of a May triumph with its front-page headline, “The Foregone Conclusion of Britain’s Election.” That’s certainly how it seemed. The opinion polls showed May—installed as Conservative Party leader and prime minister in the summer of 2016, after the Brexit referendum had toppled the previous incumbent, David Cameron—crushing her opponents.

The Tories had a twenty-point lead over the Labour Party and May’s personal ratings were in the stratosphere: 61 percent of Britons regarded her as the most capable prime minister, compared to just 23 percent for Labour’s Jeremy Corbyn. That 61 percent figure was, incidentally, the highest recorded by the pollsters Ipsos Mori since the company began asking the question back in 1979—the year Margaret Thatcher first entered Downing Street. May’s decision to seek a popular mandate three years ahead of schedule—a decision reached while hiking in Wales with her husband on an Easter vacation—was widely applauded as seizing a rare opportunity to win a Thatcher-style landslide.

At first, political discussion centered only on the size of May’s coming victory. Municipal contests on May 5, in which Labour took a thorough pounding even in its most traditional heartlands, confirmed the imminent wipeout. Labour’s anti-Corbyn camp, including the overwhelming majority of its MPs (172 out of 229), who had voted no confidence in their leader the previous year, began plotting for his post-defeat removal. (Full disclosure: I was one of those who argued that Corbyn was doomed to be unelectable.)

But events did not follow the script. At 10:00 PM on June 8, an exit poll showed that May had not expanded the Conservatives’ slender majority in the House of Commons to fifty, seventy, one hundred, or even 120 seats. On the contrary, she had lost it altogether. Nor had Labour plummeted below two hundred seats in the 650-seat chamber, as once seemed preordained; it had gained thirty more. Through the night, the news only became more mind-boggling, as Labour not only held its own in Wales, the English Midlands, Yorkshire, and the northeast—all places where it had been bracing for losses—but made gains in Tory strongholds. The cathedral city of Canterbury, Tory since it first became a parliamentary seat more than 150 years ago, turned Labour. Eventually, even Kensington—a byword for London wealth, where the average home is valued at $1.8 million—fell to Labour. The Tories were still the largest party in the House of Commons, but it was small consolation. May had asked the voters for a mandate, and they had spurned her.

How had a woman hailed as the second Iron Lady been humbled by a man who had served thirty-odd years as an obscure backbencher and dogged campaigner for lost causes, long beached on the fringes of the English left? More importantly, could this inconclusive result, which leaves May in office but not in power, alter the course of Brexit, perhaps even derailing Britain’s exit from the European Union altogether?

Among the many tenets of received British political wisdom that were upended on June 8, one of the first to tumble was the notion that campaigns seldom matter. By British standards, this was a long campaign (seven weeks, which, to American ears, will sound mercifully brief). Some can be started and finished in twenty-one days. And they almost never change the weather. For all the sound and fury, voters have tended to do on election day what they had planned to do before the starting gun was fired. This, too, was another reason to assume that May would cruise to victory. She began the race miles ahead and, if precedent was any guide, she would end it in the same place.

But this time, the campaign mattered. As always, it turned on two questions: the competing strengths of the main party leaders and their respective manifestos, or proposed platforms for government. On both counts, the Conservatives were found lamentably, and unexpectedly, wanting.

May decided that she was her party’s chief asset and set about traveling around the country in a “battlebus”—a quaint function of Britain’s geographic compactness, there being limited need for planes—emblazoned with her own name rather than that of the Conservatives. She sidelined her cabinet colleagues and made herself the sole speaker in her cause. The trouble was, she was appallingly bad at it. As a candidate, she made Hillary Clinton look like Bill.

A faltering speaking style was coupled with an awkward facial tic: her expression tends to default to a grimace that only worsened under pressure. She repeated her slogans ad nauseam, constantly telling voters that the country needed “strong and stable leadership,” which only she could provide; that she wanted a large mandate to strengthen her hand in upcoming Brexit negotiations with the remaining twenty-seven EU member states that Britain is about to leave behind; and that the alternative was a “coalition of chaos” formed by the hapless Corbyn in alliance with the UK’s smaller parties.

These messages had doubtless tested well in focus groups. But some reverse alchemy occurred when May parroted them endlessly and in response to any question, usually before small groups of handpicked supporters in hermetically sealed rooms, watched by a frustrated press corps. It revealed her as unable to think on her feet, and therefore seemingly lacking any deeper, nobler motivation for seeking the support of a public already wearied by a referendum battle just a year earlier and now forced to take part in an election she had imposed.

Rapidly, she was mocked as the Maybot, her repetitions cut together and circulated virally via social media. Hers was a style of political communication perfected in the Tony Blair era that began in the 1990s, in which candidates were drilled in “message discipline,” repeating the same phrase over and over to ensure the key words made it onto the evening news. It worked then. But in the era of Facebook and Twitter, it exposed her to ridicule.

Corbyn was the polar opposite. By conventional standards, his stump speech hardly amounted to rousing oratory. Often rambling and with cadences that resolve in bathos, the sixty-eight-year-old Labour leader looks unspun, a survivor of the pre-Blair era when politics meant long speeches at public meetings rather than soundbites for TV. No longer scruffy—his handlers gave him a haircut, trimmed his beard, and put him in dark blue suits long ago—he nevertheless exudes a kind of retro authenticity. He can’t deliver a barnstorming speech the way Bernie Sanders can, but the two men share the earnest sincerity of the longtime outsider, the veteran campaigner for whom career advancement was never the driving purpose.

Corbyn benefited too from the equal-time rules that bind the broadcast networks during campaign season. Suddenly, he was granted access to TV shows that had previously depicted him only in snatched news reports, often focusing on his own colleagues’ low opinion of him. On the sofa on daytime TV, he revealed himself to be affable and engaging, chatting about his fondness for growing vegetables, rather than the firebreathing Marxist that the pro-Tory papers had established in the public mind. He was able to sweep aside lingering questions about his past associations with authoritarian regimes from Caracas to Tehran—or terrorist groups from Hamas to the Irish Republican Army—as so much ancient history. What were, in fact, expressions of solidarity on his part he recast as discreet efforts at peacemaking.

With nothing to lose, Corbyn turned up for various TV interviews or debates with the leaders of smaller parties that May had chosen to duck. She calculated that she would be granting him too much status if she debated him one-on-one, a view taken by several prime ministerial incumbents before her. But that allowed him to make his case. Whatever you thought of his politics, he was clearly a person comfortable in his own skin. The same could not be said of her.

It was on policy, however, that the Tories erred most egregiously. May’s manifesto included a proposal to fund all “social care” of the elderly—regardless of whether you were looked after in your own home or in a residential center—by posthumously taxing your home, down to your last $125,000. Among policy wonks, it seemed reasonable enough: it made sense to apply the same funding rules, no matter where you were being cared for. But it rattled a core component of the Tory base: the home-owning elderly. Under Britain’s National Health Service, they knew the government would meet their medical costs if they had cancer. Yet now they were being told they’d have to pay up if they succumbed to Alzheimer’s. Instantly, May’s move was dubbed the “dementia tax.”

The polling response was swift and disastrous. May reversed the policy within four days of its announcement, undermining her claim to be “strong and stable.” Worse, she pretended that “nothing has changed.” That made her look idiotic. She was now lampooned as “weak and wobbly,” selling a manifesto that nobody wanted, whose central proposal had been ditched.
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Again, the contrast with Labour was sharp. Corbyn’s program was packed full of treats for almost every segment of the electorate. The elderly were promised they’d keep every cash benefit they currently enjoyed, including those threatened by the Tories. Industries whose privatization in recent decades had become increasingly unpopular, most notably the railways, would return to public ownership. Most striking of all, the Labour manifesto promised to scrap university tuition fees, making higher education free of charge for everyone, just like it was in Corbyn’s day.

These and other proposals struck a chord in a public tired of post-crash austerity and fed up with stagnant wages, underfunded public services, and unaffordable homes. The anti-austerity message hit home to such an extent that it may well have enabled the Labour campaign to stay on track despite two terror attacks in two weeks: the first on the Manchester Arena, the second on London Bridge. Ordinarily, a shift in focus onto national security would have favored the Conservatives, as they eagerly reminded voters of Corbyn’s history of friendly contact with groups associated with terrorism. But Labour could hit back, noting that May, as home secretary from 2010 to 2016, had presided over cuts in police numbers in the name of balancing the books. In a powerful line, Corbyn argued that safety could not be bought “on the cheap.”

Post-election analyses attributed much of Labour’s success to the fact that younger voters in particular were receptive to Corbyn’s message, and especially his promise of a free college education. Corbyn’s rallies around the country, bringing out eight thousand in the relatively small city of Gateshead, for example, were filled by young devotees, in scenes that prompted ready parallels with the “Feel the Bern” days of the Sanders primary campaign. Support for Corbyn became a staple on social media, helped along by artists and musicians, including luminaries of grime, a hard-edged British strain of rap. #Grime4Corbyn spread via Snapchat and Instagram the case for registering to vote and, once you had, for voting Labour.

But while the notion of Generation Corbyn is an appealing one, it’s far from the whole story. For one thing, Labour led among all those under forty-five, not just the youngest. A close reading of voting patterns also shows that where Labour surged most was in areas with high concentrations of graduates and an ethnically diverse population. Strikingly, according to Robert Ford, a political scientist at the University of Manchester, Labour advanced furthest in seats “with the largest concentrations of middle-class professionals and the rich.” Meanwhile, the “Conservatives, long the party of capital…made their largest gains in the poorest seats of England and Wales.” This suggests a British political rift along class and education lines with parallels to the Clinton/Trump divide in the US.

Labour was able to attract another crucial group of voters too. It had long been assumed that those who had voted for the pro-Brexit UK Independence Party (UKIP), formerly led by Donald Trump’s pal and regular Fox talking head Nigel Farage, would desert the party this time: after all, its work was done. It was further assumed that those voters would flock en bloc to May, who had promised to implement their will and pursue Brexit, even in its hardest form—a Brexit that would see Britain depart not just the EU but also its single market and customs union. The municipal elections on May 5 suggested that May had succeeded in making the UKIP vote hers.

But analysis of the June 8 results shows a surprisingly large slice of UKIP voters breaking for Labour. One reading is that these were people who were not, after all, obsessed with Europe, but rather looking to cast a vote against the system itself—a system that had seen wages flatline for years, while depriving cherished public services, from schools and hospitals to local parks and libraries, of cash. Farage had once seemed an apt vehicle for that protest vote; now it was the anti-establishment Corbyn.

The other explanation is that Labour benefited from its own tortured opacity on Brexit. Torn between those who voted Leave in 2016, often white working-class voters in post-industrial towns, and its Remainers, often city-dwelling college graduates, the party had chosen to sit on the fence. Officially, it said it was committed to implementing Brexit, but with a hint of flexibility to reassure Remainers that Labour provided an alternative to May’s headlong rush for the EU exit. While yet another May slogan insisted “no deal was better than a bad deal,” Labour vowed that walking away from the EU without an agreement was not an option.

As for immigration, the decisive issue in the 2016 Brexit referendum, Corbyn said that the numbers of incoming foreigners would “probably” come down once the UK was no longer bound to comply with the EU right of free movement for its citizens; but he also signaled that protecting British jobs mattered more to him than curbing migration. That too was a contrast with May.

In government, such ambiguity would unravel fast. But in an election campaign, it worked like a charm, allowing Corbyn to recruit both hard-up, anti-immigration Leavers in Hull and well-heeled, cosmopolitan Remainers in Kensington, all at the same time. (Indeed, Labour’s vote share increased by twelve points in the strongest Remain voting areas.) The result is that, in an era dominated elsewhere by populist lurches to the right, Corbyn’s brand of left populism has become a potent force in British politics.

So what now? Once the election was done, May set about forming a government despite finding her party several votes shy of an overall majority. She turned for help to the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), the hard-line voice of Protestantism that dominates the still-sectarian politics of Northern Ireland. (One wit describes the party as “the political wing of the seventeenth century.”) The Democratic Unionists have ten seats in the Commons, which gets May just over the line. But they are unbending in their opposition to abortion and LGBT rights, especially same-sex marriage, which has unnerved those Conservatives who backed Cameron’s original project of modernizing their party and detoxifying its brand in the eyes of urban and suburban Britons. One can only imagine how easy it will be for Corbyn to use the Tory alliance with the DUP to galvanize his youth army in any future election. At the very least, Labour will be able to note the irony that it is now May, not Corbyn, who will be presiding over a “coalition of chaos.”

The overriding issue will, of course, be Brexit. The DUP supports it, but with reservations. It wants a “frictionless border” between the Irish Republic, which will remain in the EU, and Northern Ireland, which will be outside it—a goal that surely can only be realized if the UK leaves the EU but remains in the single market. This is the so-called “Norway model,” which notably requires Oslo to pay hefty dues to the EU in return for full access to the single market, but with no say over the market’s rules. More broadly, May no longer has the numbers in Parliament for a “hard Brexit”: there are enough Remainer rebels on her own side to deny her that option. If Corbyn were to demand a deal that keeps Britain in the single market—not his stance now—there would be plenty of Tories ready to side with him against her.

The larger problem for May is that her authority is shot. Her fellow Conservatives are allowing her to cling on in 10 Downing Street chiefly because none of them fancies taking on a suddenly strengthened Jeremy Corbyn just yet or handling the poisoned chalice that is Brexit. But it’s transparently clear that May is living on borrowed time. She will face her European counterparts—including, in Emmanuel Macron, a French president who is set to be buttressed by an enormous parliamentary majority—across the negotiating table as a diminished figure. (She already looked that way when she made her first post-election foreign trip on June 13, standing alongside Macron at a Paris meeting, flustered as her papers blew off her lectern.) They will know that she is, as one former colleague puts it, a “dead woman walking.”

European leaders may prefer to give the British prime minister nothing, waiting until she is replaced, either by a parliamentary coup administered by her own party or by Corbyn in yet another election, which could come as soon as this autumn or next spring. Not that the Tories are in any hurry to subject themselves to the voters again. Indeed, all that binds the Conservatives to May now is their reluctance to face Corbyn and his improbable alliance at the ballot box. Of her, the Tories have lost all fear. She is that most enfeebled of figures: the gambler who had everything and threw it away.

—June 15, 2017


