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Mrs Thatcher. Old Labour. The Kinnocks. New Labour. The Blairs. The miners strike, 

invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan. 

 

Perhaps too political for our tastes? With a hint of Greek tragedy? A modern 

interpretation of Sophocles' Antigone. A sister who risks everything to retain her 

brother‘s honour. Benn weaves an ancient story from the earliest democracy in Greece 

into a gripping and sensitive tale of contemporary British life.  

 

One of Us is an ironic title - a phrase used by Maggie Thatcher to refer to 

conservatives, including some in her cabinet, who were less than wholehearted in their 

support for her radical project. . Hugo Young then used One of Us as the title for his 

biography of Mrs Thatcher. The phrase implies not being from the right class or 

family or of not fitting into a family or political group. The tragedy that unfolds in 

One of Us is about Jack - one of the Adams family - not fitting in. Jack doesn‘t fit into 

his family or with the thinking and actions of New Labour. 

 

Many group members said that they would never have chosen to read this book if we 

had not been reading it in the groups. And yet the majority agreed that One of Us was 

a very good read. Why?  Rich in plot and characters, tension mounts, making us want 

to read on and find out what happened. For some, the book starts a little slowly. 

Others were gripped by the intriguing opening in March 2003. A top journalist is 

meeting with Anna to investigate a “good old British cover-up.” Anna says that Jack 

did what he did for a good reason. But we don’t know what he did and our 

imaginations start working overtime. (Some imagined worse horrors than what 

actually happened.) The main story is interspersed with flashbacks to these interviews 

and little by little the tragedy is revealed. 

 

Benn’s novel One of Us spans more than thirty years of British life. She comes from a 

highly political family: father Tony Benn – former cabinet minister and now seen as 

left-wing “treasure” and brother Hilary Benn – currently environment Minister in 

Gordon Brown’s cabinet. She portrays, with sympathy and sensitivity, how difficult it 

is to juggle political and personal lives. But the book is no apologia for the “political 

class”.  
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Melissa Benn credibly depicts the growing relationship between the two families - the 

Adams and the Givings: friends who become like extended family to each other.  

Some of us have close friends we feel are more like family than friends. Some 

German readers were surprised and slightly disbelieving at this sort of close friendship. 

“Wouldn’t happen here,” they said. In one group we also discussed the perceived 

casual British use of “love you.” “We’d never say I love you on the phone” - was one 

German comment. In Britain we’ll often say love you to very close friends. 

 

The friendship between the families is initially between David Adams, an established 

and successful lawyer and his younger colleague, Andy Givings. David is probably 

looking for a substitute younger brother. David’s brother had a tragic accident which 

has haunted David all of his life.  Andy is probably hoping to gain from a friendship 

with a highly respected „ name.” Already ambitious, he can only benefit from a close 

association with the older man. The families get together socially for the first time in 

1971. We see the meeting through the eyes of eleven year old Anna Adams.  

 

The first chapter opens like a fairy story  

 

“Once upon a time, there was a family of six, a mummy and a daddy and two boys and 

two girls., who lived in a tidy, tall house, with a dark green front door and big 

windows in a quiet street with plane trees and a bright red post-box right outside the 

door.” 

 

Benn's protagonist, Anna Adams, is later described by her husband-to-be as  

 

“the perfect product of a middle-class London family. An impeccably liberal 

upbringing and all that. Lucky old you.” 

 

Or perhaps not so lucky. As with all seemingly perfect families, this one has cracks 

beneath the surface. Anna's brother Jack is a rebel and a lost soul, while her other 

sibling Matt has developed from a wide-eyed activist to a narrow-focused spin-doctor. 

Her father, an eminent leftwing barrister, is kind but distant, retreating into his study, 

the “Secret Room”. His wife Fiona hovers outside his study, too frightened to 

interrupt him. 

 

What Benn does brilliantly is close-up Jane Austen-style observation of social life, 

describing the hard-line political arguments in fine houses over very expensive 



cheeses. She hones in on champagne socialists – highlighting their weaknesses. As 

Givings' wife Clare talks to a female MP, Anna notes:  

 

“There was a quality of mildly desperate animation about both women ... Clare had 

the slight defensiveness of the politician's spouse, the MP the ersatz humility of the 

more well-known.” 

 

Elsewhere, politics still seems to be a man's game, even in the newest of Labour 

circles. Tony Blair proudly introduced his „Blair babes“ to the country - there were 

more women MPs than ever before. But on the home front nothing had really changed. 

During a dinner for the Adams and Givings families, the women keep silent and 

attend to children, while the men raucously debate policy - on single mothers. Their 

husbands are still controlling:  

 

“For a minute Anna saw her sister and herself, from above, as if bound by a tiny 

vibrating wire, incarcerated within neighbouring, invisible cages.” 

 

Naturally, there is a charismatic, Blair-like character: Andy Givings. At first the novel 

is misty-eyed about his role – there is a brilliant campaigning scene. Givings shows 

off his people skills with a moment of chat and handholding with a downtrodden mum 

on an estate which “captures the essence of democratic politics”. Givings follows the 

traditional political road map from idealism to compromise, when he learns „ how to 

patch up his own wounds and to abandon those who are more badly injured”. 

 

He develops the killer instinct – a necessary trait for survival- Benn asks? 

 

 "Those who know how to move other people around the chessboard of their minds 

and hearts, disentangle themselves from the kinds of human commitment that hold 

them back.” 

 

Anna understands now: at both the lowest and highest levels of worldly endeavour, 

success is not the issue, it is much more bloody than that. It is simply about survival.” 

 

One of Us charts Anna's love, marriage and disillusionment in parallel with the 

political high of Blair's election in 1997 and the lows of the Iraq war, and her brother 

Jack's decision to become a “direct activist”. Anna is the only member of her family to 

try to understand Jack. His mother, from the moment he is born, is unable to bond 



with him. A classic explanation for a troubled youth. Jack, from a young age, rebels 

against the superficiality of his parents‘ attitudes. 

 

Jack would say over and over again, “All they care about is how things seem. On the 

surface. They are not concerned with how things really are.” 

 

Jack chooses to work with the homeless and he has a talent for helping them in an 

unpatronising way. He is clearly a sensitive and caring man but his personal life is a 

mess. He has difficulty, like his father, in connecting with people emotionally. He 

falls in love with a fantasy - a woman who will never return his love. Gradually he 

becomes more and more angry at the invasion of Iraq. His emotions are described 

through his emails to Anna. A minority of group members saw him purely as mentally 

unbalanced, most of us sympathised with him. His final protest at the Iraq war is 

dramatic and moving. He sets himself alight outside the House of Commons on the 

day of the invasion.  

 

His protest is totally hushed up. Shocking but credible. Andy punishes Anna for 

insisting on telling Jack’s story to a national newspaper. She has worked for two years 

to try to save her marriage, to forgive her husband for an affair. Only to be forced to 

read about countless other affairs that she had not known about in a Sunday tabloid.  

 

In the background are all the other Adams and Givings family members. Perhaps 

Benn included too many characters .We hardly get to know Laura, Janet and Greg. 

Laura is a clone of her mother and emerges unscathed .She eventually learns to be 

independent and becomes a photographer. Two other characters are nearly destroyed 

by their principles: Dan and Matt.  

 

Dan Givings is in the shadow of his famous and charismatic father. He is unable to 

succeed as a journalist as he cannot bring himself to expose his father. We sensed that 

if he and Anna had got together, Anna would have had a happier marriage. There is a 

bond between them from their first meeting. They both love reading and find a retreat 

together in the „secret room.” Much later, Anna goes to see Dan when she learns of 

her husband‘s affair.  Dan feels betrayed by his father when he destroys Anna‘s life. 

He is obviously fiercely loyal to Anna and has probably been in love with her all of 

his life. Sadly we see him at the end of the novel, crushed and severely depressed.  
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Even Andy‘s wife Clare, who has seemed a strong character, cannot forgive Andy for 

destroying her eldest son. She ages visibly and appears more like his mother than his 

wife. Meanwhile Andy flourishes and we assume he continues to have a successful 

political life. His personal relationships are damaged but his power remains intact.  

 

Matt Adams is also loyal to Andy Givings. He works tirelessly for years to help Andy 

get elected. Unable to support the Iraq war, he is sidelined into a minor role – 

sacrificed by Andy when he is no longer useful to him. Both Dan and Matt are made 

to suffer for their perceived “weakness”. Family and friendship are secondary to 

success and survival. Many of us have had experience of direct political involvement 

and we recognised these circumstances. Power corrupts and it is often the families 

who suffer.  

 

Politicians usually start out with the best of intentions, Andy is not a bad person, and 

Jack is more fond of him than of his own father. But Andy is drawn into political 

intrigue and must follow the party line. He believes that the Iraq war is justified - to 

protect the nation’s security. He must support the action taken by the Government, 

even if it seems to be a mistake.  (As we know, Blair’s golden image is already 

tarnished by his support for intervention in Iraq). Jack is a symbol of the anti war 

movement. Only history will show who will have the higher moral authority….. 

 

Highly recommended  

 

One of Us entwines a fictional story into the reality of day-to-day politics. Benn is 

more concerned with family politics than in making a political point. It is also a 

fascinating snapshot of Britain during the last thirty years – some references proved to 

be a little frustrating for some of our German members.  

 

A picture of new Labour from an old Labour perspective, but more than that. A 

portrayal of how the realities of modern western democracy – in the UK certainly but 

probably more widely - change and harden basically decent, even idealistic people.  

 

-Antigone’s dilemma recreated for the 21st century –  
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