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Those of us Brits who took part in Operation 007 in Ohio expected to be part of history in the making. The force and energy of the Obama campaign took on a life of its own, capturing the imagination of people from all walks of life, many who had never previously voted, who were inspired by his message of change. Yet as we left behind the sunshine and hope of the US, and returned home to rain and cynicism in the UK, there was a nagging doubt - could this ever happen here? 
There are limits to the similarities between the countries. The presidential race is inherently one more based on the personality of the candidates, so character and celebrity play a stronger role in US elections than the party-dominated system in the UK. And the memories of 2004 polling day fiascos, with long queues in inner city strongholds, cast a long shadow over many Democrat activists – the electoral system itself it not something the UK need aspire to emulate. Yet as the Labour Government ambles towards the end of an historic third term in office, there is an ever more urgent need for progressives this side of the Atlantic to take lessons from Obama’s campaign. Labour activists may well have enviously looked on as the mass appeal and grassroots energy of Obamamania took hold of a nation – the Labour Party cannot afford to ignore how the strategy and tactics applied by the Democrats can work in the UK. 

It’s the mission, stupid! 

Change. Believe. Hope. To cynics these were vacuous words, distracting the public from a shortage of concrete policy initiatives. But to accept this view misses the point entirely. The challenges faced in today’s world – climate change, terrorism, a flawed market system – have no easy answers. To seek out and negotiate effective solutions, a very Fabian response is required – debate and dialogue with and between the people. As a primarily consensus building politician, Obama’s approach attempted to move beyond tit-for-tat partisanship, and draw into his campaign people from all walks of life. His platform was broad and explicitly value-laden, underpinned by an overriding belief in fairness and a vision of the good society. Above all, he defined himself by what he was for, not what he was against – he sought to build alliances based on people’s commonalities and shared social space. Obama’s campaign became a mass movement by tapping into a very basic and innately human desire: our need for a happy ending. Stories with happy endings dominate our cultural life, from fairytales to Hollywood blockbusters. Positive narratives are popular because they chime with our own personal ambitions and need for fulfilment. In times of economic insecurity and gloom, people seek this comfort even more. While the endgame was a better tomorrow, the means were explicitly collective – Obama’s cam- paign was driven by the sense that together we are greater than the sum of our parts. The fundamental change that is sought is bigger than any individual’s potential to realise it. But by working together, each contributing our part to the wider picture, the mission became personal, and therefore possible. Instead of being disillusioned by the scale of the challenge, supporters felt that as individuals they had the power to make an impact. These forces are powerful when harnessed by canny movements for change. Yet in the UK in recent years, it has been a force outside partisan politics that succeeded in capturing and directing this energy – Make Poverty History. The Labour Party must recapture its mission. Clumsy policies such as the 10p tax, an over-reliance on triangulation and a recurring reluctance to be bold on some core social justice issues have left people wondering who and what the Labour Party stands for. Without first defining this on a strategic level, the party creates no space in which to inspire and stir potential supporters into action. As Obama did so successfully, the party must make an irresistible case for office by articulating a positive vision of the future based on a credible analysis of where we are now. The battles of the 1980s and the solutions (and caution) that emerged in response in the 1990s still all too powerfully frame Labour’s approach to today’s world. Perhaps weathered by the responsibility of Government, ministers frequently make turgid cases for reform using technocratic and managerial language, rather than injecting policies with progressive values that are unmistakeably Labour. 

Respect, empower, include 

Obama’s overriding message was devised at the top, but his coalition of support was built from the bottom up. For his mission to succeed, Obama understood that it needed to be owned and championed by supporters in their localities. The organic evolution of the campaign which snowballed from the grassroots, reflected in its figurehead’s own political awakening as a community organiser, meant that it made sense in the diversity of settings which comprise the US – from urban New York to rural New Mexico. The leadership had the confidence in its supporters to let go of the message and allow them to apply it locally. Supporters were given the power and the tools to organise in their area. Canvassers were encouraged to tell their own story to potential voters about why they joined in, and why they believe so strongly in Obama. The personalisation of the campaign was powerful – supporting Obama was much more than agreeing to points within a manifesto: it was an identity. Obama’s tent was big and broad – all were welcomed inside. The first few months of campaign activity prioritised gathering new supporters over voter ID. When individuals expressed an interest in the campaign, however small or timid initially, they were immediately engaged and welcomed into the movement. Campaign staff established with potential volunteers what time and level of commitment they could give, and were continually thankful for all contributions. Opening the campaign up to all-comers didn’t equate to amateurism. Participation was taken seriously – a 70-page manual outlined the commitment and professionalism that was expected of volunteers. This put campaign activity, which can seem repetitive and feel isolating, in important context – it was made clear how actions such as canvassing fitted into the bigger picture and were essential to achieving the end goal. Volunteers were instructed to be polite and respectful at all times, and not to engage in arguments or exchanges with the Republican campaigners. The discipline and respect Obama presented at the top thereby filtered through the ranks of the campaign. The high expectation placed on recruits demonstrated a willingness to get the best out of them and turn them into local ambassadors of the campaign. Volunteers were trained and allocated clear roles, a strategy which fostered a positive sense of teamwork and was based on a realistic understanding of why people would want to contribute their time – to enhance their own personal progression and efficacy. It was a reciprocal deal – we invest in you and in turn you take responsibility for delivering our message into your community. Seeking to respect, empower and include volunteers in these ways was simple psychology: if people feel needed and rewarded, they will raise their game and keep coming back. These methods stand in contrast to the Labour Party, which operates on a model of top-down control, rather than horizontal network-building. The central party retains control over local communication and activists have little scope to divert from rigid party lines. Perhaps as a result of these imposing structures, local party activity tends to be dominated by closed and inward-looking procedural meetings, which pass resolutions upwards rather than reaching out into communities. A far better use of activists’ time would be building local coalitions around progressive causes, ensuring the Labour Party is championing issues at the heart of communities, relevant to people’s lives. The Labour Party membership sets up significant barriers between itself and the public. Supporters who contribute a lighter commitment are often viewed with cynicism by party stalwarts. Those who express an interest are immediately directed to full membership, rather than allowing a looser attachment to a fluid movement, which can be built on over time. All too often, grudging attitudes and a pile of clipboards await new recruits who do show an interest. Initial enthusiasm can quickly be dampened when those who turn up to help out on a Saturday are asked why they can’t come on a Sunday too. Labour must learn to open up to new people and be grateful when people contribute what they can.  The party must understand that while belief in the cause may stir people into action, this can only be sustained by investing in volunteers and creating a sense of personal efficacy within the context of a campaign.

“Be the change you wish to see in the world” 
Obama’s campaign understood the continuing resonance of Ghandi’s words. Its investment in communities will last longer than the brief window of an election campaign. The grassroots networks that were established, and existing ones that were drawn into his broad coalition, constitute a new generation of political campaigners and ambassadors that now face the challenge of creating change itself. 

Like any progressive cause, the Labour Party is at its best when anchored in the communities it represents, and can only govern the country by establishing broad coalitions of the people. To generate the mass appeal of Obama’s campaign, confident and clear strategy at the top must combine with energy and dynamism at the grassroots level, mobilising a progressive force that can face the challenges of the UK in 2009.

