
ELECTION 2019

ThE 2019 gENErAL ELECTION
result in Britain represented a
significant but not irreversible

setback for the labour movement and the
left. A clear majority of working-class voters
aligned themselves with the politics of
identity — British, Scottish or European —
rather than class. 

The scale of  the defeat should neither be
minimised nor magnified. Even more importantly,
the reasons for that defeat must be understood
and the correct lessons drawn from it. 

Labour’s share of  the popular vote in Britain
fell from 41per cent (12.9m) in 2017 to 33.1per
cent (10.3m). Even so, Jeremy Corbyn and
Labour still won a bigger percentage than in 1995
(31.5 per cent), 2010 (29.7 per cent) and 2015
(31.2 per cent). 

The biggest drop was in the number of  seats
won by Labour — from 262 in 2017 to 203, the
lowest since 1935. Many of  the party’s 60 losses
were in constituencies that had been represented
by Labour MPs for 60 years or more: 24 of  them
had never elected a Tory in their history. 

A host of  factors have been put forward to
explain Labour’s defeat: the calibre of  party
leader Jeremy Corbyn; the unceasing media
campaign portraying him as an unpatriotic, anti-
Semitic, communist or Marxist who has
supported Irish and Middle East terrorism and
would strip Britain of  its security and military
defences; the content and presentation of
Labour’s manifesto; the intervention of  the Brexit
Party, and the effectiveness of  the Tory Party’s
appeal and campaign.The cumulative effect of
this anti Corbyn, anti-Labour propaganda
offensive exceeded the level reached in 2017, yet
far too many Labour candidates stayed silent
when they should have defended their party and
its leaders. 

The ferocity of the offensive reflected the fear
raised in ruling-class circles by the left and
progressive measures contained in Labour’s
general-electionmanifesto. It threatened to make
deeper inroads into capitalist wealth and power
than those in the 2017 manifesto, although the
difference was a quantitative rather than a
qualitative one.While Labour’s expenditure plans
induced scepticism, many of the policies —
renationalisation of the railways and energy
utilities, massive state investment in public services
and housing, a more progressive tax system, a
job-creating “Green New Deal,” substantial
increases in the minimum wage and social-welfare
benefits — were individually popular. 

The selective intervention of  the Brexit Party in
order to help the Tories cost Labour no more
than a handful of  seats. But there should be no
doubt about the appeal of  Boris Johnson’s main
campaigning slogan: “Get Brexit Done.” 

This exposed by far the biggest weakness in
Labour’s own campaign and manifesto, one which
explains much of  the gulf  between the party’s
electoral performances in 2017 and 2019. 

In the first of  these elections, Labour had
pledged to honour the decision made by 17.4
million referendum voters in 2016 that Britain
should quit the EU. This could only mean that
Labour would enable Brexit, after trying to
amend the appropriate legislation. 

Around four million Leave voters in 2016 went
on to support Labour in 2017, many of  them also
attracted by Labour’s bolder manifesto under the
new leadership of  Corbyn. They comprised
around one-third of  Labour’s popular vote,
helping the party to win 30 extra seats and
increase its share of  the poll by 10 points to 41%
– one of  its highest levels of  electoral support in
50 years. 

Yet far from honouring the Brexit result, most
Labour MPs then proceeded to oppose and delay
every effort in the House of  Commons to pass
Theresa May’s withdrawal agreement negotiated
with the EU. This was despite the fact that
neither this nor the accompanying political
declaration contained any substantial clause
which contradicted Labour policy. 

In truth, many Labour MPs and a group
around former prime minister Tony Blair
had no intention of allowing Brexit to
happen. They helped organise and
supported the millionaire-funded
“People’s Vote” movement for a second
referendum to overturn Brexit. 

Together with most “Eurosceptic” Labour MPs,
they also failed or refused to vigorously defend
the millions of  working-class and Labour
supporters of  Brexit against a relentless barrage
of slanderous propaganda labelling them as
ignorant, aged, gullible bigots and racists. 

Opinion surveys confirm that the main reason
why a clear majority of  voters opposed EU
membership in the 2016 referendum was
because they wanted to reclaim Britain’s
sovereignty, in practice. The desire to take back
full control over all immigration — whether
motivated by xenophobic feelings or not — was
a secondary reason, not the primary one. 

By 2019, support for a second referendum had
become official Labour policy as first rather than
a last resort, with many of  its advocates insisting
that the options should exclude any exit from the
EU single market and a customs union. 

Prominent members of  the party’s shadow
cabinet made clear their intention to campaign
against any type of  EU withdrawal agreement in
such a referendum, even one negotiated by their
own incoming Labour government. 

Corbyn’s announcement that he would be
neutral as the prime minister in any future
referendum only compounded the confusion and
disarray. 

In the light of  all these developments, many
Labour-inclined Leave supporters concluded that
the party had shifted decisively to a “Stop Brexit”
stance. 

In many close-knit communities hard hit by
industrial decline since the 1970s, people saw
this as another, more grievous, example of
neglect and even betrayal by their own party, its
leadership and a London metropolitan “elite.” 

They demonstrated their disaffection in the
May 2019 English local elections, when higher
than usual levels of  abstention cost Labour its
control of  councils such as Bolsover, Bolton,
Burnley, Darlington, Hartlepool, Middlesborough,
NE Derbyshire and Stockton-on-Tees. 

Three weeks later, the Brexit Party heavily
outpolled Labour in every region except London
to win the EU Parliament elections, with higher
than average levels of  abstention contributing to
a collapse of  the Labour vote in traditional
Labour-supporting areas. 

These danger signals were ignored,
particularly by anti-Brexit campaigners
who highlighted LibDem and green
advances and claimed — with no
substantive evidence — that public
opinion was turning substantially in
favour of a second referendum and
against Brexit. 

The almost total silence of  the “Eurosceptic”
left in the labour movement — with a few
honourable exceptions — also played a
significant part in allowing the shift towards a
“Stop Brexit” position to take place. Many anti-
EU socialists ceased all public criticism of  the EU
after Corbyn’s election as party leader in 2015. 

Any hope that this would conciliate
intransigent pro-EU elements in the
Parliamentary Labour Party and create unity
around the party’s left leadership proved futile.
Furthermore, it meant that idealist illusions
about the EU could grow without serious
challenge among many young and new party
members. 

Throughout this period, the Communist Party
maintained its policy of  opposing EU
membership on left-wing, internationalist and
anti-imperialist grounds. We sought to explain
that the EU is not a model of  international
cooperation in order to promote economic and
social progress, democracy and peace. 

Rather, it is an alliance of  Europe’s major
capitalist states. Its treaty-based laws, institutions
and processes protect and promote the interests
of  Europe’s major monopoly corporations
through policies of  austerity, marketisation,
privatisation, labour flexibility and the free
movement of  capital and commodities. 

The 2007 Lisbon Treaty explicitly aligned the
EU’s foreign and security policy with Nato,
rearmament and the establishment of  new EU
military structures. 

Moreover, the Communist Party warned
repeatedly that powerful elements in the Labour
Party attached more importance to stopping
Brexit than to winning a general election. This
was alienating many supporters in Labour’s
industrial and post-industrial heartlands,
reinforcing their conviction that voting — for
Labour or anybody else — changes nothing. 

At the same time, the CP continued to put the
case strongly for voting Labour everywhere in the
forthcoming general election on the basis that its
domestic programme, in particular, would serve
the interests of  the working class and peoples of
Britain. 

The Communists take no satisfaction
from being proved right on December 12,
when up to two million people who had
voted Leave in 2016 and Labour in 2017
deserted the party in 2019. A very big
Yougov survey indicates that many of
them abstained, while some voted Tory
or for the Brexit Party. 

Of the 54 seats lost by Labour to the Tories,
52 had voted Leave in 2016. In Britain as a whole,
the Tory vote exceeded Labour’s in every social
category. 

In Scotland, Labour lost six of  its seven seats to
the SNP, who now demand a second referendum
on independence. While the nationalists won 48
of the 59 Scottish seats, its appeal to non-
nationalist and anti-Brexit electors still left the
SNP short of  a majority mandate for a repeat
referendum, with 45 per cent of  the poll. 

The Communist Party reiterates its support for
progressive federalism and labour movement
unity, for a Scottish Parliament with sufficient
powers and resources to challenge capitalist
market forces. 

In Northern Ireland, Irish republican and
nationalist MPs now outnumber pro-UK unionists
for the first time since the province was carved
out of  Ulster by the British in 1921. The
Communist Party of  Britain maintains the
position it has held since then, for the peaceful
reunification of  Ireland and its working class
north and south. 

Boris Johnson now has enough Tory MPs to
take Britain out of  the EU no later than January
31 next. 

The CP will expose and attack major
weaknesses in the new Withdrawal Agreement
Bill, notably the £30bn divorce settlement and
any alignment with the EU Single Market rules
which inhibit state aid to industry, comprehensive
public ownership, state borrowing for
investment, controls over capital, public
procurement reform, labour market regulation
and the restructuring of  VAT. 

Prime Minister Johnson will now face intense
ruling-class pressure to keep Britain closely
aligned with the pro-market, pro-big business
rules of  the EU Single Market during and after
next year’s transition period. 

Labour MPs should seek to challenge this
where possible, but attempts to delay or defeat
the Brexit Bill could prove as counter-productive
as they will be futile. 

The sooner the question of  Britain’s formal
exit from the EU is settled, the better it will be
for all who want to pay more attention to other
serious issues facing our society. 
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Following the Tories’ general election
victory, it is vital to identify the main
features of the ruling class agenda in

Britain in these new political conditions.
Its immediate objective will be to resolve

Britain’s political crisis by making an orderly exit
from the EU while retaining maximum access to
European markets. 

Most of big business and its dominant section in
the City of London will be content to maintain the
close alignment with single market rules, although
the immediate threat of progressive state
intervention has passed. 

As Boris Johnson’s government begins
negotiations on future relations with the EU,
notably a free trade agreement, differences may
arise over regulatory standards, non-EU “third
party” imports and trade relations, European
Court of Justice jurisdictions and the like. 

While the labour movement should always
seek to maintain the highest standards, it should
not support arrangements which lock Britain into
the permanently pro-market rules, institutions and
procedures of the EU. 

Whereas pro-monopoly capitalist governments
in Britain can be replaced by mass activity and the
ballot box, no mechanisms exist to do this at EU
level.

Instead, the left and the labour and progressive
movements in Britain must urgently reorientate
their political outlook, away from a largely idealist,
illusory and dependency view of the EU and
towards a class-based analysis of its real
character. 

The Leave, Fight and Transform (LeFT)
initiative has vital work to do to assist in
this process. 

The Communist Party will continue to advance
the perspective of “popular sovereignty” as the
progressive alternative to competing notions of
nationalism on the one side and abstract EU-
based “internationalism” on the other.

The interests of the working class and the
people generally should not be entrusted to either
the institutions of the British state or those of the
European Union. 

They have to be fought for, secured and
enforced by the labour movement and its allies.

This includes the rights of foreign residents,

migrant workers and would-be immigrants.
Emboldened by racist elements in and around the
Tory Party and by the defeat of the left and the
labour movement, the danger of resurgent racism
in Britain should not be underestimated.

This needs to be combated on the basis of
working-class and campaigning unity,
understanding that concerns about the impact of
immigration and migrant labour on local
economic and social conditions must be
addressed with progressive arguments and
policies, not simply dismissed as “racist.” 

In particular, the left should develop and unite
around a humane, generous and non-racist
immigration and citizenship policy rather than
propagating the anarchistic, “free market” position
of open borders. 

All forms of racism are toxic for the labour
movement. This includes anti-semitism, the
weaponisation of which by reactionary bodies can
only be assisted by the failure to identify it
correctly and deal with it promptly and decisively. 

Another strategic objective of the ruling
class in Britain, assisted by its supporters
inside the Labour Party, is to seize this
moment to drive all notions of class
politics and socialism out of the Labour
Party altogether. 

The intention is to “Europeanise” the party so
that it more closely resembles traditional social
democratic parties across the European Union
whose pro-EU, pro-capitalist politics have driven
away much of their electoral support. 

From France and the Netherlands to Italy and
Greece, these parties have abandoned all
aspirations to a mixed economy, economic
planning and radical wealth redistribution. 

Instead, they embrace the neoliberal model of
capitalism with its fetishisation of “the market,”
deregulation, “entrepreneurship,” privatisation,
fiscal austerity and labour flexibility.

Central to this agenda will be a renewed drive
to weaken or break the link between the Labour
Party and most of Britain’s largest trade unions. 

The ruling class and its state and capitalist media
understand that the trade unions, in particular,
comprise the core of the Labour Party and the
main basis on which it can be renewed. 

That is one reason why the Tories’ general
election victory signals the launch of a fresh
offensive against trade union and workers’ rights,
beginning in the transport and emergency
services. 

It is in the interests of all unions and the TUC to
unite in favour of the right to strike in all industries
and services, opposing strike-breaking in all its
forms. 

The left and the labour movement may
need to consider how best to put the case for
trade unionism and working-class solidarity to
armed forces personnel.

As far as economic and financial strategy is
concerned, there is a contradiction between
Johnson’s populist programme of  major public
investment in public services and
infrastructure, and his need to fund it without
taxing the wealthy and big business. 

As this contradiction comes to the fore,
more privatisation, outsourcing and higher
levels of  regressive indirect taxation will
become the order of  the day.

The People’s Assembly will have an
important role to play not only in
campaigning in communities against
any continuation or revival of austerity
and privatisation policies, with more
active involvement from a wider range
of trade unions and trades councils. 

It needs to popularise the case for a
credible and comprehensive alternative
economic, social and environmental strategy.

The proposed day of  action on May 1,
International Workers’ Day, must become a
massive day of  mobilisation by labour and
progressive movement organisations in favour
of  such a strategy, for working-class unity
across all differences of  nationality, race, sex,
sexual orientation and religion. 

Trades councils can take the lead in forming
broad-based May Day committees in towns
and cities across England, Scotland and
Wales. 

Britain’s ruling class understands that rivalry
between the world’s major capitalist powers
is intensifying, as the struggle for control over
resources, transport routes and markets
escalates. 

The rise of  People’s China as an economic
power and an alternative model for growth
and prosperity adds to these pressures.

This is the context in which to understand
the continuing expansion and interventionism
of  Nato, the militarisation of  the EU and the
contradictions developing within both
imperialist alliances. 

The British government intends to press
ahead with a rearmament drive which includes
the renewal of  the Trident nuclear weapons
programme. 

This dangerous and hugely expensive
course requires the most vigorous response
from CND, Stop the War and — as an
affiliate of  the anti-imperialist World Peace
Council — the British Peace Assembly.

At the same time, the labour and progressive
movements should make clear their full
acceptance of the legitimate need for adequate
conventional defence forces. 

Moreover, the case for nuclear disarmament
must always be accompanied by a policy for
conversion and diversification of existing military
work into civilian production, with no loss of
employment, pay or pension rights. 

On all these and other fronts, only militant mass
extra-parliamentary campaigning can derail or
modify the measures that the Tories have in
store. 

On this basis, too, the labour movement has to
be strengthened and renewed in workplaces and
working-class communities across Britain. 

Genuinely “broad left” rather than sectarian
networks need to be established or revived in
trade unions. 

More union branches must be persuaded to
play a role in their local trades councils, which
must themselves be outward-looking and non-
sectarian in their conduct.

Politicisation and repoliticisation will be essential
to this renewal process in the labour movement. 

Systematic political education on all the major
issues facing our society — not least the ecological
crisis — should be undertaken in Labour Party
and trade union organisations. 

The ruling class in Britain has always sought to
wipe out the historical memory of the working
class, substituting its own version of history for
the struggles of the people and their labour and
progressive movements. 

This, too, much be challenged, building on the
work of dedicated communist and other left-wing
historians.

Class politics is also the only basis on which to
unite, maintain and strengthen the labour
movement across Britain and prepare the ground
for future election victories; not reductionist class
or economistic class politics, but those which
recognise the link between exploitation and the
different forms of inequality and oppression.

For example, the mirage of Scottish
independence offered by the SNP will not serve
the interests of the working class and the mass of
the people, least of all when Scotland remains
subject to Bank of England, EU and Nato rules,
policies and diktats. 

The only credible and beneficial alternative is
enhanced powers and resources for Scotland and
Wales in a federal Britain, based on solidarity
between all its nations and regions.

Scotland has the national right to determine its
own constitutional future, including through a
second independence referendum, although the
Communist Party would then campaign for
working-class unity and progressive federalism
rather than division and separation.

More immediately, the labour movement and
the left must ensure that the 100-plus decision-
making powers in devolved areas repatriated from
the EU pass in full to the Scottish and Welsh
legislatures.

On the constitutional front, the labour
movement also needs to unite around the need
for electoral reform, an effective mechanism for
electors to force by-elections and abolition of the
House of Lords.

A strategy to democratise and diversify media
ownership should also move up the political
agenda.

All these and other left and progressive policies
are promoted in the Communist Party’s
alternative and political strategy. 

Fighting for them provides the basis on which a
popular, democratic alliance against state-
monopoly capitalism can be built, led by the
organised working class.

The Communist Party’s updated programme,
Britain’s Road to Socialism, will be published early in
2020. It is the antidote to the damaging levels of
defeatism, hysteria, personalisation and abuse that
afflict parts of the left and the labour movement
at the moment.

Ten million votes for Labour’s most radical
general election manifesto in more than 30 years
indicate that the forward march of the labour
movement can be restarted. 

The 90-year story of the Morning Star and its
predecessor, the Daily Worker, which is due to be
celebrated next year, demonstrates the vital role
of a daily paper for the labour movement and
socialism.

Britain’s Communist Party marks its centenary
in 2020. One hundred years of struggle also prove
that the oldest, most experienced and, when
necessary, ruthless ruling class in the world can be
challenged and on vital occasions knocked off
course by mass action.

There is a future for socialism, if  we use
Marxism to learn and apply the lessons of
experience.H

CENTENArY

PHIL KATz

IN 2020 Britain’s communists celebrate 100 years
of struggle for working class power and
socialism. The Communist Party is growing,

internally united, non-sectarian in its alliance
building, reliable and consistent on the major
challenges of  today; rebuilding the labour
movement, asserting popular sovereignty, opposing
the EU and campaigning for a federal republic. In
addition to the daily struggle against austerity, we
believe these vital characteristics will lead to our
party making a real impact on class politics in the
coming period. Communists are needed as never
before, if  the labour movement is to hold its
ground.

The party is proud of its history. It looks
forward as well as to the past and has focused on
the things it is best known for in the movement,
to develop its biggest programme of events and
activity in 50 years.

January 2020 sees the 90th anniversary of  Daily
Worker/Morning Star and the launch of  a mobile
exhibition on Party history and the start of  a
social media campaign: ‘100 things about the
Reds’. From day one, the communists will
emphasise their education work in the labour
movement with the launch of  ‘Changing Britain
For Good’ - a four session education class,
piloted first in London. Go to
facebook.com/CPBritain to find out more.

February is the anniversary of  the first version
of the party programme Britain’s Road to
Socialism in 1951.

In March the premiere takes place of  the
Communist Party history film ‘The Reds’. It is a
month of  campaigning with women workers with
an International Women’s Day celebration
hosted by the Coordinating Committee of
Communist Parties in Britain, on 7 March. On the
8th the party hosts a seminar, in London, on
Communist Women. The Communist Party will
be amongst a range of  organisations, taking a
speaking tour of  women from the Sudan, to
labour movement centres.

On 15 March the annual Marx Oration at
Marx’s grave in Highgate takes place. In April
events will be organised across Britain to mark
the 150th anniversary of  Lenin’s  birth.

International Workers’ Day, 1 May, sees the
launch of  24-page special edition of  Unity!, also to
be included as a supplement in the Morning Star
on 1 August.

June  sees the publication of  a new book, ‘100
Red Lives’, which charts the lives and militancy of
100 ‘ordinary’ communists and there will be a
wreath laying ceremony to mark the contribution
of British communists in London (Pollitt,
Saklatvala, Inkpin), Moscow (Ifor Jones,
Macmanus), Dublin (Despard), Madrid
(International Brigaders) and across Britain at
commemorative places for International
Brigaders.

On 31 July there will be a centenary culture
evening  with DJs at the popular Rich Mix, in
Bethnal Green East London.

Over the centenary weekend, there will be the

launch of  a new Communist Party history: The
Communist Party - A Centenary for Socialism
simultaneously launched and marked by events
across Britain.

On Saturday 1 August there will be a mass
internationalist rally at the wonderful Light venue
in Euston, bringing together speakers from around
the world including South Africa and India, China
and Brazil alongside party and well-known figures
from our own labour movement. At the event
there will be cultural performances including Toyo
Aluko’s hugely successful one man show, ‘Calling
Mr Robeson’. Special recognition awards will be
given to the party’s oldest members takes place in
England, Scotland and Wales.

On the same day the rally will greet
Pedal4Progress cyclists who will have spent the
previous week travelling from Engels statue in
Manchester, through Derby and Bedford, to
celebrate and raise funds for the party centenary.
You will even be able to purchase CP centenary
cycling outfits! That evening the party hosts an
internationalist cultural evening in Wood Green,
North London.

The Young Communist League marks the
centenary with its annual summer camp in
Yorkshire.

In October the party is organising the Jessie
Eden/Kevin Halpin residential school for young
organisers. The battle of  Cable Street will be
commemorated in East London while the launch
of the Tom Mann biography takes place
simultaneously in London and Sydney, Australia.

The  Communist Party 56th congress takes
place in London on 14 and 15 November. In the
same month communists celebrate the 200th
anniversary of  Engels’ birth.

In December  the party is planning a seminar
on 'Artificial intelligence, Marxism and future of
work'.

Throughout the year, there will be
commemorative items produced to help
fundraise - every penny raised goes to making a
bigger success of  the centenary and our future
work. For centenary merchandise go to
shop.communistparty.org.uk H
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