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Since November 2008 there have been a lot of events in Labour circles entitled 'lessons from the Obama campaign'. Many of them seem to have focused on Obama's use of the internet to campaign. The online Obama/Biden campaign was certainly prodigious and impressive, and yielded fantastic results especially in terms of fund raising. However, what people don't seem to realise is that, while Labour certainly do need to make better use of the internet, it doesn't really matter if we're not engaging people on the doorstep with our message. 
 

It really annoys me that 'liberals' in the UK who were stubbornly pessimistic about Obama's chances throughout the whole campaign are now trying to recast his victory as being about the fancy packaging rather than the product. This is pretty laughable if you consider that many of the people we spoke to in the precinct our team were assigned to in Ohio didn't have so much as a phone line, never mind a broadband connection. They turned out to vote for Obama in record numbers because of positive campaigning, superb field organisation and the enthusiasm created by a compelling candidate with a compelling message.

 

Furthermore this isn't something unique to US-style movement politics. Nor to campaigns with such extravagantly impressive (and arguably symbolic) figure heads as Obama. There's a pervasive cynicism in UK politics about voters and the ability to inspire them which I find complacent and irritating. It's eminently possible to galvanise even electorates which some consider to be apathetic and disaffected such as voters in local council elections where turnout is traditionally low.  From my own experience campaigning in the Oxford City Council elections in 2008, with lots of hard work on the doorstep all year round, enthusiastic candidates who have a good understanding of the community and some positive ideas, it is entirely possible to counter a massive national swing against Labour and get voters excited about participation. It's hard work, but then it should be, considering what's at stake, and I think that this is the most compelling lesson to be learned from such campaigns.

In the US a black, progressive democrat with 'the most liberal voting record in the Senate' was elected President, in Oxford Labour took back the Council in a year which was called Labour's worst since 1968; very different scenarios but both impressive feats accomplished by surprisingly similar means.


