
| 1

Labour’s Permanent Reformation

By Prof. Benjamin Selwyn
Global Research, June 16, 2017
Socialist Project

Region: Europe
Theme: Law and Justice, Police State &
Civil Rights, Poverty & Social Inequality

The 2017 British general election has generated the beginnings of a qualitative-change in
the relationship between the Labour Party, much of British society, and parliament. That
transformation can be understood as the emergence of a permanent reformation.

Labour’s much better-than expected support raises the distinct possibility of its victory in
the next election. Against all the odds – the polls, the hostile right-wing press, expectations
within the Labour Party itself – Jeremy Corbyn led the party through a brilliantly coordinated
campaign, presided over the biggest swing to Labour since the earth-shaking 1945 general
election, and placed socialist ideas firmly back on the political agenda.

The significance of the Labour surge is not, primarily, a question of a shift in the balance of
political power in parliament. It is much more profound than that. Labour’s campaign let the
proverbial genie of class politics out of the bottle.

The Genie of Class Politics

For decades that genie has been kept prisoner. First, under Margaret Thatcher’s momentous
attack upon the trade union movement and her declaration that there was “no such thing as
society.” Second, under Tony Blair’s third way progressive policies were framed as benign
gifts to the poor, to be delivered in a context where Labour was, in Peter Mandelson’s
infamous  words,  “intensely  relaxed  about  people  getting  filthy  rich.”  Blair’s  New  Labour
discouraged any revival of working class militancy. For example, he famously opposed and
beat back the Fire-Fighter’s strike for a 30K a year wage. Thirdly, following David Cameron’s
Conservative-led coalition, austerity was imposed with a vengeance, with working class
communities bearing the brunt.

During the election campaign Corbyn was relentless in his critique of the wealth-gap in the
UK.  The  campaign  gave  confidence  to  the  millions  of  people,  who  voted  Labour,  that  an
alternative to austerity is possible.

Jeremy Corbyn in a campaign rally (Source: Socialist Project)

While the Tories won the election, Theresa May’s authority is shattered, and the Tories are
weakened. But, whenever the next election comes, the Tories will be much better prepared.
They  will,  in  all  probability,  have  replaced  May  with  a  leader  who  can  communicate
effectively with the press and public. They will have a fully costed Manifesto. Their attacks
on Labour will be sharper and better coordinated. So what about Labour?

https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/benjamin-selwyn
https://socialistproject.ca/bullet/1433.php#continue
https://www.globalresearch.ca/region/europe
https://www.globalresearch.ca/theme/law-and-justice
https://www.globalresearch.ca/theme/police-state-civil-rights
https://www.globalresearch.ca/theme/police-state-civil-rights
https://www.globalresearch.ca/theme/poverty-social-inequality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_general_election,_2017
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/apr/08/margaret-thatcher-quotes
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/apr/08/margaret-thatcher-quotes
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/jan/26/mandelson-people-getting-filthy-rich
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/jan/26/mandelson-people-getting-filthy-rich
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/jan/26/mandelson-people-getting-filthy-rich


| 2

Labour’s result has put Corbyn firmly at the head of the party for the foreseeable future. The
key dynamic is not, however, within the parliamentary Labour Party. It is among the party’s
500,000+ membership and its support base.

The hung parliament represents a breathing space for  Labour,  and a chance for  it  to
consolidate, build upon, and strengthen its base. A core ingredient of Labour’s victory was
the unprecedented volunteer mobilization across the country to campaign and canvass for
the party. While the hugely successful Bernie Sander’s campaign was built over two years,
Labour’s election campaign was put into action over less than two months.

Can Labour Continue Its Momentum?

The question is, how can Labour increase the momentum of this campaign so that it can
prevail when it faces a better-organized Tory party at the next election?

There are a number of things that Labour can do. First, it must continue to increase its
membership base. Given the success of the campaign it is not unrealistic to aim for a
membership of 1 or even 2 million people. Members should be encouraged to contribute
financially to the party. A 1 or 2 million-strong party, with each member contributing £10 a
month, would generate the new-found resources with which to finance its momentum.

Secondly, membership and support for the party cannot be based, simply, on the electoral
cycle. The culture-ideology of neoliberalism – self-seeking individualism – has sunk deep
roots in the UK (and across much of the world). Labour needs to help generate a counter-
culture of solidarity and community to combat neoliberal ideology. A mass, subs-paying
membership, can contribute to financing a counter-cultural movement. Labour Party branch
meetings will, quite obviously, be a place to discuss local and national politics. But they
must be so much more. Tens of thousands of artists, intellectuals, and musicians support
Labour.  Branch  meetings  can  be  a  place  for  a  counter-cultural  flowering,  where  members
and  supporters  can  meet.  Well-financed  local  Labour  parties  can  support  myriad  cultural
events  (for  example,  showing  films  such  as  “I  Daniel  Blake”  with  discussions).

Thirdly,  Labour must engage in an ideological  insurgency. The Tory mantra during the
election was that Labour are fiscally irresponsible and that there is ‘no magic money tree’ to
pay for Labour’s projects. Let us leave aside that, in response to the global financial crisis,
the Bank of England and the UK Treasury collaborated to create £375-billion of new money
through quantitative easing. There is a real need for something approaching a Labour Party
membership and supporter education which explains the rationale of alternative economic
and social policies.

Fourthly, there is a need for a combination of defensive and offensive campaigning, at the
local and national level. Defensive campaigns will range across issues such as defending the
National  Health  Service  (NHS)  and  schools  against  cuts  and  privatization.  Offensive
campaigns will probably include those to reinstate free education, to cease arms-sales to
dictatorships (such as Saudi Arabia) to protect the environment, and ensure clean air for all.
Given the Tory party austerity-addiction and their desire to privatize everything in sight,
these campaigns will, more likely than not, be permanent as long as the Tories are in power.

Fifthly, and crucially, struggles and strikes by workers need to be supported and stimulated.
Theresa May leads the weakest Tory party government since the Edward Heath government
in the early 1970s. Strikes will not only contribute to weakening it further, but can also be
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part of the generation of a solidarity-based counter-culture.

The Labour Party sees itself as a family. The massive surge in support for it during the
election  represents  the  political  crystallization  of  the  yearning  for  a  different  form  of
government, democracy and society. The five points above could represent the first steps of
Labour’s permanent reformation. When it gains political office that reformation will need to
be ramped up all the more.

Benjamin Selwyn is  Professor  of  International  Relations and International  Development,
University of Sussex, UK. He is author of The Struggle for Development.

Featured image: credits to the owner

The original source of this article is Socialist Project
Copyright © Prof. Benjamin Selwyn, Socialist Project, 2017

Comment on Global Research Articles on our Facebook page

Become a Member of Global Research

Articles by: Prof. Benjamin
Selwyn

Disclaimer: The contents of this article are of sole responsibility of the author(s). The Centre for Research on Globalization will
not be responsible for any inaccurate or incorrect statement in this article. The Centre of Research on Globalization grants
permission to cross-post Global Research articles on community internet sites as long the source and copyright are
acknowledged together with a hyperlink to the original Global Research article. For publication of Global Research articles in
print or other forms including commercial internet sites, contact: publications@globalresearch.ca
www.globalresearch.ca contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the
copyright owner. We are making such material available to our readers under the provisions of "fair use" in an effort to advance
a better understanding of political, economic and social issues. The material on this site is distributed without profit to those
who have expressed a prior interest in receiving it for research and educational purposes. If you wish to use copyrighted
material for purposes other than "fair use" you must request permission from the copyright owner.
For media inquiries: publications@globalresearch.ca

http://eu.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-1509512780.html
https://socialistproject.ca/bullet/1433.php#continue
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/benjamin-selwyn
https://socialistproject.ca/bullet/1433.php#continue
https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG
https://store.globalresearch.ca/member/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/benjamin-selwyn
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/benjamin-selwyn
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca
https://www.globalresearch.ca
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca

