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What happened? 

The facts are clear and indisputable. Electorally speaking, the Conservatives have recorded their best 
result since Thatcher’s victory in 1983. More important is the fact that this time, the Labour Party has 
suffered its worst defeat since 1935, when Labour voters punished the party leadership for agreeing 
to participate a government of national unity. Even more important is that this time, the Labour Party 
has seen its historically rock-solid strongholds crumble. 

Twenty-four constituencies broke their decades-long tradition of not voting Tory. The new 
Conservative majority in three of these is more than 20 points: Dudley North (31.1%) Bassetlaw 
(27.6%), and Great Grimsby (22.2%). In the 2016 referendum, these seats voted overwhelmingly to 
leave the EU, by 71.4%, 68.3% and 71.4% respectively. The seat with the longest history of voting 
Labour, Rother Valley, had elected a Labour MP since 1918. It voted Leave in 2016 (66.7%). Don Valley 
(68.5% Leave) and Leigh (63.3% Leave) had both been Labour for 97 years, while Wakefield (62.8% 
Leave) had been Labour for 87 years. Labour losses were concentrated in Leave areas, with the party 
losing 53 constituencies that voted to Leave the EU. The Tories benefited directly from this, gaining 56 
seats in Leave-voting areas – half of which voted Leave by more than 60%. The damage wasn’t limited 
to the North of England: Labour strongholds in the Midlands and Wales – all of them Leave-voting – 
were also lost to the Tories. Bassetlaw in Nottinghamshire (68.3% Leave) saw the biggest swing from 
Labour to the Tories – a massive 18.4%. 
 

Why such an outcome? Was it predictable? 

Although the results caused a shock, they are not really a surprise. As we wrote in the editorial 
statement of the first issue of this bulletin, “By trampling on the democratic decision taken in 2016, the 
Labour Party has largely ruined its chances of gaining a majority”. 

In all previous elections, whatever the character of the policy put forward by the LP leadership – in 
many cases directly opposed to the interests of the working class – the Labour Party as such appeared 
as objectively being the party of the whole labour movement in opposition to the official party of the 
ruling class, the Conservative Party, because of the way the Labour Party came into being historically, 
as the political expression of the trade union movement. 

This time, as many have emphasised, politically speaking the Labour Party appeared as the Remain 
party due to the position it took in favour of a new referendum. This is the key factor that explains 
what happened. 
 

Who is responsible? 

The answer to this question is clear: the top leadership of the Labour Party and the trade unions who 
decided to back the European Union and who built up the possibility of “no deal” as an absolute 
disaster. This is why we will not condemn those who abstained or did not vote Labour. It is the 
leadership that bears the responsibility for the election result. 

Of course, as is usual after an election, the leader of the defeated party will be targeted as the main 
culprit. But the causes of this defeat contain far more elements, which cannot be reduced honestly to 
one person’s responsibility. 

Today, some sectors of the Labour Party, including Corbyn himself, are presenting “the leader” as a 
victim of a hate campaign and vicious slander. It is of course true that this campaign took place. But it 
had already been launched in 2017, and it did not prevent Labour from making new gains then. And 
crucially, all the LP candidates stressed at the time that they would respect the decision taken in 2016. 

Similarly, there has been criticism that Corbyn was unable to connect personally with working-class 
communities in the north of England and elsewhere. Maybe. But that was also the case in 2017. 

But what is at stake goes far beyond the questions of personality, psychology and character. All of the 



leading layers of the Labour Party – those responsible for running the party machine, the parliamentary 
Labour Party, the right and the left of the party leadership, and its leader Jeremy Corbyn – refused to 
address the issue of implementing the democratic decision of the 2016 referendum. They acted in this 
way because in this case, respecting democracy was in contradiction with the vital needs of the British 
ruling class. The refusal to break with the ruling class led to refusing to carry out the 2016 mandate 
and brought about the current disaster. 
 

This is the crux of the struggle of the OCRFI and its British supporters: breaking with the 
ruling class  

The crucial element in the Programme of the Fourth International, which is the basis of our fight, is the 
fact – one vindicated by wars, crises, the spread of poverty, the widening gap between the super-rich 
and the great mass of the world’s population – that the capitalist system based on private ownership 
of the means of production and on exploitation cannot be reformed. This has been demonstrated once 
again by the fact that simply agreeing to the 2016 vote created a dead-end crisis for the capitalist 
system and its institutions. In spite of all the rhetoric displayed by Boris Johnson, the agreement he 
established with the European Union in practice retains all the anti-working-class regulations that the 
majority of the workers rejected when they voted Leave. What stands out is that in a different way, 
the top leaderships of the labour movement did not break with the limits set by the ruling class. 

The political struggle in Britain cannot be separated from the fight for a workers’ international based 
on the international struggles of the world working class, of which we have many examples today (1). 
It is in this context that an international conference of the sections and groups of the OCRFI will take 
place in November 2020. 

The first preparatory document for that conference emphasised that it is necessary to give a clear 
answer to the question of what our orientation is in each country to build a revolutionary party, and 
not just in general terms. The document went on to say: “The answer to this question, whatever the 
size, history and traditions of our organisations, and whatever the national conditions, must definitely 
include answers to the following questions: What is the orientation of independence in the class 
struggle, particularly on the line of setting up workers’ committees constituted by the workers 
themselves in whichever form – strike committees, factory committees, workers’ councils, delegates? 
What is the axis for defending the organisations and gains of the working class?” 
 

What does this mean in Britain today? 

Of course, B. Johnson’s government will attempt to deliver new and serious blows to the organisations 
of the working class, to its rights and conditions.  

At the same time, it is clear that although the election results strengthen the ruling class’s resolve to 
impose even more drastic conditions than those that exist today, they do not fundamentally change 
the conditions of the class struggle. The working class will fight back to defend its specific interests. 

The first item of business for the new Tory government will be to approve a new Withdrawal 
Agreement Bill, which largely reiterates the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018, but inserts 
additional provisions that will consistently allow “Ministers of the Crown” to change existing legislation 
in certain areas by issuing regulations without parliamentary scrutiny. To provide legal continuity, the 
2018 Act enables the transposition of all directly-applicable EU law since 1973 into UK law. This means 
that, for example, the anti-working-class provisions of the Maastricht and Lisbon Treaties, which 
impose “free and undistorted competition” and prevent state aid and clear public ownership, will 
remain as UK law.  

As a result, the task of the trade unions will be to organise the struggle for a full break with the EU and 
its policies, in order to be able to satisfy each and every trade union demand, which are all antagonistic 
to the provisions of the EU’s laws, rules and regulations. 

This fightback will include the defence of the working class’s organisations. This especially means 
defending the trade unions. But it also means defending the existence of the Labour Party, including 



against the pro-EU forces who were instrumental in pushing the Corbyn leadership into backing a 
second referendum, and who today are happy to blame Corbyn for the election defeat while working 
to totally recapture the party leadership.  

This is not contradictory with the judgement we have just made about the policy pursued by the 
leading layers of the Labour Party. On the contrary, it is precisely that policy which today threatens the 
very existence of the Labour Party as it has functioned since its creation: a party that exists as a 
workers’ party because it depends on the existence and activity of trade unions. Despite the 
leadership’s policy, it is increasingly difficult to accommodate such a party within the framework of 
capitalism’s political system. This was the meaning of the Blair offensive to create a “New Labour 
Party”, and this is what is being expressed by the disintegration that has been triggered by the LP 
Leadership’s unconditional support for the European Union. 

So the fight to defend the working-class organisations, in order to achieve the broadest possible unity 
in an effective struggle against the ruling class, means – in the deepest sense – reclaiming control over 
all those who speak in the name of working people. It is at the level of the union branch, the LP ward, 
the shop floor, the local community or the district that this battle must be fought. 

This bulletin aims to be a useful tool for co-ordinating and developing that struggle, and to facilitate 
the discussion among all those who wish to act in defence of the independence of the working class, 
internationalism and socialism.  
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