
14 | Spare Change News • June 23 - July 6, 2017

www.sparechangenews.net

OPINION

Andrew Warburton

For many Americans, the 
name Jeremy Corbyn 
probably meant very 
little until recently when 

the U.S. media reported that the 
British Labour Party had robbed 
the ruling Conservative Party 
of its parliamentary majority, 
resulting in a “hung parliament.” 

A hung parliament is a 
situation in U.K. politics in 
which no political party wins an 
overall majority, and therefore 
one party has to form a “minority 
government,” possibly with the 
help of smaller parties. 

The shocking thing about the 
election result was not just how 
unexpected it was but how it 
forced political commentators to 
question everything they thought 
they knew about politics and the 
British public.

In 2015, Labour Party 
members, dismayed by another 
electoral defeat under a 
centrist party leader, elected 
an uncompromising socialist, 
Jeremy Corbyn, to lead the 
party and take the fight against 
austerity to the Tories. From that 
moment on, Corbyn faced an 
unprecedented smear campaign 
in the notoriously right-wing 
(and billionaire-owned) British 
media. 

Corbyn was portrayed, by 
turns, as naive, dangerous, 
extreme, out of touch and even 
stupid and uneducated. His every 
move was analyzed for signs of 
subversion or lack of patriotism—
from the depth of his bow at an 
armed forces memorial ceremony 
to the appearance of his collar and 
tie in parliament. 

Of course, many of these issues 
were blown out of all proportion, 
but in a country in which a small 
cartel of media barons has the 
ability to create conversations, it’s 
no surprise that the public’s first 
impression of Corbyn was a bad 
one.

After his election as 
Labour leader, it soon became 
commonplace to say that Corbyn 
was out of touch with the public 
and only appealed to hardcore 
Labour activists. Commentator 
after commentator—from the 
liberal left to the hard-right of 
The Telegraph newspaper—

said Labour under Corbyn was 
heading for electoral annihilation. 

When Conservative Prime 
Minister Theresa May called a 
“snap election” to take advantage of 
Corbyn’s dreadful poll ratings and 
aim for a Conservative landslide, 
Labour were a gobsmacking 20 
points behind the Conservatives 
in the polls. 

Fortunately for Labour, 
Corbyn and, arguably, the British 
public, the expected result didn’t 
happen. 

Not only did Labour not lose 
the 50–100 seats many were 
projecting, they gained 29 seats, 
many of which were in solidly 
Conservative-voting areas, 
including Canterbury, which has 
been Conservative for 100 years. 
They also attracted an extra 3 
million votes. 

Almost everywhere, Labour’s 
vote surged, and many once-
safe Conservative seats are now 
marginal. Labour now has a path 
to power, which was unthinkable 

before.
How did this happen, what 

does it tell us and why should 
Americans care?

Labour’s campaign showed 
that when social democratic 
ideas are given a fair hearing, 
they really are popular. Ending 
austerity, which the Conservatives 
had imposed on the United 
Kingdom two years after the 
2008 financial crash; reversing tax 
cuts to corporations, increasing 
taxes on the rich to pay for 
public services, nationalizing 
the energy companies and rail, 
and abolishing university tuition 
fees—none of these ideas were 
considered vote winners in a 
country characterized, for many 
years, as thoroughly Thatcherite 
or neoliberal. 

As it turns out, the election 
turned on these issues in favor of 
Labour.

Labour also showed that a 
political party can count on young 
people and first-time voters to 

turn out in droves if there’s a 
message they can believe in, and 
this contradicts the “received 
wisdom” of commentators who 
say that those who don’t vote will 
simply never vote. The Labour 
Party no longer needs to sacrifice 
its democratic socialist principles 
to win power; it can carry a bold 
message to the public, and if it 
campaigns well, the public will 
respond enthusiastically. 

One surprising, untold 
story of this election is the role 
Americans played. It was Bernie 
Sanders activists who traveled 
to the United Kingdom to train 
Labour Party activists in the 
best campaigning methods. It 
was also American activists from 
Sanders’ group Our Revolution, 
in collaboration with Labour 
Party members living in America, 
who used the latest campaigning 
technologies to mobilize activists 
in target seats—all from this side 
of the pond! 

 The level of transatlantic 

activity in the election was 
phenomenal, and the results 
should be a lesson to the 
Democratic Party and to all 
progressives here in the United 
States about how to connect with 
the public and win.

I’ll end with a quote from 
Bernie Sanders who spoke 
recently at the People’s Summit 
in Chicago: “[The Labour Party] 
won seats not by moving to the 
right, not by becoming more 
conciliatory—they won those 
seats by standing up to the ruling 
class of the UK. And all of us 
congratulate Jeremy Corbyn 
and his team for what they’ve 
accomplished.”

If you’re a Labour Party 
member living in Massachusetts 
or if you’re eligible to join the party 
and wish to meet other Labour 
Party members, please email li-
usa-boston@labourinternational.
net. n

CORBYN’S LESSON FOR AMERICAN 
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