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CHAPTER ONE


INTRODUCTION





It was the last party election broadcast before the 2017 general election, and so provided one of the final chances for the party to push its message to the voters. Unsurprisingly, the party chose to make plentiful use of its leader. Confounding many expectations, he had proven to be an effective campaigner over the previous few weeks. Opinion polls had shown his popularity rising consistently since Theresa May had surprised everyone on 18 April by calling the snap election. The leader had defied his critics: he had been front and centre of the campaign, and the party’s greatly improved poll ratings suggested that his leadership had worked. Indeed, when the final result a few days later turned out even better than the polls had indicated, the leader emerged a greatly strengthened political figure. The result was widely seen as a personal triumph for him, and those both inside and outside the party who had previously questioned his leadership either fell silent or publicly voiced their praise and loyalty.


I am talking, of course, about the Labour Party leader. But it is not Jeremy Corbyn to whom I refer. I am actually talking about the somewhat less well-known figure (certainly outside Wales, and perhaps even within it) of Carwyn Jones, First Minister of Wales and leader of the Welsh Labour Party. This small example, from the final party election broadcast by Labour in Wales, is one telling illustration of a much broader point – a point which forms the central argument of this book.


Elections are about choices. In a representative democracy, an election is the mechanism that allows the people to choose who governs over them. Of course there is much more to it than that. A functioning democracy requires those elections to be free and fair. There can be arguments about who ‘the people’ are defined to be, and thus who is eligible to vote. Democratic political systems differ: in parliamentary democracies we vote only for representatives in a legislature, which in turn produces a government, whereas in presidential systems the people vote directly for the chief executive. There are also differences in electoral systems: how people cast their ballots, and the ways in which those votes are converted into an electoral outcome. And some very important and powerful official positions, such as membership of constitutional courts or the leadership of central banks, are not normally elected. But the basic principle of representative democracy is still clear: we, the people, choose who governs.


We do not, as Karl Marx might have put it, make our electoral choices just as we please. We choose from a menu of options. Political parties provide the options on that menu. Democracy in the UK, and in nearly every other established representative system, remains very much a party democracy: organised political movements, which we normally call parties, provide the overwhelming majority of candidates for major elections, and an even greater proportion of those actually elected. As we will discuss later on, political parties in the UK may well have declined in some respects; but their electoral dominance shows no sign of fading.


Of course, we don’t always get the menu of options we would like. Lots of people are unhappy with the available choices in most elections. There has been a broad decline in faith in political parties over several decades in the UK, and in many other democracies. Notwithstanding recent surges for the Scottish National Party (SNP) in the wake of the 2014 Scottish independence referendum and the Labour Party around the election of Jeremy Corbyn as leader, party membership tallies have generally fallen over recent decades. In the electorate as a whole we see a similar picture: far fewer people have a strong and enduring loyalty to, or identity with, a party than used to be the case. Unhappiness with the options available to them is a major reason why many people refuse to participate in electoral politics. But even when it is unsatisfactory to many of us, the menu of options still matters. From one, or some combination, of the available parties a government will be formed after every election.


However, the nature of those electoral menus has changed in a fundamental way. The choices before us were once largely common across Britain. But voters in the UK’s four nations are increasingly being presented with fundamentally different, and largely disconnected, sets of political options. We continue to elect one House of Commons – but we do so from four distinct and mostly separate electoral contests. A genuinely British democratic politics is being hollowed out. This book is about how and why this has occurred, and why it matters.




* * *





What unites a country? Perhaps a common language, maybe a shared religion, or possibly a sense of ethnic similarity. Peoples can also become more united through facing a common enemy. But in an important sense, in a democracy peoples can also be united by their differences. Democracy does not seek to abolish differences within a society; it merely provides for their peaceful airing, and their settling via elections and the other processes of representative politics. We may not always get the governments, or the policies, that we want. But we all get the chance to take part in the process. And that may allow us to accept it when we don’t get what we want. To work, democracy ultimately depends on losers’ consent: the willingness of the defeated to accept both the outcome and the legitimacy of the process by which it was reached.


But this ‘uniting through our differences’ is only likely to occur within a country if the pattern of political differences is broadly similar across the nation. Do we have a common political debate, and a common set of political options? If so, then we may come to feel part of a single political community. If not, an election can become a rather disconnected set of coinciding events in different parts of the country. In the worst-case scenario, political debates may have so little in common that the interests and concerns of different places can appear completely different or even antagonistic, and elections can become a sort of regional or ethnic head count.


This doesn’t mean that political health requires that there be no local differences. Rural areas are almost inevitably going to have some different concerns from heavily urbanised ones; rich areas will worry about different things from poorer places. Communities whose economies are heavily dependent on specific industries will have particular concerns that may be little understood elsewhere. Nor does political health require that election results should follow identical patterns everywhere. Indeed, it is pretty much inevitable that different types of populations in different places will mean that the map of electoral results shows at least some variation. During much of the postwar era, as we will discuss in the next chapter, social class was strongly related to how people voted, with the trade-unionised working class being strongly inclined to support the Labour Party. The north of England tended to elect a greater proportion of Labour MPs than the south of England: not because the behaviour of voters was fundamentally much different in the two regions, but simply because a higher percentage of the population in the north were working-class people who were members of industrial trade unions. 


The political health of a democratic country probably does require, however, that there be some general unity of political debate, the political options available to people and the electoral choices that they make, across that country. And in the UK this is under increasing threat. The UK has become an electorally disunited kingdom. Electoral choices across Britain have become increasingly differentiated along national lines over much of the last half-century: witness the long decline of Scottish Conservatism, and the rise of the SNP and (to a lesser extent) Plaid Cymru. Such differentiation was shown vividly in 2017: for the second general election in a row, four different parties came first in the UK’s four nations.


Beneath this result, and rather less widely noticed, were other developments that pushed party politics in the four UK nations further apart from each other. Northern Ireland has long had a party and electoral politics largely separate from that in the rest of the UK: electorally Ulster has always been a place apart. Yet the 2017 election saw the two moderate forces with the closest ties to the major UK parties, the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) and the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), lose their last remaining representation in the House of Commons.


In Scotland the SNP again won the election, though much less decisively than they had done in 2015. But the unionist parties achieved their partial comeback through fighting – albeit with some success – on the SNP’s turf. The defining electoral issue in the general election in Scotland was independence, and a possible second independence referendum. All parties, including those most vociferously supporting the union, fought an election with little connection to the one occurring in the rest of that union.


Wales offers a more subtle story than the other non-English nations, reflecting its weaker indigenous news media than Scotland or Northern Ireland, and the closer nature of its social and economic links with its much larger neighbour. But Labour’s successful 2017 campaign in Wales focused almost exclusively on the Welsh Labour brand; Jeremy Corbyn was largely excluded from the Labour campaign in favour of Carwyn Jones. After their disappointing result, prominent Tories called urgently for greater autonomy and an identifiable Welsh leader of their party, very much along the lines of Welsh Labour.


Meanwhile, although England and Britain are often conflated by the UK’s majority nation, the 2015 and 2017 campaigns both reflected the rise in recent years of a more distinct English identity. After the introduction of English Votes for English Laws in the House of Commons in 2015, all parties felt the need to respond to Englishness as a political phenomenon in their 2017 manifestos.


In short, the 2017 election saw politics across the UK’s four nations move further apart – something that was not a one-off, but the further extension of longer-term trends. 


Much of our discussion in the next few chapters will involve documenting and explaining these changes in party politics. But we will also be considering their consequences: for voters, for parties and for the UK as a whole.


Voters across the UK’s four nations are increasingly faced with general election campaigns that are largely disconnected from each other. At the same time, voters acquire much of their information about the election from news media based in London that display little understanding of these national distinctions, and tend to take events in England as the default setting for UK-wide reporting. This is deeply problematic for many voters’ potential understanding of the choices in front of them.


Political parties are also posed problems by the hollowing out of British democracy. Parties are increasingly structured in more complex ways, with different ‘leaders’ of the UK-wide parties in the different national territories. They also issue increasingly separate manifestos in Scotland and Wales, and the lines of accountability for delivering on those promises are far from clear.


The UK continues to elect representatives to a single parliament. But the shared debates, and sets of choices, that tie a political community together are increasingly rare. Indeed, in some respects the House of Commons increasingly resembles the European Parliament – whose members are all democratically chosen, but from a disconnected series of separate national electoral contests. This, it will be argued in the concluding chapter, is deeply problematic for the long-term unity and integrity of the UK. In the absence of a genuinely British party politics, the British state may have a limited life expectancy as a continuing and united entity. 

















CHAPTER TWO


THE ERA OF BRITISH PARTY POLITICS





When talking about a situation where something has changed or even declined over time there can be a great temptation to fall into ‘golden age-ism’. That is, to contrast the flawed present with a past where everything was wonderful and just as it should be. That is not my intention here. I come neither to praise nor to bury the past conduct of elections and party politics in the UK. What I do contend, however, is that things are different. How British political parties are organised and run, and in particular how they fight elections, have changed in some fundamentally important ways.


Of course, the manner in which parties fight elections has changed in lots of ways: witness this gem about the 1950 campaign:




Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, undertook a 1,000-mile tour around Britain. He travelled in his pre-war family saloon car, and was accompanied by his wife (who did the driving) and a single detective. If they were ahead of schedule they stopped by the roadside and Mrs Attlee would catch up on her knitting while the Prime Minister did a crossword puzzle and smoked his pipe. (Denver et al. 2012: 152).





We certainly don’t do it like that any more! Compared with the immediate post-war elections, campaigning today is very different in all sorts of respects. Parties make much less use of the mass meeting or rally than they once did; moreover, when their leaders do address audiences in public many if not all of those present are likely to be hand-picked groups of party loyalists, whose main role is not to be convinced by the power of the leader’s oratory, but rather to provide an appropriately positive (and, increasingly, an appropriately diverse) backdrop – all for the benefit of the very much larger group of people who may see brief clips of the speech on news outlets or pictures in the newspapers or online. The campaigning efforts of parties are increasingly targeted, focusing on key seats, and differentiated so that individual voters are more likely to receive messages appealing specifically to them. Technological change has opened up numerous other possibilities for the ways in which parties can conduct election campaigns. Just twenty years ago party websites were relatively new and often rather crude affairs, while parties had no need for a social media presence, never mind a sophisticated social media strategy. A great deal has moved on in campaigning in the last two decades – and much more will doubtless change in the next two.


Some changes, however, transcend technological innovation. This book is about perhaps the most important of them in contemporary electoral and party politics in the UK – the decline of a genuinely British politics. This chapter will examine the sort of politics Britain has experienced for much of the last century, and focus in particular on the immediate post-war decades as the high-point of a unified British party politics. The same parties won the vast majority of votes across Britain, while running largely common campaigns under unified leaderships and with centralised organisational structures, and experiencing similar electoral swings. This general picture will be sketched out and illustrated with a combination of selected electoral statistics and historical examples. The minor exceptions to this picture, including Northern Ireland and the Scottish Unionist Party, will also be considered. 


The Making of British Party Politics


Organised political parties, bearing at least some resemblance to those that exist in the present day, can be traced in the UK back to the mid-nineteenth century. Parties have often been understood as having three main dimensions to their existence: the party in Parliament, the party in the country and the party in the electorate. During the latter half of the nineteenth century, parties in Parliament began to become more organised and disciplined. In the country, local associations, branches and memberships began to take shape in a somewhat more systematic way. And in the (expanding) electorate, parties became a more recognised and influential label influencing voting behaviour, and the objects of varying attitudes from many voters.


As party politics in the UK developed, it was dominated initially by two parties: the Conservatives and the Liberals. In the first election at which large numbers of candidates fought under the Liberal banner, in 1859, the two parties dominated totally, returning every single one of the 648 MPs elected. Their dominance extended across all four nations of the union. The pattern of results was not wholly uniform: on a very restricted franchise, the Liberals won most of the seats in England and Scotland, while the Conservatives narrowly defeated their rivals in both Wales and Ireland. But the competition everywhere involved the same two political forces.


As the right to vote reached a greater proportion of the adult male population during the latter part of the nineteenth century, some differentiation began to emerge in the electoral choices of the various nations of the UK. The clearest example of this was in Ireland. There, up until the 1868 election the main UK-wide parties remained dominant. But in 1874, home rule candidates won the vast majority of Irish seats – only failing to carry the day in much of modern-day Northern Ireland and in the greater Dublin area. The principal losers from this rise of a distinctive Irish partisan force were initially the Liberals: having dominated Ireland in 1868, they now lost all but ten of the sixty-six seats they had previously held. From that point onwards until the creation of the Irish Free State in 1922, the parliamentary representation elected from Ireland (other than from the north) overwhelmingly comprised advocates of Irish autonomy or independence who were not members of the main British parties. Even in their landslide general election victory of 1906, the Liberals made hardly any impact in what had once been a staunch stronghold. The sway of the British parties in most of Ireland was now dead – never to return.


A more subtle picture was seen in the other non-English nations. The Liberals increasingly dominated in Wales from the mid-1860s onwards as the voting population grew. Only in years when the Conservative tide was running particularly strongly across Britain did late-nineteenth-century general elections in Wales look even remotely competitive; in better years for the Liberals, Wales appeared almost like a one-party state. Nonetheless, lopsided though it was, and in growing contrast to Ireland, electoral competition in Wales was conducted between the two main British parties. At the same time, however, Liberalism often had a particularly Welsh tinge. Liberal dominance was grounded in solid electoral support from much of the Welsh-speaking, Nonconformist, gwerin.1 Though never the dominant strand within the party, cultural and political nationalism (even if it might not have been termed such at the time) was an important part of the Welsh Liberal tradition.
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