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Major electoral reform isnow a distinct possibility.
Yet the Left isvery divided about what its own attitude should be.

_ Dave Cook _
Proportional representation:
threat or opportunity?

A debate among the Left about PR is long
overdue. The Alliance make it acentral plank
of their programme. Severd prominent |eft
wing supporters of PR including Arthur
Scargill, Robin Blackburn and Tariq Ali,
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Demonstration of Plaid Cymru membersin support
of an all-Welsh TV Channel.

have entered the fray, adding their voices
to those of the Labour Campaign for Electord
Reform, set up in 1979, and the Communist
Party. However, mogt left wing opinion
within the Labour Party remains implacably
opposed to PR, and recently the attack upon
it has sharpened.

Obvioudy something is &oot and it is not
difficult to detect what. Opponents of PR in
the Labour Party fear that the Tories may
agree to some measure of dectord reformin
order to get Alliance support in the House of
Commons, if they are not able to form an

overdl mgority after the generd eection.
Supporters of PR within the labour move-
ment argue that in the long run PR would
increase the chances for socidism, and that
instead of alowing the Alliance to appear as
the champions of democratising the electord
system, the Left should vigoroudy take up
the campaign.

Thus there as been a catayst for both
sides of this argument within the Léft.
And so this debate.

What form of PR?

Many alternatives to the British first past
the post' sysem operate in different
countries. The French second ballot method
is often incorrectly regarded as aform of PR,
but by retaining single member constituen-
ciesit prevents proportional results. Holland,
Sweden, Denmark and Begium have ligt
systems of PR but they completely sever
the link between condtituency and MR
The Federal German, and the Additiona
Member method attempt a compromise,
keeping the single member congtituency
and moving closer to proportional results.
In the latter system this is done by 'top-
ping' up a number of seats from the most
successful of the losng candidates in the
constituency eections, and in the German
caxe from national listsin proportion to each
party's total vote. However, both these
methods till retain very powerful obstacles
to minority parties, in the German case a
5% qudifying 'threshold' having to be
surmounted.

As fa & the Left's cae for PR is
concerned these variants dl retain undemo-
cratic features in varying degrees. PR by
sngle transferable vote (STV) in ‘multi-
member' constituencies is what this argu-
ment is about. This method is advocated by
the Communist Party, the Liberal Party and
the Electoral Reform Society, and is used in
the Republic of Ireland.

Under this system, each voter numbers
the candidates in order of preference on
hig’her bdlot paper. A quota is cdculated;
for example in a5 member seet it is 16 of
the votes cast. Any candidate getting more
than the quota is dected immediatdly.
Excess votes aove the quota are redistri-
buted according to second preferences.
Smilarly the votes of unsuccessful candi-
dates are progressively redistributed until
al the seats are filled by candidates who
pass the quota.

Democracy

Although many of theissuesbound up in the

cax for PR are key strategic ones, the main

argument is amatter of democrtic principle.
The fird past the post' system is



undemoadic in two fundamental ways.
Frdly, it is possible for one of the two mgor
paties to get more parliamentary seats than
the other and yet poll less votes. More often
this hes benefited the Tories, for examplein
191 Labour got more votes, but ended up
with less seats. Occasiondly, asin February
1974 the bias worked the other way. In other
wards the system is a lottery, capable of
digorting representation in favour of the two
man parties either way.

Seoondly, if there is an dement of chance
in which of the two main parties the sysem
dameges mogt, there is absolutely none
about the pendties it imposes on 'third'
paties. Of course this is why the Labour
Party switched from its early support for PR
to oppogtion to it in 1926, when it was
becoming one of the main beneficiaries of
the present system.

These pendties become particularly un-
jugt inthe context of thelong term declinein
upport for the two main parties. In October
161 96.8% of the total turnout of 82.5%
vaed Labour or Conservative. By May 1979
anly 80.8% of the votes cast were for the big
two, out of a turnout of 76%. Yet, as we
kowv the 19.2% of votes cest for other
paties is grosdy under-represented when it
omes to parliamentary seats. The present
9/dem consigtently means the eection of

no government since the war
hes polled 50% or more of
votes cast

minarity governments. The present Govern-
met got its overdl mgority of 43 with the
suppart of only 13 of the eectorate and
43%% of the voters. Indeed, no government
snce the war has polled 50% or more of
votes cast, and often much less. The Left
must stand, unambiguoudly not just for
univasd  auffrage but for representative
asamblies which reflect the votes cast. Any
equivocdion on this hands the democratic
agumat to the Right, and tarnishes the
Lefts commitment to democracy.

It isimportant to add that those who se
the choice of dectoral systems as primarily
about Labour's electoral chances can end up
prenting an opportunistic case. It is
common, for example, for opponents of PR
to ague that the key issue of democracy
indved is that of the accountability of a
govanmat to the electorate, rather than
whather the House of Commons and the
govammat represents the votes cast. This
will nat do. Proportiondity and accountabil-
ity are oppodte sides of the coin only to
those who feer that the coin may not pin

thelr way.

The problem for Labour and the Left

Left wing defenders of the present electord
system have to face the fact that some of the
problems they dlege PR will bring for the
Labour Paty are with us dready in one
form or another. Labour's share of the vote
has gone down in every generd election since
1951 with the single exception of 1966. In
1979 it wes bdow 40% for the third time
running, including only a minority of
working class voters. It is not PR, but the
present system, that has seen the breskdown
of two party domination and the spectre of a

by and large, the advocacy of
mass politics, has come from
outside the traditional soils
of Labourism

right wing led centrist codlition placed on the
agenda.

It is beyond the scope of this article to go
into why this has happened. What | want to
argue here, though isthat PR can give aboost
to the sort of palitics, both in the working
class movement as a whole, and in the
Labour Party, that are needed to break out
of the current crisis.

A great deal depends on how the problem
is defined. For the Left the question we face
is not smply how to scrape a Labour
majority a the next eection on aminority of
votes. It isaso how in the longer run we can
build a genuine politica mgjority for change
in a leftwards direction. If the problem is
seen only in party political terms, and in the
context of the first past the post' eectora
system, thisissue is never faced up to. This
is very serious, for without the active
support of an overdl mgority, no mgor
changes in the distribution of weslth and
power will be possible.

At present, that potentiad mgority is
made up of Labour voters plus some of
those who support the Alliance parties,
the nationdist parties, the Communist
Party, some Tory voters and abstainers
who have opted out of party politics. Cer-
tainly Labour needs to extend its support
and regain lost ground. But if the Left isto
build such a political mgjority it will dso
need to come to terms with, rather than dis-
miss, that crucia anti-Tory segment of the
electorate who do not (and will not for the
foreseedble future) vote Labour. The key
strategic problem now facing sociaistsis how
to build a politicd mgority that includes
part of the centre but is under the leadership
of the Left. In a sense that will be true
whatever the electord system; but PR will
force the Left, and in particular Labour, to
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face up to this question sooner and more
fully than will 'firgt past the post'.

There is another, it must be sad,
drategically more distant, aspect of this
question: the eection—and sustenance—of
a government committed to a radical left
wing programme.

The Thatcher government has received
the support of dl manner of ‘extra
parliamentary' forcesin carrying through its
attack; within the media and big business,
sometimes in state agencies (one has only to
think of the increasingly politica role of
police chiefs) and from within NATO. A left
government could count in the man on
nothing but hodtility from such directions.
The present electoral system is not intended
to give mandates to policies that chdlenge
the status quo; only for those that administer
it. A Left government based on a passve
minority of voters could never sudtain itsdlf
againg such opposition. At a minimum, as
in France today, it would need the support of
amgority of voters. PR will necessitate and
ensure an dectora base.

The expression 'Left' rather than 'Labour’
has been used deliberately to describe the
government that islikely to be in the driving
seet in the advanced stages about which | am
enjoying the luxury of speculating in these
rather blesk times. Because of the redlities of
our working cdass movement, such a
government will no doubt be predominantly
Labour but it is by no means certain that it
would be exdusvey so. In terms of
parliamentary politics, based on PR, this
could mean cooperation, on someissues and
in some circumstances with palitica forces
to its right and even to its left, since left
breskaways from Labour and the strength-
ening of non-Labour socidist forces may dso
take place. Such abroader based government
was afeature of Popular Unity in Chileinthe
70s and smilarly of the Mitterrand govern-
ment in France today.

Thus now, and in the future, a more
flexible PR system will face Labour up to
the need both to build more deep rooted
support than the class loydty which is now
proving such an inadequate foundation, and
to consider aliances with other political
forces. The present system, though it may
provide a fortuitous ability to fom a
government out of a minority of votes cast,
aso means that these governments can be
powerless and vulnerable because the wider
battle for politica support has not even been
waged, let aone won.

It is unrealigtic to envisage that the sort of
magjority that is needed, both now and in the
future, will be built entirely through the
vehicle of the Labour Paty. Some of the
Left of course are contemptuous of any idea
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of involving parts of the 'centre'. Others
remain locked in internalised struggles
within the hermeticaly seded cannisters of
Labour Party organisations, and display a
touching fath that provided conference
policies are clearly presented to the people,
there will be a great mass swing to Labour.
Given the remorsel ess long term character of
the party's eectora decline, the likdy
intensification of internal conflict, and the
consolidation of ‘centrist’ political forces,
this seems a pipe dream.

The mogt redidic trend within the
Labour Left, that associated with Benn,
Hain, Gdloway, and the Labour Coordi-
nating Committee has been emphasising the
need for a new activist dimension and, to a
lesser extent, theimportance of dliancesand
movements outside the party. However,
within the Labour Party left these are
minority voices.

By and large, indeed, the advocacy of
mass politics, of industrial and ‘extra
parliamentary' action, of the politicising of
the trade union &ffiliations and the develop-
ment of broad and democratic movements
has come from outside the traditional soilsof
L abourism, the People's March for Jobs and
the revitdisation of CND being cases in
point. There is no reason for believing that
this will not continue to be the case.

A new impetus for mass politics

The construction of the new sort of political
mgjority that is needed is only going to be
possibleif thereisagreatly increased leve of
popular mobilisation through the trade
unions and a whole range of democratic
movementsin dl areas of life. It will require
many initiatives to get the active involvement
of working people rather than leave it up to
the councillor' types of paternalism. It will
aso beimpossible without the strengthening
of broad movements of struggle that are
independent of particular parties and not
seen as their recruiting grounds.

PR would give a new energy to a whole
range of minority political parties and
democratic movements by increasing their
chances of council and even parliamentary
representation, forcing their concerns to the
fore in a new way. We are talking about
plurdism a the base, the inter-action
between forms of popular mobilisation and
exiging representative bodies.

An example of thisisthe opportunity that
PR would provide for black voters. To get
groups of black councillors and M Ps elected,
or a leest high votes if they do not get
elected, is urgent and a necessity which
many people fed overrides 'party’ politica
considerations. Because the principle of
proportionality could be made to work for

Gwynfor Evans, Plaid Cymru MP

black voters, in the same way as it can on
behdf of party voters, this could have two
powerful results. Firstly the main parties
would have to speed up the adoption of
black candidates. Secondly in congtituencies
where ablack community waswell organised,
there would be strong pressure on parties
like the Labour Party, (and the Communist
Party), to reach an electora agreement with
the black organisations. Fortunately this
process is aready underway in some wards
without PR. The same processes could dso
work to the advantage of women, tenants
and other groupings.

So PR would give the politica parties a
strong electora incentive to broaden their
concerns. It is worth bearing in mind that
despite its 5% threshold, the German

PR would give anew energy to
awhole range of minority
political parties and
democratic movements

system has not stopped the Greens
achieving representation in state assemblies,
and this has forced the SPD to respond to
pressuresno longer just to its right—the Free
Democrats—but now aso from the left—the
Greens.

One of the results of the present system
bears particularly heavily on the Communist
Party, although it pendises other Ieft wing
minority parties as well, because it is
reasonable to assume that it is the politicaly
conscious Labour voters who are most

determined not to 'let the Tories in'. So by
removing this straightjacket whereby some
socidigts fed impelled to vote in this way,
rather than for policies they may favour
more, PR could enable some locdised
improvement in Communist votes. This
would help strengthen the pressure for the
sort of palitics we are talking about, but dso
could mean that in certain areas the question
of some form of dectora agreement by
Labour with the Communist Party—and
indeed other parties—would at least get an
airing, and become an objective for political
pressure. At present it is never discussed,
because most 'minority’ votes are so low and
electoral agreements ae prohibited by
Labour rule.

This seems a much more likdy avenue for
the objective of a closer political relationship
between Communist and Labour than that
usualy recommended by those of the
Labour Left who would vaue such unity,
and by a minority in the Communist
Party—namely that the Communists should
not stand candidates in order to clear the
wey for effiliation approaches.

PR would of course dso greatly strengthen
the position of the Alliance and nationaist
parties within the councils and the Commons.
However, by under representing the red
support that exists for policies other than
those of the two main parties, the first past
the post' method does Labour no favours.
Far better to face the party up to the changes
that are needed than to maintain the
protective cocoon with which it disguises the
extent of its crisis.

Palitical pluralism

By and large the Labour Left do not have a
vison of a plurdity of politicad forces
contributing to palitica change. Instead they
e an increasing absorption of movements
and individualsinto the Labour Party. It will
not be asurprise to readers of thisarticle that
its author does not share this approach,
especidly if it goeswith atendency to reduce
vigorous democratic movements into elec-
toral adjuncts of the Labour Party.

However, there are longer term issues at
stake in the argument about plurality—and
PR—which relate to the sort of socidism we
are trying to achieve. We need to emphasise
therole that atransformed Labour Party can
play, and the importance of working dass
leadership, but must adso stress another
equation—a pluraity of forces in the
achievement of revolutionary change, and
political pluralism &fter it. The first past the
post' system, by blocking dff other forms of
working cass and democratic politica
representation, has effectivdy put Labour
into 'one party' power in some areas. For



'sfe Labour seet it has sometimes become
possble to read 'corrupt’ Labour seat. There
hae d0 been the undemocratic conse-
quaess of angle party rule in the socidist
oountries
The pressure for a 'single anti-Tory'
candidte is a Straitjacketed, undemocratic
congauence of the present electoral system.
It hes nothing to do with a vison of a
ddig  democracy in which different
paliticd viewpoints openly contend. PR is
more likdly to produce the sort of politicised
dectorae that is the best guarantee that
under socidism democracy will grow.

The L€ft's case againg PR

Arguments againgt PR from within the Left
fdl into three categories, firdly guilt by
asodiation, the fadt that sections of right
wing opinion are ds in favour of it;
ssoondly, that PR would make the dection
of a mgority Labour government more
difficult, and thirdly that PR is a force for
centrigm, favouring codition government,
reducing the link between constituency and
MP, drengthening the power of party
bureaucracies, and stressing proportionality
raher than accountability.

There is no doubt that some Tories,
dthough neither the party nor its leadership
as awhole, are in favour of PR. However,
upporters and opponents of PR are to be
found across the entire politica spectrum o
thet does not redlly settle anything. 1t would
be drange indeed if some sections of
resctionary opinion were not looking at
paliticd aternatives to political institutions

the Labour Left do not have a

vigon of aplurality of political

forces contributing to political
change

which have served them wel up until the
presat crigs. In Smilar ways some Tories,
fa example Lord Hailsham, have recom-
mended a written congtitution and a
condiitutiond court as a possible check on a
left-dominated House of Commons. We
ha/eto determine our attitude, not for twists
and turns by the Right, but according to
prindple and the interests of the working
dass ad its socidigt aims.

When it comes to speculating about the
likdy effeds of PR, we have to beware of
prgeding voting behaviour based on the
preent sysem into what would be a
compledy different situation; similarly with
andogies basad on Irish experience. Their
pditics dffer in s0 many respects that it
waud be fodlish to attribute their recent
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hung parliaments to the STV method. The
relity is that if PR were to be introduced in
Britain no one knows exactly how the
arithmetic would work out. Nonetheless, in
the short run it would certainly make the
return of a mgority (ie, parliamentary
majority) Labour government more difficult.
But, as we have dready argued, it would
serve to greatly strengthen the longer term
possibilities for Labour and the Left.

Opponents of PR argue that under it,
voters would exert less influence on the sort
of government that is elected than they do
now. By enabling greater representation for
'third" and minority parties, PR may makeit
more difficult for any single party to get an
overdl mgority of seats, and this would
make coalitions more likely. These will be
fixed by political dealing at the centre, over
which the voters have no control and express
no view when they make their choice at the
ballot box. Tony Benn, in particular, has
argued that it ismore democratic to present a
clear palicy platform to the electorate, which
they know will then provide the substance of
the government's programme, than for the
latter to be the product of negotiation
between parties after the eection.

The argument that PR may produce a
more representative Parliament but a gov-
ernment which is less accountable for the
electorate, appears powerful at first sight. It
is less s if the following points are
considered. Firstly the Labour Party has a
long ‘'unaccountable' tradition, of ignoring
manifesto  promises, and whether this
continues or not has nothing to do with the
electoral system. It will be decided by the
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course of politica struggle and the degree of
'extra parliamentary’ pressure. Secondly
voters are not stupid. Alongside any trend
towards codlition governments would dso go
pressure for programmatic and dectora
agreements before the dection with parties
making clear in the manifesto their mini-
mum conditions for entering any codition.
Nor must we fdl for the argument that al
the pressuresin any codition will beto 'trim
to the centre'. The fadt is that some of
Labour's partners in a future codition may
be more advanced and more determined on
some issues than they are.

The most obvious defect of the STV
method of PR is that it requires very large
constituencies. It would therefore be much
more difficult for constituents to influence
their MP. Also as far as the Labour Party is

thereisacontradiction
between their overdl
democratising perspective and
their support for an
undemocratic electoral system

concerned, many of the L efts advances have
been strongest at this level, and mandatory
resdection has been a pivot of left wing
strategy. All thiswould be threstened with 5
member constituencies of 315,000 eectors.
These are poweful arguments and they
cannot be dismissed, especidly as on other
fronts the Left isarguing for decentralisation
of decision-making, and reducing the power
of central bureaucracies.

Of course it is possblesto argue that
exiging constituencies sometimes have no
real unity anyway, and that constituents
often turn to other MPs if their own is
unsympathetic. Also PR would open up
avenues to accountability for minorities at
present excluded, and in multi-member
congtituencies MPs would have to divide the
area up between them for 'surgery’ work.
This having been said, | fed that thisis the
strongest argument againgt PR, and it can
only be overcome in the context of the totdl
balance sheet.

What is hopeful about the present
argument is that sections of the Labour
Left are beginning to recognise that this
balance sheet is poditive, and that there is a
growing contradiction between their overdl
democratising perspective and their support
for an undemocratic eectora system. It is
time for a new pressure for the STV form of
PR, not least because its absence leaves a
vacuum into which some of PR's right wing
advocates could place one of the les
democratic dternatives. .



