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Respecting the will of the people
Misreading the newly-invigorated electorate has become far too common. The political debate has been
reframed through the Brexit prism and the wishes of the people need to be respected, writes Claire Fox

I

understand that for readers of The
MJ, local council elections are
always interesting. But believe me,
for millions of others they are just a tad
dull. So what happened on 4 May was
extraordinary because it meant that, for
once, everyone was talking local politics.
Suddenly we were all poring over the
national significance of votes for mayors,
wards, unitary authorities.
One of the big breakthroughs of the EU
referendum was that millions of people
– defying official advice – got a taste of
what it means for their vote to really count,
of what it feels like to be active agents in
shaking up the status quo.
The lesson of the local election results is
that old party loyalties are put to one side
if it means compromising on that decision.
Instead, what matters is ensuring the change
voted for is actually honoured. Of course,
we don’t know how all this party-hopping
will translate at the General Election, but
one thing that seems clear is that ‘normal’
party politics doesn’t look likely to resume
anytime soon.
Despite this, many professional politicos
have found it hard to acknowledge that all
political debate has been reframed through
the Brexit prism.
Labour’s Siôn Simon, bemoaning his
shock defeat in the West Midlands contest,
concluded: ‘The lesson we need to learn
as a party’ is that ‘we should have been
talking about transport and housing, but we
ended up talking about… immigration and
Brexit’.
When remainer Mr Simon talked about
Brexit, he was at odds with the 60% of
people in the region who voted leave.
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Avoiding that by trying to assume
‘business as usual’ won’t wash.
After the ‘political earthquake’ in
Labour’s die-hard North East heartlands
which
almost
unthinkably
saw
Conservative Ben Houchen winning the
race to be the Tees Valley mayor, Labour’s
losing candidate Sue Jeffrey again resorted
to a forlorn plea for politics to go back to
familiar territory.
Ms Jeffrey implied that traditional
Labour voters had suddenly morphed into
uncritical (even duped) Tory enthusiasts.
But she needs to listen more.

Sadly, too often lazy
thinking underestimates
and demonises this newlyinvigorated electorate
A common refrain is ‘I’ve never voted
Tory in my life. I detest the Tories, but...’
The ‘but’ is always who will deliver Brexit?
Theresa May seems to be the only one
promising to do so.
These shock results are less proof of a
new-found conversion to conservatism but
an often reluctant vote for whichever party
is prepared to play the role of seeing through
the wishes of the 17.4 million.
These are seismic shifts. No mainstream
party can rely on the automatic support
of a core vote, when over recent decades
they have hollowed out their ideologies
and squandered their social base. And that
is good news because it promises to renew
democracy and force parties to take citizens

more seriously.
Sadly, too often lazy thinking instead
underestimates and demonises this newlyinvigorated electorate. Look at the clamour
to read the local election results as a sinister
lurch to right-wing populism.
Misreading the electorate has become far
too common. While the General Election is
indeed a Brexit election, this is not to imply
it will consolidate a permanent division of
voters into the same electoral blocs as last
June.
However
much
the
misnamed
Progressive Alliance, donning their ‘We
are the 48%’ T-shirts, might hope their
tactical voting might galvanise the 16.1
million people who voted to remain in the
EU, this misses a new reality: the electorate
can never be taken for granted. As two
important articles this week (respectively
by Jacob Furedi and George Eaton) have
pointed out: ‘The truth, which few have
recognised, is that ‘the 48%’ no longer
exist’.
In a recent YouGov poll, it is clear the
vast majority of those who voted Remain
have accepted the result and moved on.
This doesn’t mean Brexit is less important.
Rather, 69% of the public now believe
the Government has a duty to leave the
EU, with only 21% saying it should be
overturned.
Candidates of all political parties might
learn this democratic lesson and realise that
voters are not fodder to be called out as a
stage army but real, live actors on history,
whose wishes need to be respected. n
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Labour is currently in record breaking
territory.
The recent local elections saw UKIP
wiped out (their consolation can be that
nationally they have effectively taken
control of the Conservative Party). But
the Labour Party did something that
has not been achieved by Her Majesty’s
Loyal Opposition for decades: For the
third successive year the party ended up
with a net loss of seats in local elections.
This is impressive stuff. Only 19%
think leader Jeremy Corbyn would make
the best prime minister, compared to 61%
for Theresa May – and it is worth noting
that her ratings are ahead of both Blair
and Thatcher on this. Another record.
And yet Labour is like a very ill patient
which refuses to die. It suffers more and
more co-morbidities – losing touch with
its base of support, disastrous tactics and
execution, internal attacks – but persists.

Labour is sick, but its
demise may be some time
off
The last time the patient was this ill,
in the 1983 election campaign, it started
off with about 34% of voters willing to
support it, and then as it proposed its
policies to the nation saw this fall to 28%
on election day.
So far in this campaign things are
different. Jeremy Corbyn has just
appointed a communist to run his election
campaign, so things may change, but so
far Labour has gained support during
the campaign, despite shadow home
secretary Diane Abbot’s maths.
The first seven polls of the campaign
saw Labour at c26% – they are now close
to what they achieved in 2015 at c30%.
Many on the left of the party will be
thinking: ‘Look what happens when we
focus on our real policies.’
However, doing focus groups for the
BBC among working class Leave voters
was instructive to me last week. There
is still mistrust of the Conservatives, no
respect for Corbyn, but enough residual
tribal loyalty to keep up Labour’s vote
share at its historic bedrock.
Labour is sick, but its demise may be
some time off. n
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