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Abstract:

One of the key features of pluralist democracy is the existence of political parties. The
political party, as a means of acquiring and exercising power, is essentially linked to a
specific historical moment in Western democracy and to one country in particular: Great
Britain. The political system and political institutions of Great Britain are governed
neither by a constitution in the strict sense, nor even, for the most part, by legal rules, but
by practical political customs, the so-called “conventions of the political system.” Based
on these, through a gradual, slow, and continuous adaptation of outdated institutions —
which, while retaining their traditional outward form, have changed in substance —
political power is concentrated at the level of the Government. Today, the Government
essentially exercises both the powers of the monarch and those of the House of Commons.
This is because the government and Parliament, through the majority party, form a
political unity. In conclusion, we could say that in Great Britain, the compliance of those
in power with the informal and non-coercive rules of the “constitutional conventions” is
ultimately explained by the fact that there is broad public consent to the existing political
system, which accepts and legitimizes the established political institutions and thus
enables their smooth functioning.
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eEWTEQIKT] HOOPT) TOVG, éXoUV aAAAEeL TteQLeXOUEVO, 1) TTOALTIKT) eEovola BolokeTal
ovyKeVTOwHEVN oo emtimedo g KuPBépvnone. Avt onuega aokel, ovoxotikd, 1000
¢ efovolec TOL HOVAQXT), 000 Kal ekeiveg g BovArg twv Kowotrtwv. Tovto
ovuPaiver, owtt 1 Kupéovnon kar to KowoPovAlo ovvOétovv, péow Tov
TAELOYNPOVVTOS  KOUMATOG, Ml TOALTIKY)  evotnTa.  Yuumegaouatikd, Oa
HTogovoae v TOUHE, OTL 0Tn HeYAATN Boetavia, N OUHHOQ@PWON TWV EKAOTOTE
KUPBEQVWVTWY TIOOS TOUG ATLUTIOVG KAL T e£EAVAYKAOTIKOVS KAVOVES TV «OLVON KWV
TOU TMOALTEVHATOC» eENYElTAL O& TEAIKN) AVAALON ATO TO YeYOVOS, OTL VTTAQXEL 1)
evpela ovykataBeon Tov AoV 01O LOXVOV TTOALTIKO CVOTNUX, O OTIOLOG ATIODEX ETAL
KL VOULUOTIOLEL TOVG KATEOTNUEVOUS TIOALTIKOUG BeToUg Kat KaOlotd €ToL e@kTh
TNV OpaAT) Agettovyla Toug.

AéEetg-kAedid:  KowofovAlo, DiAeAevOepol, Eoyatwkoy, Zuvtnontuol,
OUKOUUATIOHOG

1. Introduction

England, the birthplace of Great Britain, then the United Kingdom, and finally the British
Empire, has shaped the course of human history over the past 500 years and is the cradle
of political parties. It gave birth to fundamental constitutional arrangements and
institutions of global application, such as the first concept of a Constitution (Lex Terrae),
which, as “the Law of the Land,” is established by society (Papagrigoriou, 2006).

One of the key features of pluralist democracy is the existence of political parties
that compete for power within a framework of rules that ensure equal opportunity. The
British political system is a rare phenomenon in the political history of Western Europe,
based on two pillars: the two-party structure of the political spectrum and the first-past-
the-post electoral system. The dominant parties, drawing on their strength in Parliament,
maintain the majority system, whether they are the Liberals and Conservatives or the
Conservatives and Labour. Despite its relative stability, the British political system is not
static. As early as the 1990s, a decline in the importance of class in voters” choices was
observed, while there were numerous reactions against the two-party system and the
way it was enforced.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the various forms that the political system
has taken and the influence that social political forces and electoral systems have had on
these changes. It was not until the late 18th century that modern forms of political parties
began to emerge in Great Britain, under conditions, of course, that called them into
question. Although some, such as Burke (Meny, 1995:139), defended the principle of
party organization, the idea was generally criticized on the grounds that “factions
undermine the unity of the Monarchy and authority.”

To moArtkd wkOUpa WS HECO KATAKTNONG Kot dwxxeloong g efovolag
OLVOEETAL OVOLAOTIKA [LE UL LOTOQUKT] OTLY Y] TG OUTIKTC ONUOKQATIAG KAL HLE
uia xwoa T MeyaAn Boetavia. Amo v dnodn avtr, kaBoolotiko etvat to
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Yeyovog, Ot N eEATIAWOT) TOL dNUOKQATIKOU CLOTHHUATOS, KATA KAVOVA OTIWS
avTo dlapoeewOnke otn MeydAn Boetavia, ovvodevetal and v nertolOnon,
OTL T KOU AT elvat ta TTAEOV eVOEdeLYEVA OQYAVA YIX TOV TTIOALTIKO AYWVA.
H vrtagén tov kOppatog amoteAel, KATA KATIOLO TQOTIO, CUOTATIKO OTOLXELO TOV
mtoArtikoV kaBeotwtog. ‘Etot, 1 peyaAn avénon tov aglOpod Twv KQaTtwv HeTd
10 deVUTEQPO TMAYKOOUIO TMOAEHO elxe oav emakOAovO0 ToV MOAAXTIAQOCIXTUO
TWV KOUUATIKWV 0QYXVWOTEWV.

2. The Evolution of the Political System since the 13th Century and Its General
Characteristics

Great Britain, with Hobbes and Locke, was the first to embrace the political implications
of the new principles that placed the individual at the foundation of social organization
(Berstein, 2002:33). Indeed, since the 13th century, with the Magna Carta and the Oxford
Provisions in England, there has been a parliament whose purpose is to oversee the
actions of the royal authority, particularly regarding taxation. The English monarchy
undoubtedly sought to establish absolute power.

During the 17th century, however, two successive revolutions led to the rejection
of absolute monarchy and the adoption of institutions in line with Locke’s ideas. The first
English Revolution, which took place from 1640 to 1660, culminated in the dethronement
and execution, in 1649, of King Charles I, following a long conflict between the monarch
and Parliament. Parliament sought to compel the king to accept limitations on his
authority regarding taxation, conscription, and religious matters.

The second English Revolution, in 1688, which the English called the Glorious
Revolution, had the same root cause: the conflict between Parliament and the king over
the contentious issue of religious freedom. In 1689, Parliament imposed a Bill of Rights
on the king, precisely defining the limits of his authority. He was required to recognize
the freedoms of the English people, particularly the individual liberty enshrined in a 1673
statute, the regular convening of Parliament for the purpose of enacting laws and levying
taxes, and finally, religious tolerance for Protestants. Following this Declaration of Rights,
during the 18th century, a gradual evolution toward a parliamentary and liberal
monarchy took place.

The British party system can be divided into four periods: The first, from 1950 to
1970, is characterized by David Denver as a period of absolute bipartisanship, with the
two parties monopolizing power and enjoying widespread support (David, 1994). The
second period, 1970-1979, is notable for a decline in the momentum of the two major
parties and an increase in support for the Liberals; many conclude that the traditional
British two-party system was coming to an end. The main feature of the third period,
1983-1992, is the absolute dominance of the Tories, who win one election after another,
tirst under Margaret Thatcher and then under her successor, John Major. Labour even
lost the 1992 election, defying all the polls. Finally, the period 1997-2005 was marked by
Labour’s return to power for the first time since 1974, led by T. Blair. The consecutive
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victories in 1997, 2001, and 2005 laid the groundwork for a Labour dominance
comparable to that of Thatcher.

It took roughly a century —beginning with the establishment of parliamentarism
and passing through the hands of the oligarchy —to arrive at political democracy, the
very principle of which had long been rejected. The United Kingdom in the early 20th
century, through a process of gradual progression that adapted institutions to the
evolution of ideas and changes in social structures, transformed into a liberal democracy
whose liberal principles, which it itself had given birth to, were progressively tempered
by the introduction of political and social democracy.

3. The Two-party Nature of the Political System

Since the 19th century, the first-past-the-post electoral system —established through a
series of People’s Acts—has become synonymous with British politics and has been
almost universally accepted by the general public. It also constitutes an institutionalized
tradition in a country where traditional legitimacy is important. The British system is a
classic example of relative majority voting in single-member districts (D. Nohlen). The
configuration of the electoral map, with its many single-member districts in England, has
a significant impact on party strength: it favors those parties whose appeal is locally
concentrated.

Another consequence of the system is that it reinforces the complementary effects
of wasted votes and strategic voting. A wasted vote refers to votes cast for candidates
who failed to get elected because of the system, while strategic voting is the phenomenon
whereby a voter, feeling that if they vote for their first choice, their vote will be “wasted,”
they strategically vote for their next-highest preference, which has some chance of
winning. These results led Duverger to formulate the law that every majority system
leads to a two-party system. The consolidation of a two-party system is the most
significant political consequence of the winner-takes-all system, which after the war was
artificial (Diamantopoulos, 1993).

The bipolar nature of the British two-party system has a number of consequences
for the country’s political life. A key feature is that it forces the major parties to represent
the interests of their voters to a lesser extent, since they must also win over supporters of
other parties. This results in a shift in political discourse from ideological to more
“material,” low-level political issues. Furthermore, large parties with a governing
orientation tone down the sharpness of their opposition rhetoric. The electoral system
and the two-party system are considered the main reasons why authoritarian political
solutions did not take root in England. In a two-party system, voters identify more closely
with the political system as a whole, as changes in government relieve political life of any
sense of failure (Diamantopoulos, 2001).

However, the stability provided by the electoral system would be undermined if
a third party were to reach 30%. Nevertheless, the two-party stability rests on shaky
ground due to the artificial nature of the system and is reinforced more by the general
consensus within British society regarding the importance of stability, even at the
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expense of the popular mandate. Another characteristic of the British two-party system
is that since the 1970s it has been dominated by one party, in contrast to the balanced
two-party system of the 1950s and 1960s. In general, and despite the criticism it has faced,
the British system has been minimally affected throughout the 20th century by the
dramatic changes that occurred in the United Kingdom’s environment.

The British two-party system is a complete or perfect two-party system
(Diamantopoulos, 1993). This is because there has never been a coalition government
between one of the two major parties, not even when the party system tended toward a
three-party system, such as in the 1920s with the rise of the Labour Party. Furthermore,
the British two-party system is also rigid, as the parliamentary groups of both parties
exhibit uniformity and a substantial over-empowerment of the prime minister. The
Constitution of the United Kingdom is defined as the body of laws that constitute the
political system of the United Kingdom (Trueman, C, 2015). It concerns both the
relationship between the individual and the state, as well as the functioning of the
legislative, executive, and judicial branches. Unlike other states, England does not have
a single constitutional document. Much of the British constitution is embodied in written
documents, in the form of statutes, judicial decisions, acts of authority, and treaties. It has
other unwritten sources, including parliamentary constitutional conventions. Another
principle of the British constitution, as articulated by legal scholar Albert Venn Dicey, is
the rule of law (Dicey, 1982).

The political system and political institutions of Great Britain are governed neither
by a Constitution in the strict sense, nor even, for the most part, by legal rules, but by
established political practices, the so-called “conventions of the political system.” Based
on these, through a gradual, slow, and continuous adaptation of outdated institutions —
which, while retaining their traditional outward form, have changed in substance —
political power is concentrated at the level of the Government. Today, the Government
essentially exercises both the powers of the monarch and those of the House of Commons.
This is because the Government and Parliament, through the majority party, form a
political unity. Thus, the evolution of the parliamentary system has resulted in the
concentration of all political power in the hands of the leadership of the majority party,
which constitutes the Government, and particularly in the hands of its leader, who is the
Prime Minister and heads not only the Government but also the House of Commons,
where his party holds a majority.

The fact that the two parties mutually abide by the rules of the political “game” is
due to the fact that their differences are quantitative rather than qualitative. It should be
noted that, despite the breadth of the electorate, nearly two-thirds of the members of the
House of Commons, regardless of party affiliation, come from the liberal professions and
business circles, while only the remaining one-third are small merchants, artisans,
laborers, etc.

This class composition of Parliament contributes to a situation where the
relationships among its members—and especially between the leaderships of the two
parties—are not so much those of adversaries as of “rival partners.” Most importantly,
political struggles in England do not concern the existing political-social system; they do
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not challenge it; they are not waged for or against the system, but within it. Perhaps
because those in power have room for concessions, compromises, and the fulfillment of
specific socioeconomic demands of the working classes. Moreover, the relatively high
standard of living influences the nature of social and political struggles, which, for this
reason, are not intense or violent, but rather conducted with relative moderation and
mildness. Contributing to this is the fact that the opposition is neither persecuted nor
excluded from political processes, but is instead accepted and thus integrated into them
by accepting the basic principles of the prevailing system.

In conclusion, we could say that in Great Britain, the compliance of successive
governments with the informal and non-coercive rules of the “constitutional
conventions” is ultimately explained by the fact that there is broad public consent to the
existing political system, which accepts and legitimizes the established political
institutions and thus enables their smooth functioning.

4. The Structure and Organization of British Political Parties — Party Systems

The growth of the electorate was one of the key driving forces behind the development
of party machinery in Britain. British parties, particularly during the period 1960-90,
increased their centralization and the autonomy of their parliamentary groups, while at
the same time beginning to adopt a pan-collective model in their organization. In other
words, they have retained the bureaucratic and centralized structure of mass parties,
while at the same time maintaining the ideological flexibility that characterizes mass
parties (Diamantopoulos, 1993).

However, any discussion of British political parties must also take into account
their high degree of institutionalization. The British system is based on a long-standing
and deeply rooted tradition. The three main parties of the United Kingdom are among
the most institutionalized in Europe: the Liberals and the Conservatives have been in
operation for two centuries, while the Labour Party has been active for 106 years —the
longest-standing parties in Western Europe. In terms of electoral stability, it is observed
that since 1922, when the two-party system of Labour and the Conservatives was
established, their combined electoral strength has hovered around 80-85%, with each
party averaging 41-43%. The same applies to the Liberals and local nationalist parties,
such as the Scottish SNP, which experience fluctuations in their electoral appeal, as they
are more receptive to discontent. Stable sources of funding include business leaders for
the Conservatives and Liberals and trade unions for the Labour Party. In any case, any
changes within the English parties are very minor in the context of their over-century-
long history.

The link between the functioning of the parliamentary system and the two-party
system has been a defining feature of the form it has taken in Great Britain (Anastasiadis,
1999:139). The two-party system, or “bipartisan system,” does not mean that there are
only two parties, but rather that there are two main and large parties, and that each
possesses both an electoral base and parliamentary representation sufficient to enable it
to vie for power through democratic processes.
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In 17th-century England, the Tories and Whigs emerged as political factions,
which evolved during the 18th century into parliamentary groups of peers within an
oligarchic parliamentary system. Following the electoral reform of 1832, however, they
took shape as political parties—the Conservative and the Liberal, respectively —within
an increasingly democratic parliamentary system. During the 19th century, these two
parties together accounted for 80-90% of the electorate, with each representing roughly
half of the voters. This situation continued into the 20th century, until the beginning of
the “postwar” period. In the meantime, of course, other parties emerged, though they
were small or merely groups, such as the radicals, the “Irish” Party, the Labor Union
Party, and the Independent Labor Party, which were unable to alter the balance of
political power “monopolized” by the two major parties.

After the Labour Party entered the political arena in 1906, it became the second-
strongest party in England after the Conservatives, while the Liberals took third place,
thus bringing the two-party system to an end. At the same time, several small parties
emerged, such as the Communist and Fascist parties, which, however, failed to secure
parliamentary representation. The existence of three major parties makes it difficult for
any one of them to achieve an absolute parliamentary majority and, in any case, fosters
government crises and political instability.

However, this situation did not last more than 13 years in England. The Liberal
Party continued to decline: in the 1929 elections, it won only 59 seats in the House of
Commons, compared to 260 for the Conservatives and 288 for Labour. The “absurdity”
of the consequences of applying the first-past-the-post system is evident; in this specific
case, it led to a flagrant underrepresentation of the Liberals. The fact is that from then on,
the Liberals ceased to be regarded as a “party of power.” And the 1935 elections
confirmed the decline of the Liberal Party, which had, in any case, completed the
implementation of its progressive-for-the-time program and exhausted its historical role.
From then on, England returned to its traditional two-party system, with the difference
that the Labour Party had replaced the Liberal Party.

In the postwar era, the Conservative and Labour parties have alternated in power.
As has been the case since the 19th century, neither of the two major parties typically
wins more than two consecutive elections. It is rare for the same party to remain in power
for three parliamentary terms (as the Conservative Party did from 1951 to 1964, though
it returned in 1970 only to leave again in 1973). Furthermore, one of the two parties
achieves an absolute majority in the House of Commons, given that the parliamentary
strength of the third party (the Liberals) is very small. An exception is the current Labour
government (alla han), which is a minority government supported by the small Liberal
Party.

From 1950 to 1970, the political landscape was dominated by a two-party system.
The combined share of the vote for Labour and the Conservatives reached its highest
level of the 20th century at 91.8%, there was a steady alternation of governments, and the
Liberals never exceeded 12 seats (Wildeman, 1992). The electoral shares of the two main
parties approach an absolute majority: In 1955, the Conservatives reached 49.5%, while
Labour reached 47.8% in 1966.
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The period 1970-1979 was marked by a loosening of party polarization and a
decline in the strength of the two major parties. In 1970, the average combined share of
the Labour and Conservative parties fell from 91.8% of the vote to 74.8%. In general,
certain pathologies are evident in the Labour-Conservative two-party system, perhaps
natural given its sixty-year history up to that point.

In the elections held between 1979 and 1992, the Tories enjoyed absolute
dominance, whether under M. Thatcher or J. Major. However, given the Conservatives’
18-year monopoly on power, one could speak of an asymmetrical two-party system,
which significantly disrupted the traditional two-party system.

Finally, in the 1997-2005 party system, a trend toward rebalancing the system
emerged with the resurgence of the Labour Party and its electoral victory under T. Blair.
This rebalancing turned into Labour dominance, while at the same time the electoral
shares of the two major parties declined more than ever before, and the first-past-the-
post system became the main factor in maintaining the more artificial two-party system
of the second half of the 20th century. No one can know for certain whether the crisis of
the two-party system in recent years is structural or whether it is related to circumstantial
factors, such as voter fatigue with political leaders, intra-party friction, and others.

5. Characteristics of the Two British Political Parties

The two main British political parties share certain key characteristics:

a) The Conservative Party. It is firmly organized into regional and local organizations,
central bodies (annual conference, central council, and executive committee), and the
parliamentary group led by the party leader, a position held, until 1965, the person
chosen by the monarch to serve as prime minister. The Conservative Party’s electoral
base stands at around 13 million votes. Geographically, it is concentrated mainly in rural
areas, particularly in southern England and along the eastern coast, as well as in most of
Scotland. In addition to the majority of the rural population, the Conservative Party is
also supported by a large segment of the middle class, the upper middle class, and “high
society,” as well as a significant portion—about a quarter —of the working class. Thus,
the conservative party claims to be not a “class-based” but a “national” party.

However, the vast majority of its members are professionals or executives and
managers of large companies and businesses, while the rest are petty bourgeois, farmers,
journalists, and a few civil servants. Finally, ideologically, the Conservative Party seeks
to preserve traditional institutions and relations with Commonwealth countries (the
former British Empire), defend British interests, protect free enterprise against
nationalization, and more.

B) To epyatixo xouua. 'Exet OIOH00PN 00YAVWOT, dIOTL €KTOC ATIO T ATOMIKA
HEAN €XEL KAl «OVAAOYIKA HEAT», dNAadY] €Q0YATIKA OULVOKATA, EVWOELS,
OLVETALQLOHOVG KAt ToTtkéG ogyavawoels. H opydvwor| tov mov etvat avotnod
OLEOQWEVT), €XEL WG KEVIQIKA 0QYAVA TO €TNOLO0 OLVEDQLO KAl TNV €0VIKN
EKTEAEOTIKT) ETULTEOTIN, KAOWS KAl TNV KOWWOPBOVAEVTIKY] OUADA UE ETUKEPAANG
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TOV aQXNYO, TOL ekA€yetal amd avtv, aAAQ KATOTILV ATTOKTA OVOLXOTLKT)
avelapmnoila. H exkAoywr) Bdon tov e0yatikol KOPUUATOG, loodVvaun BéPaia
HE TOL OLVTNENTIKOD, YUPw ota 13 exatoppvEr, Poloketat Wlwg OTIg
TIUKVOKATOIKNUEVES BLOUNXAVIKEG TEQLOXEG TIG XWOAS KAL OTIS HEYAAES
TIOAELS, aAAd elvat agketa ovvOetn. AmoteAeital amod BLOUNXAVIKOUG €QYATEG,
kata 10 70% mepimov, kat VTAAANAOLG, KaBwGs kot aTd éva HEQOG TV HETA LWV
ta€ewv, eMOTIHOVES, EAEV0EQOVG ETAYYEAUATIES KAL «OLAVOOVUEVOLG».

Furthermore, a significant proportion of its parliamentary representation consists

of workers—around two-fifths —with the remainder divided among members of the

liberal professions, journalists, civil servants, and so on. The ideology of the Labor Party
is very moderate and simply “reformist” social democratic, compared to the more
conservative factions of the “Socialist International” to which it belongs. Finally, its
program is pragmatic, with specific goals of “nationalization” and state intervention to
raise the standard of living of the working classes.

6. The Survival of the Two-party System

In Great Britain, the survival of the “two-party system” is due to various factors, the most
important of which appear to be:

D)

2)

3)

4)

Long-standing tradition. The “two-party system” has been in place in England for
three consecutive centuries. In a country that is reluctant to introduce almost
anything new, custom and “tradition” act as a constant barrier to change.

The current electoral system. A first-past-the-post system that does not
“technically” favor the existence of a third party. A third party, especially a small
one, may have a negative effect if it comes between the two major parties: by
taking votes away from the ideologically closest party, it ultimately benefits the
party with which it is most at odds.

Political and psychological factors. These play a significant role. It is not a matter
of “theory,” but of the reality of wasted votes. The English citizen, known for his
practical spirit, is not only accustomed to but also desires to vote usefully —that is,
for a candidate and a party that objectively have a chance of success. They view
the vote as a practical means of achieving a specific electoral outcome that will
realize their will regarding the governance of the country. For this reason, they
vote for “parties of power,” that is, parties that have the potential to win a majority
in the elections.

Under the two-party system, the electorate is effectively given the opportunity to
choose between two potential governments and two potential prime ministers.
Voters, through their vote, choose a specific government program and directly
determine the specific political leadership they want to govern them: they choose
a government and a prime minister. They do not merely elect a Parliament, from
which—through various combinations—any government or any prime minister
might emerge that voters may not have even wanted or anticipated (as happens
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5)

in countries with more than two major parties). Thus, under the two-party system,
the political position of the prime minister, as leader of the majority party, is
necessarily strengthened, because his election takes on the character of a
referendum.

Finally, the two-party system ensures governmental stability, a quality that the
British voter has come to value.

7. The Consequences of the Two-party System

The implementation of the two-party system affects both the political nature and the
overall behavior of the “ruling parties.”

1)

2)

3)

In particular, the current electoral system is highly disadvantageous for any new
party, and thus acts as a protective shield for the established political parties. New
political movements do not risk running independently in elections as a small new
party, because their failure is a foregone conclusion. They prefer to find a political
home within one of the two major parties, hoping that there they will be able to
act effectively, even if only in the long term. The same applies to the factions
forming within existing parties: both these factions and the party leadership
systematically avoid exacerbating differences that would lead to a split, which
would have adverse consequences in the upcoming elections, not only for the
party, but mainly for the splinter group, which would have no prospect of success
under the current first-past-the-post electoral system. Thus, the two major English
parties necessarily each represent a very broad ideological and political spectrum.
Within each party, there is a right-wing, a centrist, and a left-wing faction.
Generally speaking, however, one party brings together the conservative political
forces, while the other brings together the generally progressive political forces
(this was formerly the Liberal Party and is now the Labour Party).

Based on current data, the electorate is divided into two roughly equal political
camps. However, there is also a segment of voters, around 20%, who are not firmly
aligned with either the conservatives or the labor party, nor do they all belong to
the liberals; they are in the “center.” It is therefore in every party’s interest not to
alienate them, but to win them over. For this reason, both major parties strive not
only to encompass and retain as broad a range of political views as possible within
their ranks, but also to be moderate. Only through moderation—in the party’s
principles, program, strategy, and tactics —can the mass of undecided voters, who
are crucial to the election outcome, be attracted. Thus, the tendency of both major
parties to lean toward the center is well-established.

The two-party system also contributes to the acceptance, on the part of both
“ruling parties” and their voters, of certain rules of free competition between them,
within the framework of existing legality. Each views both itself and the opposing
party as tomorrow’s government. Furthermore, regarding this very point, it takes
care to prepare and announce a feasible, realistic, and moderate program with
practical measures during the elections, so as not to fail and disprove its promises.
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For this reason, it has been systematically preparing, ever since it has been in the
opposition, the so-called “shadow government” composed of the leading figures
who will take over the respective ministries as soon as it comes to power. As for
the opposing party, it has been ensuring, ever since it has been in government, that
it behaves in the way it would like the opposing party to behave once it becomes
the government.

Thus, a moderate political party based on mutual tolerance is created de facto. The
two-party system contributes to the acceptance, by both “ruling parties,” of certain
unquestionable principles that consistently govern British political life: these are the
principles of dialogue, respect for the opposition, and the rotation of power.

8. The Voting Behavior of the English

8.1 Class alignment

Until the 1980s, a key conclusion among political scientists was that knowing a person’s
class was sufficient to analyze the behavior of the English. The British people had a highly
developed sense of class and aligned almost entirely with the party that represented their
social position. It is noteworthy that such a class-oriented electorate supported a two-
party system based on the alternation of power and thus on the governance of the country
by class rivals. This is attributable to the flexibility of the upper British classes, who did
not react as strongly to social mobility as they did to the strengthening of the other classes
(Diamantopoulos, 1983).

8.2 The Decline of Class Divisions

As early as the 1970 elections, class alignment began to wane, with a sharp decline
observed from the 1980s onward. British elections have transformed into a process of
selecting the most suitable prime minister, resembling more of a presidential system. As
the class vote declines, voters begin to identify themselves based on other dividing lines.
Women, who have always constituted a significant electoral group, have historically
supported the Conservatives, particularly with the rise of Margaret Thatcher to the party
leadership, at which point feminism discovered its conservative variant (Campbell, 1987).
In the most recent elections, however, younger women have shifted their support to the
more progressive-feminist Labour Party. Nevertheless, women over the age of 34 remain
skeptical of Labour. Overall, women gave 38% of their votes to Labour and 32% to the
Tories. In contrast, men voted for both parties in equal measure, at 34% each. However,
the class vote, though diminished, continues to play a decisive role.

9. Conclusions

An analysis of British political life reveals that the image of a stable two-party political
system where everything runs smoothly and almost nothing has changed since the early
20th century is far from reality. In the last general election, the two-party system faced a
crisis; it was rejected and voted down. There were numerous instances where the
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dominance of Labour and the Conservatives was clearly based on the electoral system,
creating an artificial two-party system and greatly distorting the popular mandate. In
other cases, one of the two major parties monopolized power to such an extent that
tendencies toward dominance emerged within the system.

For this reason, many political scientists have spoken of moving beyond the two-
party system, anticipating a linear progression of the system toward a new form of
organization. The most important factor enabling the political system to overcome any
crisis and instability is the deep collective consensus among the British people in favor of
stability in political life. Thus, no matter how distorted the popular will may become, no
matter how dominant a single party may be during a given period, the electorate will
consider legitimate any actions that preserve the traditional two-party system.
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