THE PARADOX OF POLITICAL PARTIES
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“Can’t live with them,
can’t live without them”.

Political power is a high stakes
game. Historically, the
interests of the powerful are
pitted against the interests of
the disempowered. The
powerful always have the
upper hand because they can
attain power by purchasing
influence.

The disempowered have to
fight for every inch of
progress and reform. They
must organise to gain what’s
fair and, likewise, the powerful
organise to stop them. Two
sides in perpetual conflict.
This is the genesis of our
political parties.

Despite appearances, political
parties are not part of our
constitutional arrangements.
They are private self-interest
groups. Anyone can form a
political party. Some are even
companies. There are
currently over two hundred in
the UK but for the last eighty
years our governments have
been dominated by just two;
Labour and Conservative.

Voters have come to realise
that whichever party forms the
government, very little of what
they promise is actually
delivered. Very little of what is
necessary for a successful,
prosperous and happy country
is ever attended to. What the
public wants from politics is not
what the public gets.

What we see is relentless, petty
culture wars and populist
sloganeering. The conflict
becomes all that matters.
Politics becomes more
important than government.

Appalling as this is, it is
nevertheless the system that
creates this tendency. The need
to win elections means that
long term planning and the
execution of policies that would
benefit the whole nation are
impossible to implement.
Policies that do get enacted are
nearly always short-term
responses to problems the
government has caused
(through action or neglect) or
politically motivated populism.

It is a moot point whether our
political system has created
the political parties we have or
whether they have created the
system under which they
thrive.

As it stands, our Parliament can
only operate with one group in
power (the Government) and
all the rest in opposition.
Coalitions are sometimes
formed but they rarely last
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However, the public are as
much to blame for this as the
parties are. It is us that
demands instant and often
impossible solutions to
complex long term problems.
It is us that puts our faith in
‘hero’ leaders who turn out to
be caricatures at best, or
dishonest, cruel and
dangerously incompetent at
worst.

Over time the parties have
metastasised simultaneously
into bureaucratic



dictatorships and
socioeconomic cults. This
applies both inside and
outside the party. Inside it,
MPs and members are subject
to Byzantine rule-books, harsh
discipline and expulsions for
those deemed to have the
wrong opinions. This stifles
and distorts healthy debate. It
is intended to create party
cohesion but instead it creates
divisions, factions and dissent.
So not only are the parties
fighting each other but they
are fighting amongst
themselves. Calm, rational and
collaborative government
becomes all but impossible.

Outside of the party their
supporters nevertheless
become blind to their chosen
party’s faults. The party
becomes an integral part of
their socioeconomic identity.
Tribal allegiances are passed
from generation to generation
on the parental knee.

Policies become irrelevant.
Poor performance in
government is ignored. Party
support is more important.

If we want to change the system
for something better then we
have no choice but to rely on
the very parties that have let us
down so badly in the past.
Institutions that lack the
incentive, the will and the
capacity to change.

Proportional Representation
(PR) is increasingly popular
among the electorate but as
soon as one party gains a
significant majority in
Parliament then they have no
incentive to implement it.
Likewise, if a party does well in
Scotland and Wales, it has no
incentive to devolve more
powers or even consider
independence under a new
constitution.

So, what can be done? We’re
caught in a trap. Political
parties are all we have under
our current voting system
and parliamentary
arrangements.

The answer is — at least in
theory - either we need
better parties or the parties
we have need to be better. Is
this likely to happen any time
soon? We shall see...
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