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“Too many times, after the election is over, and the confetti is swept away, all those promises fade from memory, and the lobbyists and the special interests move in, and people turn away, disappointed as before, left to struggle on their own. That is why this campaign can’t only be about me. It must be about us – it must be about what we can do together.” 

Barak Obama, Declaration of Candidacy, Springfield, Illinois, 10th February 2007 
I had only been back from America for a few weeks when I received an invitation to a roundtable discussion with Jim Wallis, a well-known American faith leader and senior Obama advisor. Fifteen of us crammed into the Prime Minister’s office to hear him regale insider stories about the unlikely rise to the Oval Office of the self-confessed “skinny kid with a funny name”. Ever since returning from Ohio I had been struggling to pull together my thoughts about my time in America. It took me until that meeting to finally grasp what I, as Labour PPC for Cheltenham, could take from Obama’s victory. My insight came towards the end of the session when Jim Wallis summed up the ethos of the Obama campaign. “Social change”, he said, “comes about when mass movements push against an open door. Obama was that open door.” 

Jim Wallis’ comment took me back to my first day on the campaign trail. I had just arrived in Ohio when I was sent to what would become my base until election day - a field office in the heart of a large African-American community in the suburbs of Ohio. I was immediately struck by the depth of deprivation in the area. Boarded up houses were interspersed with ash covered plots where homes had burnt down years ago, never to be rebuilt. Yet, despite the poverty, I have never met people more enthused about politics. As I walked up and down the dusty streets, armed with Obama badge and clipboard, people ran out of their homes to greet me. Parents asked for Obama posters while their children pleaded for stickers of the man they hoped would become President. Young men, smoking cigarettes on street corners, implored me to keep pounding the streets until every single person in the community had gone out to vote for Obama. 

The excitement was palpable, a pertinent reminder of the power of politics to inspire. I quickly realised that the excitement in the community reflected a bitter past. On the doorstep people told stories about how politics had failed them – about how the Bush administration and the political establishment more widely had simply ignored the plight of poor communities like their own. Obama, I was told, would change all that. 

As the garden signs, pitched on so many front lawns proclaimed, Obama was ‘The Change We Need.’ On election day people from across Ohio waited for hours at polling stations to vote for Obama. Millions of people up and down America were doing the same thing. All felt they had been failed by mainstream politics for far too long. I met members of the ‘Steelworkers for Obama’, ‘Hispanics for Obama’, ‘Students for Obama’ – the list goes on. All were part of a mass movement seeking change from the divisive and exclusive politics of the past. A movement of grassroots organisations that came together to push against Obama’s open door. 

For me that is the key message of Obama’s victory. By working with grassroots organisations, politicians can become influential voices for both the mainstream and the marginalised. And even more than that - they can win elections. 

I was selected as Labour’s Prospective Parliamentary Candidate for Cheltenham six months ago. The constituency was created in the Great Reform Act of 1832, and since then has returned nine Conservatives and nine Liberals to Parliament. Cheltenham has never had a Labour MP. That is not to say that Labour has never had influence in the area. Parts of the constituency have historically been firm Labour but these have gradually turned Liberal over the years. Today, Labour has a tough time just being heard, drowned out by the Liberal/ Tory bickering that dominates the politics of the town. 

Drawing direct parallels between Obama’s campaign and my own was always going to be a daunting task. That Obama won an entirely different election to the one that I, and every other Labour parliamentary candidate, will fight hardly needs saying. British politics is fundamentally different to the American system and our electoral cycle is in a very different place. However, despite that, I firmly believe that the message I took from my time in America is as pertinent in Cheltenham as it is on the streets of Ohio. 

To understand its relevance it is worth going back to the founding of the Cheltenham Labour Party. When eighty hardy souls set up Cheltenham Labour in 1918 they wanted to create a constituency party that stood up for the town’s grassroots. They rejected the false choice between Liberal and Tory and instead, founded a local party steeped in the firm belief that power should come from the bottom up. Ninety years later and Cheltenham politics is dogged by the same remote right wing wrangling that so incensed my predecessors. As the Tories and the Liberals battle it out for the votes of an influential majority, far too many Cheltenham residents still find themselves ignored, their concerns squeezed out by a narrowly defined political agenda which pits Tory against Liberal over who can 

claim ownership of the issues upon which the seat may swing. Within that political context the case for Labour in Cheltenham remains as powerful as ever. 

The best way to make that crucial case isn’t through stump speeches or quotes in the local paper, however important these may be. It’s through practical action. While the Liberals and the Tories battle it out for the airwaves and column inches, Labour can make the case for progressive politics through its work in the community centres and churches of the town. We can be there to help Cheltenham Synagogue coordinate with other communities to find a ‘minyan’ for their Sabbathservice and help the Hesters Way Neighborhood Project get the funding it deserves. Labour can be there to support members of the Cheltenham Rotary Club in the important work they do for charity and help the Gloucestershire Punjabi Association reach its full potential. That’s the kind of politics that the Labour Party was always about. Labour began as a grassroots movement a century ago and that is what it must continue to be. 

That is why the message of Obama’s victory is so relevant to Cheltenham politics. What ultimately inspired all those people I met on the streets of Ohio wasn’t the newspaper headlines or even the soaring speeches. It was the sense that, in the right hands, politics provides the tools to transform society from the bottom up. As Michelle Obama succinctly put it, “Barack is not first and foremost a politician. He is a community activist exploring the viability of politics to make change.” It is that approach to politics that Labour must continue to fight for in Cheltenham.

It’s not going to be easy. Building long and lasting relationships with community groups and grassroots organisations will take time. I, along with Cheltenham’s Labour Party activists, will have to work hard to ensure that every group receives the support that they need. But that’s why we, in the Labour movement, got involved in politics in the first place. It was never about opinions polls or front pages. It wasn’t even about winning elections. It was always about opening doors.
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