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Barack Obama’s campaign has been analysed from every conceivable angle since his incredible victory in November. Some have argued that we should adopt his tactics wholesale in our Labour campaigning. Others have criticised this as naïve, stating that the differences between a British general election and an American presidential election make any supposed lessons untenable. 

Neither view is entirely accurate, nor is either entirely wrong, but all commentators have united in amazement at the astronomical sums of money raised by the Obama campaign. Obama raised more than $650 million for his presidential campaign – more than double the amount raised by John Kerry in 2004, and eclipsing the $84.1 million in federal funding accepted by John McCain. This allowed him to open offices in areas previously neglected by the Democrats – Obama had 82 offices in Ohio, nearly twice as many as McCain. 

Yet, despite this funding discrepancy, Obama won by only 4% in Ohio and 6% overall. Beyond the slick posters and amusing badges (my favourites included ‘Alaskan wildlife for Obama’ and ‘Disco- bama’), this was a traditional campaign, albeit brilliantly executed. For all his monetary advantage, Obama couldn’t have won the presidency without the efforts of the unpaid volunteer movement he built up in little over two years. Labour’s lessons from Obama are found in the importance of this movement. The traditional nature of the campaign means that there are valid lessons for us to take from the Democrat’s victory. 

The members of this movement registered previous non-voters throughout the swing states and then knocked on their doors again in the weeks leading up to the election to make sure that they used their newly-acquired right. Because of these efforts, 68% of first-time voters chose Obama. While paid staff and field offices were necessary to coordinate volunteers, this result could not have been achieved without the mobilisation of this unpaid Obama Army. In Ohio, 55,000 volunteers knocked on 1 million doors during election day – in a state of only 8.2 million voters! Exit polls reported that 53% of Ohio voters had been contacted by Obama’s campaign, against 35% by McCain’s campaign. These figures explain his narrow win in the state. 

Yet, while the Democrats had to build their own movement, Labour is in a better position – ours already exists. The coalition of Labour Party, trade unions and socialist societies, which forms the labour movement, may need to be re-vitalised but there is no need to build it from scratch. 

Many commentators, over-emphasising Obama’s fundraising success, have assumed that Labour could not replicate his victory due to our parlous financial condition and the unique nature of Obama’s movement. Neither is true. Volunteers cost nothing, and we already have our movement. The Obama campaign was not novel – it was a traditional campaign, run exceptionally well. They canvassed target areas, spoke to voters, and then worked to get their vote out on election day. These tactics are not new. They worked so efficiently due to the unprecedented numbers of volunteers, many of whom had not worked on a political campaign before, amassing highly accurate information on voters and persuading them to get to the polls. Obama’s $650 million did not create this army of volunteers, and Labour’s lack of funds should not preclude us from doing the same. 

But how to go about this? Obama’s campaign ruthlessly targeted their resources. Many of the Ohio volunteers had been called from Democratic strongholds such as New York, Illinois and California, or Republican strongholds in the South. Volunteers in Texas called voters in Ohio; drivers from New Jersey ferried around volunteers in Virginia. Yet, all too often in our party, local rivalries and factionalism prevent us from targeting our resources in this way. If a campaign backed by such a wealth of volunteers is willing to ruthlessly target, isn’t it even more incumbent on Labour, with our more limited pools of activists, to do the same? 

Obama reached out beyond the groups that normally participate in Democratic politics - embracing community groups, churches, single-issue campaigns, and anybody who shared the Democrats’ ideals but did not form part of their traditional coalition. Labour must do the same to re-build our battered movement. Too often, Labour Party membership constitutes a barrier to volunteers becoming engaged with Labour campaigns and values. There is a sense in many local Labour parties that, if you’re not a member, you can have no role in Labour’s work. This attitude costs the party the support of many community and single-issue groups, and inhibits us from energising a mass movement, as developed by Barack Obama. If members of a local Greenpeace group share Labour’s aims for the environment, but do not wish to join the party, why shouldn’t they take part in Labour environmental campaigns? If a local Labour MP is campaigning for better street lighting around a university town, surely students shouldn’t have to join the party in order to take part in the campaign? Reaching out to local and single-issue groups – many of which share Labour’s ethos even if they disagree with specific policies – could provide the basis for the reinvigoration of the labour movement. Doing this does not require enormous funding. It merely requires a recognition that Obama’s victory was built on his movement of volunteers, knocking on doors and meeting voters. Local Labour parties must seek outside partners for their campaigns. Some previous sceptics might even join the party! But membership is not the aim – only through building a broad progressive movement can Labour achieve its goals of social justice and equality. 

Obama trusted his volunteers to make their own contacts, through outside organisations, friends and family. CLPs must be free to develop their own campaigns and coalitions, making full use of technology and local connections to energise the next generation of activists and to keep them in touch with Labour’s work. Of course, a disciplined message is important for a political party to win an election campaign. However, that message can be communicated in a myriad ways. Labour can learn a great deal from Obama’s strategy of maintaining tight control over his campaign messages and personal image, while allowing activists to spread those messages in their own way, online and through personal contacts. 

We can also learn from the support offered by the Obama campaign to volunteers. Accurate records were taken of every door knocked on by a volunteer, and every contact made, allowing us to compare ‘strike rates’ at the end of the campaign. Offices were well stacked with briefings and materials to assist casual volunteers who might offer a couple of hours of their time at the end of the working day. Of course, a war chest of over half a billion dollars helps to staff offices and create materials, but the way in which volunteers’ contributions were recorded and valued does not cost money, and goes a long way to incentivise activists to work ever harder for a campaign.  

Opening up the party and creating a broad-based progressive movement will strengthen Labour, not dilute it. Obama’s campaign has shown the powerful necessity of creating a mass army of volunteers. This will not be easy and it might mean changing the traditional branch and party structure but, hey, yes we can! This is vital to the future of our party - the lesson from Obama’s victory is not the money that talks, but the movement that walks. 
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