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The National Interest and the Labour Interest
Maurice Glasman

Two factors have fundamentally altered our approach to foreign policy.  The first is leaving
the European Union, the second is the increasing awareness of Chinese power.  This takes
place within a change of era in the which the nation state has taken on a greater role within
the national economy, and in which the post-industrial working class and the places that they
live in are the contested terrain of domestic politics.  In geo-political term this could be
defined as the as the end of the globalisation era built upon the mutual interests of finance
capital (City of London), the tech oligarchs, (Silicon Valley) and the Chinese Communist
Party.

For various reasons, the Labour Tradition, which was based on the alignment of domestic
and international commitments, lost the ability to distinguish between globalisation and
internationalism.  The renewal of our Party is predicated on the rediscovery of the labour
interest as the fundamental organising category in redefining the national interest which in
turn is based upon championing the human status of the person as something other than a
factor of production.

The Labour Tradition
Foreign policy has a unique ability to generate intense divisions within Labour.  The
exception was its championing of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) after the First
World War, in which, under the authority of the League of Nations, Nation States willingly
signed up to an alliance based upon freedom of association and right to organise trade
unions.  It was a source of Party unity.  That remains an important starting point for our
reflections.  The inter-war years, however, were dominated by the threat of Fascism on the
one side, and the desire for peace on the other.  It is worth remembering that this was only
resolved with the formation of the War Cabinet in May 1940.  Ernest Bevin and George
Lansbury were the leaders of the two wings.

The post-War years were characterised, in contrast, by the threat of communism, with the
Labour Government instrumental in the establishment of NATO, the World Bank and the IMF,
as well as the United Nations.  Once again, a deep division was exposed between a strong
Atlanticism and a more pacifist strain, which found expression in CND.  Denis Healey and
Michael Foot were the leaders of that conflict.

Labour was a robustly Euro-sceptic Party under Attlee and Gaitskell, with Barbara Castle,
Peter Shore, Michael Foot and Tony Benn continuing that tradition but it was increasingly
challenged by the ‘social-democrat’ wing led by Roy Jenkins and Shirley Williams.  This
came to dominate after the defeat of 1983, after which Labour lost faith in its political
economy and the ability to forge a national coalition around the Labour interest.  This was
intensified with the emergence of New Labour with its robust embrace of globalisation,
enthusiasm for the EU and strong support for Chinese entry into the WTO and its
acceptance as a full citizen of the ‘international community’.  Within this, the national interest
was defined in terms of the leading role for financial services and the ‘creative’ industries,
with an accompanying shift towards flexible rather than vocational skills within the formation
of the workforce.  New Labour was not alone.  Most European Social-Democratic Party
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which embraced globalisation and the EU have disintegrated as leading forces within the
national polity.

The Iraq War dominates the memory of Tony Blair’s Premiership and indicates the potential
of foreign policy to generate more profound divisions than domestic issues.  Under Corbyn’s
leadership Brexit and Israel/Palestine dominated internal Party politics in ways that other
issues did not.  A return to the championing of the labour interest would enjoy broad support
within the Party and Trade Unions while aligning the national with the international interest.
Patriotic and internationalist is the paradox.

The Labour Interest: Globalisation versus Internationalism
The Labour Tradition was built upon the idea of rejecting narrow self-interest as a
fundamental motivation in favour of self-interest, broadly conceived.  This was expressed in
the economy by the rejection of the assumptions of classical economics based upon the
maximisation of self-interest, and of Marxism in terms of class-war.  It sought to domesticate
the destructive power of capital to commodify the factor of Labour by building durable
associations, most particularly Trade Unions, who named our movement Labour as a
reminder of our fundamental interest.  In national and local politics, it embraced pluralism
and competitive elections within a framework of the liberties so that a common good could
be negotiated.  Internationalism was the framework for foreign policy through the discovery
of mutual interests and alliances without external coercion.

Our immediate self-interest is in winning an election by renewing our relationship with our
lost voters.  This requires a move away from globalisation and towards the dignity of labour,
in our economy and society, and puts the labour interest at the heart of our trade policy.  The
Trade Agreement recently agreed with the EU offers a distinct space for Labour to lead and
shape the alignment between national and international commitments.  For the first time for
a century, the national interest was not defined in terms of the City of London and the service
economy but opens a space for the state to play a legal and constructive role on the
development of a national economy and an industrial strategy that can resist the imperative
to transfer productive capacity to low wage economies.  The role of the NHS in procuring
and distributing the vaccine opens the space for increasing domestic productive power in
order to resist potential domination, most particularly by China, in the provision of essential
goods, medicines, energy and food in particular.  Our interests lie in building alliances with
those who share that desire to avoid a race to the bottom and establish reciprocity in relation
to the status of labour.

Free trade in real commodities but not in those of human beings and nature is one way of
articulating this

The goal of our foreign policy is defined as the defence of our institutions of democratic
self-government and liberty, the upholding of the human status of labour and the building of
alliances with those with mutual concerns.  The status of labour and nature as
non-commodities is central to this.  It requires co-operation with other people to uphold
common goods, goods in which there is a mutual interest.  This requires a redefinition of the
national interest away from an exclusive concern with trade and money, most particularly
finance.  The shadow of our imperial past is cast by the invisible earnings of the City of
London, which remains the hub of a global financial system that has atrophied our industrial
capacity at home and dominated our reputation abroad.

The People’s Republic of China has refused to sign the protocols relating to freedom of
association and democratic trade union organisation established by the UN since 1948. The
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International Labour Organisation has decades of examples of intimidation, violence and
threats against those who tried to take industrial action in China. The use of the army against
strikers is commonplace.  The common ground between capitalism and communism is the
refusal to recognise the human status of labour as capable of associating and representing
their own interest.  It is the foundation of the Labour Tradition.

The benefits to capital that have flowed from its exploitation of Chinese workers are
enormous. Less than 2 per cent of the retail value of an iPhone assembled in China goes to
labour, while 58.5 per cent goes to Apple as profit.  Workers endure 12-hour shifts and have
just two days off a month.  Conversation is banned on the assembly line and migratory
peasant workers live in dormitories separated from their families.  Above all, they are
prohibited from forming their own organisations.  In resisting globalisation in terms of the
domination of finance, tech oligarchs and Chinese communism we have the possibility of
renewing the Labour movement; conceptually, ethically and politically.

Mutual interests and reciprocity
As globalisation fractures, it is vital to develop a form of internationalism that is not based on
the mutual impoverishment of workers but on the protection of their status. The post-war
order was the great achievement of Labour internationalism, with Ernest Bevin as foreign
secretary. The establishment of the particular institutions of the West German economy: the
trade union representation in corporate governance and pension funds, the vocational
regulation of the labour market and the decentralised regional banking system, were all
established initially in the British zone of North Rhine-Westphalia before being established
nationally with the constitution of the Federal Republic. This gave labour an elemental role in
the governance of the economy and deconcentrated capital.

This is what is meant by self-interest broadly conceived.  There was a mutual interest in
restoring West-Germany after Nazism, a recognition that the strengthening of civic
institutions such as Unions, the renewal of local democracy and freedom of association were
vital aspects of this.  This is in contrast to the narrow self-interest that the Labour
Government pursued in Iran, where the political will to nationalise the oil industry, embodied
on Mossadegh, dominated by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (now BP), which was majority
owned by the British Government and claimed more than 80% of the profits, was resolutely
opposed by means of a British supported coup.  There was no reciprocity in the approach
and I would suggest that reciprocity is a fundamental component in the definition of interests.
This is based on the distinction between dependence and domination.  We are, by definition
dependent on others for the satisfaction of needs, the pursuit of wants and the preservation
of peace.  This is distinct from domination within which one interest subordinates all others.
Mutual interests grounded in reciprocity are the best practice for pursuing that end.

There are many starting points through which Labour can begin to generate coalitions based
on mutual interests and reciprocity.

We could build a coalition of islands that are threatened by rising sea levels and fears of
continental domination.  Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan are islands in fear of Chinese
domination and ecological evisceration.  New Zealand, the West-Indies and Sri Lanka are
islands with links to the wider Commonwealth with distinctive island cultures and mutual
concerns.  The rediscovery of our national history as an island requires the re-discovery of
other islands with which we share interests and threats.

We need to renew the substantive meaning of the commonwealth as a civic and trading
association build around the liberties and democracy.  A post-colonial approach would be the
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recognition of this alliance as reciprocal and based on non-domination.  A shared
commitment to democratic Parliamentary self-government, the common law and freedom of
association are the core institutions and practices that characterise this realm.

As the organising principle of its Foreign Policy Labour should make free and democratic
trade unions a condition of any trade deal and build its alliances around that commitment.
That gets to the heart of what globalisation has been about and allows the traditions of
different nations and societies to find expression by rejecting the global system based on the
alliance of capital with an administrative state and the degradation of society, workers, liberty
and democracy.

Workers of the world unite, you have nothing to lose but your supply chains.


