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Party systems — and support for the parties that comprise them — develop and evolve in
response to three broad sets of factors: electoral rules; the actions and decisions of political
elites; and the political beliefs, attitudes and preferences of mass publics. The evolution of
the UK’s party system since 1945 reflects the tension between the strong constraining impact
of electoral rules and deep-seated, long-term changes in public opinion. Declining party
identification and increasing popular disillusion with Labour and the Conservatives have
weakened what, for the two main governing parties, were the ‘virtuous circle’ effects of First-
Past-the-Post elections. These long-term changes have stimulated movement towards a
multi-party system — although, as UKIP’s experience in the 2015 general election showed,
FPTP can still reassert its virtuous (or in this case, vicious) circle effects. This paper reviews
the factors that have underpinned the UK’s changing party systems over the last six decades.
It argues that, partly as a result of recent decisions by Labour and Conservative elites, UK
public opinion is now ripe for a party system realignment. With the Conservatives divided
over Europe and human rights, and Labour divided over immigration and whether the party
should be primarily a party of government or a protest movement, an important opportunity
has opened up for a resurgence of the liberal political centre. The key issue is whether or not
sufficient politicians from the centrist factions of Labour and the Conservatives possess the
will and courage to develop it.

Part 1 of this paper reviews the conventional wisdom about the relationship between electoral
rules and patterns of party competition. Duverger’s Law (Duverger, 1954) has undoubtedly
acted as a constraint on the development of parties that could challenge the post-war
dominance of Labour and the Conservatives. However, it is also the case that the UK’s party
system (or more correctly, party systems if we consider local government and the devolved
assemblies in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales as well as the Westminster parliament)
has become increasingly fragmented since 1945. Part 2 briefly documents this increasing
fragmentation. It outlines the decline of the Westminster two-party vote since the 1950s; the
increasing number of local councils where no single party has overall control, especially after
2000; and the clear multi-party systems (encouraged by electoral rules that include a
proportional component in terms of regional lists) that have characterised each of the UK’s
devolved assemblies since 1998. The section also examines the increasing disproportionality
between parties’ vote shares and seat shares in the Westminster parliament, a phenomenon
that has grown as the vote shares of the two major parties have declined.

Part 3 examines the main factors that have contributed to the increasing party fragmentation
at Westminster. It differentiates between explanatory factors that are capable of being
measured systematically, in terms of both their extent and their impact on fragmentation, and
those that are not. Among the ‘unmeasurable factors’are the long-term decline in deference



towards received wisdom and elite judgment; the rise of new regional, ethnic and religious
identities; increased media criticism (including social media criticism) of conventional
politics and politicians; and the unintended consequences of elite decisions. Key among the
measurable factors are the long-term decline in party identification and the gradual
weakening of class-based voting. The final section considers the prospects for a new
realignment of the Westminster party system. It analyses recently collected survey data which
show that Authoritarian Populist attitudes are widespread among the UK mass public.

Cluster analysis suggests that there are now four distinct ‘political tribes’ among UK voters,
defined in terms of their left-right positions and their attitudes towards Europe, immigration,
human rights and Britain’s foreign policy role in the world. A new centre party could make a
strong electoral appeal to a large proportion of two of these tribes, acting as a bulwark against
the otherwise likely election of future authoritarian populist governments at Westminster.

1. First-Past-the-Post (FPTP) versus increasing party fragmentation, 1945-2016

The UK has always had a rather more complex party structure than the simple two- or two-
and-a-half party system typically used by comparative political analysts to characterise the
Westminster parliament. Many towns and cities in Great Britain have evolved local party
systems, particularly since 1945, which look very different from the classic
Conservative/Labour/Liberal (Democrat) Westminster model. Northern Ireland has had its
own distinctive system, variously instituted, since the 1920s. And since devolution in the late
1990s, Scotland and Wales have developed entirely new systems that have in turn evolved in
different ways over time. This said, Duverger’s conclusions about the impact of FPTP or
plurality electoral rules on party competition have proved a useful way of explaining why the
Conservatives and Labour have maintained their electoral dominance for most of the post-
war period — and of explaining why third parties without a clear regional base have found it
extraordinarily difficult to make an electoral breakthrough.

The core of Duverger’s analysis is very straightforward: plurality voting, over time,
encourages competition between two broad-based, catch-all parties, making it difficult for
third parties to challenge the two-party status quo. On occasion, of course, a minor party
might be able to sustain itself under FPTP (especially if could make some sort of local or
regional appeal) or one of the two parties might even (temporarily) achieve the status of a
‘dominant party’. However, for the two major parties under FPTP, a “virtuous circle’
calculus of voting and activism tends to operate — which for any challenger party, by
implication, acts as a vicious circle. Voters and political activists learn, either in advance or
through experience, that third party votes and activism tend to be wasted in terms of gaining
parliamentary seats. Both voters and would-be activists accordingly gravitate towards one or
other of the two major parties, even if this involves voting tactically for a lesser evil or, for
the activist, ‘compromising’ with the dominant values of the party s/he has decided to join.
This gravitation effect in turn squeezes the third party vote, which encourages the sense after
an election that third party voting and activism have been wasteful — thus reinforcing the
FPTP virtuous/vicious circle. The counterpoint to plurality voting rules, of course, is
Proportional Representation (PR) in its various forms. In Duverger’s view, PR encourages



multi-party competition, since under PR there are fewer (if any) wasted votes or wasted
activism. This enables ‘sincere’ voting (that is, genuine first preference voting) to
predominate and ensures that the public’s preferences — however fragmented they might be —
can be reasonably accurately translated into parliamentary seats. For Duverger, it is no
accident (as subsequent studies have repeatedly shown) that plurality systems exhibit the
highest disparities between parties’ vote shares and parliamentary Seat shares and that these
disparities are associated (other things being equal) with higher levels of dissatisfaction with
democracy.

Plurality electoral rules, of course, do not mean there is no serious challenge to existing
parties. Irish nationalists made a successful challenge to the dominant Conservative and
Liberal parties in the first two decades of the twentieth century, resulting in Irish
independence in 1922. And Labour successfully supplanted the Liberal Party in the decade
or so after the First World War. The logic of the FPTP virtuous circle soon reasserted itself,
however. The Liberals received only seven percent of the popular vote in the 1931 general
election — a position from which they did not really start to recover until 1974. Yet it is clear
that over the last 40 years or so, the Conservative/Labour two-party system at Westminster
has transmuted into a form of ‘unbalanced multi-partism’ — involving the Conservatives,
Labour, Liberal Democrats, SNP and Plaid Cymru — even though the electoral rules have not
changed. Electoral rules do not determine party competition, though they do constrain it in
different ways. Regionally-focused or national parties can clearly prosper under FPTP but
those parties which lack either a clear regional/national base (like the SNP and PC and to a
lesser extent the Liberals) or a class demographic (like the Conservatives and Labour, at least
in the past) find that their support, even if it is considerable, can be spread so thinly as to
deliver no real electoral payoff. UKIP’s experience in the 2015 general election, with twelve
percent of the popular vote and only one parliamentary seat to show for it, is a clear
testimony to the dangers of ‘no distinctive demographic’. All this said, the experiences of the
devolved assemblies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland clearly support the Duverger
thesis that the introduction of a substantial PR component in the electoral process strongly
encourages multi-partism: since their inception, all the newly devolved assemblies (as
demonstrated in the next section) have been characterised by multi-party competition.

2. The fragmentation of Westminster, Devolved Assembly and Local Council voting in
historical perspective

The time-scales over which changes in party competition can usefully be analysed vary
according to the different levels of governance. For Westminster elections, the earliest
reference point is generally considered to be 1832, when the UK’s modern party system,
focusing on competition between Conservatives and Liberals, was initiated. For the devolved
assemblies, the simplest start date is the first set of post-devolution elections — 1998 in
Northern Ireland and 1999 in Scotland and Wales. For local elections, the position is
complicated by the significant changes in local authority boundaries and designations that
have been introduced, particularly since 1945. The most consistent basis for an over-time
comparison is to consider the electoral position in the UK’s major cities (excluding London,



which has had a variety of distinctive arrangements) since 1945. The discussion here focuses
initially on the vote shares obtained by the various parties, turning then to discuss the
relationship between vote shares and seat shares in the national, Westminster context.

Westminster. Figure 1 reports the changes in party vote shares for the Westminster parliament
between 1832 and 2015. Until 1910, support for the Conservatives and Liberals was
overwhelming, with very low levels of support for other parties. From 1918 to 1931 there
was a period of transition in which Labour replaced the Liberals as one of the two ‘major’
parties able to benefit from the FPTP virtuous circle. From the mid1950s, there was a
gradual decline in the combined Labour and Conservative share of the vote, with a
concomitant rise in support for the Liberals (Liberal-Democrats) and ‘Other’.! By 2015, the
constraining effects of FPTP had loosened sufficiently for roughly a third of the electorate to
decide to vote for parties other than Labour and the Conservatives. Support for UKIP (at 12.5
percent) was part of the explanation for the loosening. However, as Figure 2 shows, another
part of the story was the success of nationalist parties in Wales and Scotland. Plaid Cymru
and the Scottish National Party started to attract very small percentages of Welsh and Scottish
votes respectively in Westminster elections in 1931 — but by 2015 this had grown to a 12
percent share for PC in Wales and a massive 50 percent SNP share in the wake of the 2014
Scottish independence referendum.

Devolved Assemblies. Figures 3-5 show the changing vote share patterns for the three UK
devolved assemblies after 1998. In all three cases, given that roughly half the seats were
awarded on the basis of parties’ vote shares for regional lists, votes were from the outset
relatively evenly distributed across four or more parties. The devolved assemblies, in short,
have consistently been characterised by multi-party systems. In Scotland in 1999, as Figure 3
shows, Labour, the SNP, the Conservatives, Liberal-Democrats and even ‘Others’ secured
substantial shares of the vote. This pattern continued through 2003 and 2007, though by
2011, the SNP had achieved a clear dominance, which was reinforced even more strongly in
2016. An analogous position is described in Figure 4, which presents equivalent data for
Wales. In 1999, four parties obtained substantial votes shares, though Labour and Plaid
Cymru were in a sufficiently strong position to suggest that a two-party system could
develop. In fact, by 2003, PC had lost support to such an extent that Labour was clearly the
dominant party, a position that it broadly maintained through to 2016. The growth of UKIP,
however, meant that by 2016 votes for the Welsh Assembly were distributed across five
parties — each with Assembly representation. Finally, Figure 5 summarises the position in
Northern Ireland Assembly elections since 1998. From the beginning, voting for the NI
Assembly followed a very clear multi-party vote pattern, with votes distributed across five
parties plus ‘others’. By 2007, this had transmuted into a system in which, though still
involving substantial voting for multiple parties, the Democratic Unionists and Sinn Fein had
established themselves as the two dominant parties — though on only one occasion (the DUP
in 2011) did either of them secure over 30 percent of the popular (list) vote.

Local Councils. As an illustration of the changing levels of fragmentation in UK local
authority voting, Figure 6 reports the year-by-year variations in the number of major UK city
councils (out of a total of 22 councils whose boundaries and status remained broadly stable



over the 1945-2016 period) in which there was No Overall Control (NOC) by a single party
or formal coalition of parties. The NOC characterisation is obviously an imperfect measure
of voting fragmentation, but it does give a general indication of the extent to which the
Conservative and Labour parties fail to perform effectively in local elections: a higher
incidence of NOC, in short, reflects a higher level of local vote fragmentation. Viewed in
this light, Figure 6 shows that NOC is by no means a new phenomenon. Its incidence grew
slowly in the 1970s and 1980s and increased markedly after 2000, with half of the 22
councils in the sample group experiencing NOC in 2006. As with Westminster voting, a
constant set of electoral rules based on FPTP, is capable of producing some degree of voting
fragmentation, notwithstanding Duverger’s Law.

Vote shares, seat shares and disproportionality. The evidence reported in Figures 1-6 shows
that voting fragmentation has been a feature of UK representative democracy to varying
degrees both over time and at the three levels reviewed. Party systems, however, are defined
not just by voting patterns in any one series of elections, but also by the distribution of seats
that result from the way votes are cast. As noted earlier, FPTP is less likely than electoral
rules based on some form of Proportional Representation accurately to translate vote shares
into seat shares. Typically, FPTP gives the winning party a parliamentary majority to govern
only at the cost of depriving ‘minor’ parties of a ‘fair’ share of parliamentary seats. Analysts
have devised a number of different measures of vote share/seat share disproportionality.
Most measures focus on the idea of the Effective Number of Parties.? For any given
parliament, this Effective Number can be calculated for the distributions of both vote shares
and seat shares: the gap between the two is one way of summarising any vote/seat
disproportionality.® Figure 7 shows the gap between the Effective Number of Parties (ENP)
in terms of votes and seats at Westminster since 1900. Since 1918, the ENP in terms of votes
has been higher than the ENP in terms of seats. The gap narrowed briefly in the early 1950s,
but since then it has been growing progressively so that by 2015 electors votes were spread
across 3.9 Effective Parties whereas Commons seats were distributed to 2.5 Effective Parties.
This considerable gap to a large extent reflects the way in which the FPTP virtuous circle still
benefits Labour and the Conservatives as the two ‘major’ competing parties, even though the
electorate has increasingly and repeatedly signalled its overall collective preference for a
multi-party system.

It is well beyond the scope of this paper to analyse the extent to which UK local authority
elections have historically produced a gap between ENP-votes and ENP-seats: this would
involve a massive exercise in data collection and analysis that might well reveal nothing
particularly interesting beyond an obvious parallel with what has been happening at
Westminster since 1918. However, as far as the devolved assemblies are concerned, a similar
set of calculations to those reported in Figure 7 can be undertaken for the relatively short
period since 1998. Table 1 summarises the results of these calculations. The ENP-votes
scores are all higher than in the Westminster parliament — as would be expected given that
half the seats in the devolved assemblies are allocated by PR. However, as Table 1 shows, in
all three contexts the ENP-seats scores are lower than their equivalent ENP-votes scores,
implying that there is a degree of disproportionality even in the three devolved assemblies. In



short, even in these assemblies the continuing FPTP component of the electoral rules
constrains the representation of more peripheral parties, thereby reducing the degree of multi-
partism that would be expected purely on the basis of way people cast their votes.

The broad conclusions suggested by the foregoing discussion are straightforward.
Notwithstanding Britain’s tradition of First-Past-the-Post elections, the UK has been moving
slowly towards a more fragmented, multi-party system since the 1950s. The process of
fragmentation has been gradual and punctuated by brief periods of above-trend advance, but
it has been inexorable. Voters have gradually been deserting the two major parties, even
though the constraints of FPTP and its associated disproportionate translation of votes into
seats have inhibited third-party (and fourth and fifth party) success. The explicit provision
for regional list votes as a complement to FPTP in the devolved assemblies in Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland has reduced (though not eliminated) disproportionality in these
assemblies. Moreover, in Scotland and Wales, national assembly voting (as with European
Parliament voting, which was based on PR regional lists from 1993) has almost certainly
affected subsequent voting in Westminster elections. It has broken old habits and allowed
some voters to support parties they previously considered marginal: Labour was almost a
certainly a victim of this tendency in Scotland in the 2015 general election. Devolution, in
short, has probably accelerated the movement towards multi-partism in the Westminster
parliament — even though FPTP still acts as a source of disproportionality by constraining the
Effective Number of Parties in terms of seats.

3. What explains the increasing fragmentation of the UK party system and the decline
of support for Labour and the Conservatives?

It is by no means a simple matter systematically to assess the factors that have undercut the
‘virtuous circle’ of the post-war two-party system. This is partly because the necessary data
for evaluating the various possible explanations for vote (and, to a lesser extent, seat)
fragmentation are unavailable and partly because of the statistical difficulty of estimating
causal effects among variables that are potentially reciprocally related. With these
constraints in mind, | offer an analysis that is speculative but ‘consistent with the available
evidence’, rather than one that rigorously tests a more limited set of precise explanatory
claims.

I begin with what I described earlier as the ‘unmeasurable’ factors. These are ‘unmeasurable’
in two senses — in terms of being able (a) accurately to measure how they have changed over
the period since the post-war two-party system began to fragment in the 1950s and,
consequently, (b) to assess their effects on the fragmentation process itself. There are
arguably five main ‘unmeasurables’ that have contributed to party fragmentation. The first is
cultural — the decline of deference, the reduced preparedness of mass publics to defer to the
wisdom, judgment and authority of elites. There has obviously always been a disposition
among some sections of the public to challenge the status quo. It is nonetheless clear from
World Values Surveys (WVS) conducted since 1980 that deference as a general characteristic
is much less prevalent, both in the UK and elsewhere in the developed world, than it was in
the immediate post-war years. The key evidence in this context relates to the levels of



deference shown by different cohorts of WVS respondents: the younger the cohort, the lower
the level of deference displayed. For example, those born after 1951 exhibit deference levels
roughly half the levels shown by those born between 1921 and 1930 (Nevitte, 2011). Itis
difficult to demonstrate that this general decline in deference has a direct impact on popular
disaffection with the main parties of government, but it seems likely that it has played some
sort of indirect role in increasing people’s doubts about the wisdom of the actions of
successive (Labour and Conservative) governments.

A second possible ‘unmeasurable’ factor underpinning party fragmentation relates to the rise
of ‘alternative’ identities. Gilbert and Sullivan’s Private Willis from lolanthe is often quoted
to exemplify the late nineteenth century orthodoxy about the importance and ubiquity of
party identity:

How Nature always does contrive...
That every boy and every gal

That’s born into the world alive

Is either a little Liberal

Or else a little Conservative!

By the late 1930s, of course, Labour had substituted for the Liberals in popular affections.
However, as demonstrated below, party identifications have declined significantly since the
early 1960s. They have been variously supplemented and replaced by a proliferation of new
political and quasi-political identities — by Scottish and Welsh identities in those two
countries, by ethnic and religious identities among the UK’s growing ethnic minority
population (Heath et al, 2013), and even for some by European identity (Isernia et al, 2012).
The difficulty with trying to assess the changing importance of these ‘new’ identities is that
there are no reliable baseline data extending back in time that might enable any changes in
identity patterns to be measured and assessed. This means that although we know that these
identities are important (especially national identities in Scotland and Wales) in determining
party choices now, it is not possible assess how far they have driven out old party identities
and therefore contributed to party fragmentation.

A third ‘unmeasurable’ source of fragmentation is the increased level of traditional media
criticism of politicians, which has in turn increased popular disillusion with professional
politicians and established parties. It is easy to assert this proposition but far more difficult to
demonstrate it. Nonetheless, we are all familiar with the more confrontational style of
political interviewing on radio and television that has developed in the UK over the last three
decades or so. And the Daily Telegraph and other newspapers have seemed to regard it
almost as a duty in recent years to expose the peccadillos and errors of judgment made by
politicians of all parties at every opportunity — a development that for many observers has
contributed to the increasing lack of trust that voters have in politics and politicians (see for
example, Whiteley et al, 2013). Although it is very difficult to establish empirically either
the extent to which these changes have occurred and whether or not they have affected
fragmentation, it would be unwise to conclude that they have had no effect.



A similar conclusion is suggested with regard to a fourth possible source of party
fragmentation: the rise and rise of social media conversations and exchanges. Analysts are
only starting to get a proper handle on how to measure and assess these exchanges but it
seems clear from anecdotal evidence that most of them involve participants listening and
talking to people largely like themselves. The low transactions costs of social media
interactions mean that it is relatively easy to form ever-smaller, more specialised political
groupings in which the like-minded converse. This clearly makes it easier for ‘groupthink’
mechanisms to operate and for participants to reinforce each other in their views and to
convince themselves that those views (since they are rarely contradicted) are widely shared.
Again, it is difficult to assess either the extent of such social media conversations or to show
that they connected to party fragmentation — but it seems likely that they have helped to
reinforce the fragmentation process in the relatively recent past and that they will continue to
be of relevance in the future.

The final ‘unmeasurable’ factor underpinning fragmentation concerns the unintended
consequences of elite decisions. It is all but impossible to demonstrate the connections
between specific decisions and such a generalised long-term process as party fragmentation.
In my view, however, there are three identifiable decisions that have had — and will continue
to have — profound consequences for the unity and character of the Labour and Conservative
parties. The first was the Blair government’s decision to establish the Scottish parliament
from 1999. Blair’s aim in devolving power was to preserve the union between Scotland and
the rest of the UK by making modest concessions to Scottish demands for increased decision-
making autonomy. At the same time, Blair introduced part-PR electoral arrangements that
would minimise the chances of an SNP-led Scottish government (since all the other parties
were pro-union), thereby making it difficult for the SNP to build further momentum for its
core cause of independence. In the event, of course, Blair’s plans rapidly went awry. In
May 2007, the first SNP minority administration took office in Holyrood. It was so successful
that it was elected with a majority in 2011. The knock-on consequence of the SNP’s
domestic success, even in the wake of an unsuccessful referendum in 2014, was that the party
annihilated Labour in Scotland in the 2015 Westminster elections. To the delight of all lovers
of irony, Labour’s Scotland strategy had had the very opposite effect of what was intended —
and party fragmentation at Westminster had been reinforced.

The second elite decision that increased the tendency towards party fragmentation at
Westminster was Ed Miliband’s reform of Labour leader-election rules in March 2014. John
Smith had introduced One Member One Vote (OMOV) in September 1993, but the voting
power of party activists had been curbed by the continuing existence of an electoral college in
which MPs, MEPs and trade unions were also represented. Miliband’s reforms introduced
genuine OMOQV and these operated for the first time in July 2015, following his resignation
after the 2015 election defeat. The empowerment of the grass roots activists that this implied,
combined with Labour MPs decision to include Jeremy Corbyn as one of the balloted
candidates for leader, produced an overwhelming victory for Corbyn as the representative of
the party’s radical left (a victory that was confirmed in a second ballot in October 2016). The
unintended consequence of this concatenation of rule change and nomination naivety plunged



Labour into a crisis over whether Labour should be an activist-driven campaigning party that
articulates a radical voice for the dispossessed or a realistically aspirant party of government
that, in office, could genuinely improve the lives of ‘ordinary working people’. Corbyn’s
victory has given many Labour activists the voice and policies they have always wanted. But
it has distanced the party from both the median voter and traditional Labour voters and left
large numbers of Labour MPs wondering how on earth the party can ever recover electorally.
As I will discuss in the final section, there is an opportunity here for a new centre-ground
political force in the UK, if enough Labour MPs can convince themselves that the need for
politicians to take practical action which improves ordinary people’s lives is more important
than out-dated notions of party loyalty and betrayal.

The third elite decision worth mentioning is David Cameron’s decision, in the run-up to the
2015 general election, to promise an ‘in/out’ referendum on Britain’s EU membership by
2017. Cameron clearly expected that he would be able to negotiate a deal (on improved
membership terms for the UK) with the UK’s EU partners that would be acceptable to the
UK public, and that he would accordingly win any such referendum. His failure to
understand the risks he was running or to campaign effectively for the deal he had secured
resulted in his rapid political demise and his replacement by a Conservative government that
seems bent on both a ‘hard Brexit’ and on moving the Conservatives firmly to the
authoritarian right. The centre of gravity of the Conservative Party under Theresa May has
shifted towards an anti-Europeanist, anti-immigrant, anti-human-rights stance that leaves the
pro-EU social liberals, who formed the vanguard of the party under Cameron, very isolated.
As with Labour’s centrists, Tory centrists have an opportunity to defect from a party with
which they no longer have very much in common. Again, this is an issue to which | return in
the final section.

The factors outlined above offer an incomplete and largely anecdotal account of why party
fragmentation has increased in Britain in recent decades. There are two further (measurable)
factors, however, where more specific corroborating evidence can be provided. Yet even
here, the corroboration is limited in the sense that these measurable factors all suffer from a
potential ‘endogeneity’ problem (a problem, incidentally, that besets large swathes of social
science research) — that is, they are all subject to the potential criticism that they are the
consequence of declining support for the two main parties, rather than its cause. Given that
the necessary data for resolving this sort of endogeneity problem are not available, I simply
hypothesise that these two measurables do indeed underpin the fragmentation process and
then examine the data to determine whether or not they are consistent with such a claim.

The decline of Party Identification. Party identification (or PID) is one of the most
commonly used concepts in the explanation of voting patterns. It can be characterised in
various ways but in essence constitutes an individual’s long-term predisposition to support
one party rather than another — though such predispositions can change over time (Clarke et
al, 2004). Analyses of PID typically differentiate among Very Strong, Fairly Strong and Not
Very Strong Identifiers, all of whom are distinguished from Non-identifiers. Identifying with
a party is not a guarantee that an individual will support it, but Very Strong Identification
with a party is a powerful indication that an individual will indeed vote for it at the next



election. Equally, having no identification generally signifies that an individual’s vote is ‘up
for grabs’ at any given election — that vote choices will be affected more by perceptions of
leadership qualities, evaluations of policy platforms, and assessments of the likely managerial
competencies of the rival leadership teams.

Figure 8 shows the aggregate changes in strength of party identification between 1964 (when
PID was first systematically measured in the UK) and 2015. Fairly Strong identifiers remain
broadly constant at around 40% of voters. Not Very Strong identifiers — the least committed
identifiers — increase from around 10% to about 23%. However, Very Strong ldentifiers
decline from 45% of voters in 1964 to 15% in 2015. And crucially, people with No
Identification have increased from 5% of the electorate to over 20%. Figure 9 presents the
data in a slightly different form, showing how PID strength has fallen for the two major
parties and for the Liberal Democrats since 1964. For simplicity of presentation, the strength
measures are presented in index form. The two figures tell the same story, however.
Together, they show conclusively that voters have become progressively less committed to
the main established political parties in the half century since 1964. It is hardly surprising in
these circumstances that they have been prepared to vote for a wider range of newer,
alternative parties — they have behaved more like discriminating consumers than committed
partisans — thus contributing to the Westminster vote and seat fragmentation described in the
previous section.

The decline of class-based voting. A second measurable factor that has contributed to party
fragmentation in Westminster voting is the decline of social class as a source of voting
choice. Traditionally, people from manual working class families disproportionately
supported Labour whilst non-manual middle class voters disproportionately supported the
Conservatives. Table 2 displays the relationship between vote and social class in 1964, and
again in 2015. The contrast between the two elections could not be clearer. In 1964, just
under two-thirds of middle class voters supported the Conservatives and a similar proportion
of working class voters supported Labour: there was a very clear relationship between class
and vote. By 2015, the class/vote nexus had weakened considerably. While the Conservatives
garnered slightly more middle class votes (43%) than working class ones (33%), Labour’s
support was almost the same among the middle class (31%) as it was among the manual
working class (33%). Class-based voting in fact declined progressively after 1964. Figure 10
reports a simple class/vote ‘consistency index’ that can be calculated, for every general
election since 1964, from tables analogous to those shown in Table 2. The data for 2016
relate to voting intentions rather than reported vote. As the figure shows, class has all but
disappeared as a factor in vote choice.

The mechanism through which declining class-voting contributes to party fragmentation is
simple. Parties with a clear class base, of the sort enjoyed by Labour and the Conservatives
from the 1930s to the 1960s, find it relatively easy to garner votes from that class
demographic. But a third party challenger has to position itself to attract working class votes
from Labour and/or middle class votes from the Conservatives. This is an extraordinarily
difficult task to accomplish in constituencies of different types given that it is important to
convey a consistent national-level campaigning message in order to present an image of
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policy and managerial competence. As class-based voting weakens, however, not only do the
original class-based parties have to make new non-class appeals to attract support, but third
parties too have an equal opportunity to make non-class appeals. In fact, as class-based
voting declines, all parties increasingly have to engage in what Riker (1986) termed
heresthetics — the conscious effort to focus political debates and divisions on ‘new’ issue
dimensions or cleavages that are conducive to their own interests. The SNP, for example,
have been outstandingly successful on re-structuring political debate in Scotland around
Scottish interests and which party is best placed to advance them. The decline of class as the
basis of the vote has simply created more oppo