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LESSON 7    Tuesday 09.10.07

Political Parties NOTES

Political parties

· Functions

· Changes from ‘Old Labour’ to ‘New Labour’

· Link between Political parties & democracy

WHAT IS A POLITICAL PARTY?

A group of people, who agree on an overall political ideology and on a broad range of policies and who want to gain power in government in order to put their policies into effect.

The functions of a Political Party

· To produce policies covering the whole range of government responsibilities

· To seek power, to win control of representative institutions

· To AGGREGATE - to reconcile conflicting interests in the Party and the State

· To provide opportunities for ordinary people to participate in politics

· To recruit people into politics at all levels

· To provide choice to the electorate between competing manifestos

· To represent the electorate both in government and in opposition, and ensure the representation of groups and the national interest

· To act as a two-way channel of communication between the government and the public

· To hold the government to account for their actions

· To inform the public of political affairs
The UK has a two party system and the expectation of one-party majority government ,

This results in:

· Strong Government which can get its legislation through Parliament

· The two-party system offers a choice at elections

· Responsible government, i.e. that the electorate can hold the government accountable at the next general election

Problems for parties

Although Britain is seen as the home of strong parties, there are signs that the parties are in trouble:

1. Declining popularity

The electorate are less likely to identify with Labour or the Conservatives since the 1960s. They are more likely to switch from one election to another

2. Falling membership

Membership of the Labour and Conservative parties has fallen since the 1950s. Only about 2 per cent of voters are party members

3. People have other, non-political interests. The decline in party membership has     coincided with an increase in the number of members of pressure groups

3. Interest groups are reluctant to associate closely with a political party

Although the Labour-union link continues, other groups seek direct access to ministers rather than work through political parties. The media is more independent and politicians such as Blair seeks direct contact with voters.

4. Parties are turning elsewhere for relevant skills

Parties turn to think tanks for ideas and to communication specialists (such as ‘spin-doctors’) for help at elections. Business leaders are used in government.

SO WHERE DO PARTIES FIT INTO A DEMOCRACY?

· If we all voted for individuals, whom we liked or who impressed us, and trusted them to use their own judgements when deciding policies and laws, we wouldn't have much control over what policies and laws they would agree to.

· But if we vote for members of a party which has outlined what policies, and laws it would introduce if they were voted into power, then we can, in theory, have some control over those policies and laws. 

· If the party in power promises to do all sorts of things and then fails to do them when elected, we will not vote for them again.

The promises made by a political party before an election, are written in a PARTY MANIFESTO 

If we vote them into power, we are giving them a mandate (political authority and an obligation to carry out their promises)

· The voters mandate the government to carry out it’s manifesto

· The Government has a mandate to carry out it’s manifesto

· The Government is mandated to carry out it’s manifesto

· So the party system offers the voters alternative policies, and therefore alternative governments.

· The party gaining the most seats in the House of Commons must carry out its mandate (i.e.; fulfil its promises) or it knows there is another party, the opposition party, waiting to take over at the next election. 

· This gives the people power over policies.

PARTY POLITICS

The Labour Party

The difference between Old Labour and New Labour.

PRIVATE
Old Labour was essentially socialist;
Socialism has traditionally meant support for:

· public ownership ( Clause 4 ),This means that the nation owns and runs major services such as Electricity, Water, Gas, Education, Health, Transport

· redistributional policies through the tax system, this means using a PROGRESSIVE (or DIRECT) tax system where the more you earn, the more you pay, like Income Tax. This 'redistributes' wealth from the rich to the poor.

· publicly funded services such as health and education, this means everyone in society contributes towards these services, which are available to everyone.

· suspicion of the market system and the profit motive. The market system is where producers only produce goods if they can sell them at a profit, so 'the market' determines what will be produced, and at what price. So if the poor can't afford to buy goods, too bad.

Old Labour was therefore in favour of 

· nationalisation, the state taking over private businesses from the owners, for example, coal and railways in the 1940s. These would then be run on a non-profit making basis.

· a prominent role for trades unions in the party and policy making process, making sure the ordinary workers were represented in policy formation.

· full employment

· the welfare state, meaning the state provision of basic needs, free to all, eg. GP service & hospitals, education, housing, unemployment and disability benefits. 

· They were also in support of progressive taxes to fund public services. 

· As part of a need to preserve national autonomy in economic and social policy, they were also against the European Union.

· By contrast their internationalist leanings  made them anti-nuclear weapons till Neil Kinnock in the mid 80s. 

The Labour party has its origins in the trade union movement of the turn of the last century, and was created to give trades unions representation in parliament. Trade Unions were given a central role in the organisation of the party and strongly supported one of its key commitments, namely collective ownership in the form of Clause 4.

The Change from Old Labour to New Labour

When the Conservatives won the 1997 election, Labour was controlled by Old Labour and led by Michael Foot, supported by left wing MPs like Wedgewood Benn. 

In 1982 Labour put its left wing policies in a manifesto that has been described as 'the longest suicide note in history'

This is because in the 1980s, the conservatives had pushed 'individualism'. This is the theory of meritocracy, if you worked hard enough anyone could be successful. 

They were against the state supporting the poor, who were told to stand on their own feet and not expect to be supported by the 'nanny state'. 

The unemployed were told to 'get on yer bike' and find a job. 

Benefit claimants were branded as scroungers. 

In this atmosphere, the Old Labour policies were rejected and Labour realised it had to change to appeal to an electorate who all thought they were middle class.

In the 1980s and early 90s, Neil Kinnock began the reforms of both the party organisation and policies, that eventually ended up as Blair's New Labour; Kinnock was followed briefly by John Smith, who continued the reform process.

· Labour dropped its unilateral nuclear disarmament policy 

· reduced the trade union vote at the annual conference. 

· dropped its policy of withdrawing from the EU. 

· John Smith introduced OMOV in 1993 ( one member one vote ) in the selection of parliamentary candidates and the party Leader. 

Tony Blair carried on the reforms in a radical way 

Blair's modernising agenda

· scrapping Clause 4 of the Labour Party constitution

· the introduction of  'Partnership in Power 1997 that brought in the Policy Forum, this reduced the role of the Conference and Trades unions. 

· accepting privatisation and the internal market, 

· abandoning policies of full employment 

· accepting the need for reform of welfare towards a more incentive-based system
· adopting economic policies which moved  away from the emphasis on redistribution.
New Labour calls this new set of policies the Third Way. This is supposed to be a compromise between Old Labour and Conservatism - the Centre ground.

The 1997 General Election resulted in a landslide Labour victory

Reasons 

· The Labour manifesto covered a 'centrist' position

· The electorate were sick of the Conservative 'sleaze'

· The economy had suffered a depression in the 1990s under the Conservatives

· People had turned away from the 'get rich quick' philosophy of the 80s

· People wanted better public services

· They saw John Major as a weak leader

· They saw the Conservatives as a disunited party

Labour won a second landslide victory in 2001, continuing to base its policies on the centrist ground, while the Conservatives were still disunited. Led by William Hague they were unable to decide whether to go more to the right or appear to copy New Labour and try to appeal to the centre. 

They are now led by David Cameron having removed Ian Duncan-Smith, and Michael Howard Following the 2005 election, which Conservative Party failed to gain many seats, and Michael Howard announced his intention to step down as soon as a new leader was elected. He proposed changing the procedure for selection of a new leader, but in September 2005, the activists turned down the proposal, though Conservative MP’s had agreed to it. An election for the new leader was held under the old rules in October 2005.

In 2007, Tony Blair resigned  and Gordon Brown became the unopposed leader of the Labour Party, and therefore PM.

At the moment it is difficult to detect the direction either of these parties will go in for the next election. Opinion polls are playing an increasingly important roll in determining policy, as are marginal seats.

