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Fragmented Britain needs a better way to vote 

As class allegiances weaken and the divide between town and country grows, 

our system of first past the post increasingly misrepresents opinion and can no 

longer deliver a majority government, writes Vernon Bogdanor 

Who governs Britain? That is the question being put to the voters on May 7. But in the 

background lurk other constitutional questions — a Scottish question, an English question, a 

European Union question and a human rights question. All require answers. The constitution, 

which many politicians hoped might have been disposed of as an issue after the Scottish 

referendum, has returned to the agenda with a vengeance.  

But perhaps the most fundamental of the constitutional questions is how Britain is to be 

governed in an era of party fragmentation, in which the electoral system either fails to yield a 

single-party majority government or yields one enjoying barely more than a third of the 

popular vote.  

This question arises because of the social changes that have transformed the two-party system 

of the 1950s into the multiparty system of today. Such a system undermines the case for “first 

past the post”, an electoral mechanism designed for a two-party age, which works erratically 

when more than two parties enjoy substantial electoral support.  

Britain in the 1950s was certainly a two-party system. More than 90% of us voted 

Conservative or Labour. To adapt the famous couplet of WS Gilbert: “Every little boy or girl 

born alive / Was born a little Labourite or a little Conservative.” In 1951, just nine MPs — 

six Liberals and three MPs from Northern Ireland — did not belong to the Labour or 

Conservative party.  

Today opinion polls indicate that in England, there are, for the first time ever, five parties 

with more than 5% support: the Conservatives, Labour, the Liberal Democrats, Ukip and the 

Greens. In Scotland, with the Scottish National party, there are six parties with more than 5% 

support. Multiparty competition on this scale is unprecedented. We face a totally new 

electoral situation.  

As a result, the chances of one party securing an overall majority in May are small. Indeed, 

there is already much talk of how a new government is to be formed if no single party 

achieves an overall majority at the general election. Will there be another coalition, a 

minority government, or a minority government supported by a “confidence and supply” 

agreement with smaller parties?  

Why has this transformation come about? Such deep changes in party systems generally 

follow from changes in society. The rise of multiparty politics in Britain results from a 

profound social transformation that has taken place since the 1950s — the transition from a 

société bloquée dominated by large nationwide socio-economic blocs based on occupation 

and class to a more socially and geographically fragmented society. It is hardly surprising if 

party allegiances have also become more fragmented. The gradual unfreezing of the class 

structure has weakened party identification and undermined tribal politics.  



Just as the great nationalised monopolies have broken up in response to consumer demand for 

wider choice, so the monolithic party allegiances of the past have been dissolving, admittedly 

at a glacially slow pace. Voters have come increasingly to shop around, seeking the best deal 

to meet their individual preferences, rather than the preferences of their class or occupational 

group.  

Britain is now a far more fragmented society than it was 60 years ago. In 1951, outside 

Northern Ireland, there was a fairly standard Conservative- Labour battle in every 

constituency, with the Liberals reduced to the role of impotent onlookers.The geographical 

fragmentation of Britain is also between the cities and the countryside. In 1951, the 

Conservatives were strongly represented in urban areas. In 2010, they entered the general 

election without a single seat in the large cities of the Midlands, the north or Scotland.  

As a result of this fragmentation, the 2015 election will be fought not primarily on a national 

basis, but within regional enclaves. The government that results will probably not only be 

formed on just over a third of the popular vote, but will probably also be forced to rely upon a 

narrow basis of regional support, rather than enjoying a national mandate. That will make it 

more difficult to achieve the ideal of “One Nation” to which all parties pay lip service.  

First past the post penalises not only minor parties but also major ones in areas where they 

are weak. In 2010, in the south of England outside London, for example, Labour won 1 in 6 

of the votes, but just 10 out of 84 seats. In Scotland, it was the Conservatives who won 1 in 6 

of the votes, but they won just 1 out of the 59 seats. This has led many to conclude, 

erroneously, that the Conservatives have no support north of the border.  

Distorted representation makes the UK appear more divided than in fact it is. It exaggerates 

the contrasts in political behaviour between the cities and the countryside, and between 

England and Scotland.  

And it exacerbates the West Lothian problem, which results from the fact that Scottish MPs 

can continue to vote on English domestic matters, such as education, health and housing, 

while English MPs cannot vote on Scottish domestic matters because they are devolved to 

Holyrood. The electoral system exaggerates the imbalance in strength between the Labour 

and Conservative parties in Scotland. It therefore threatens the very unity of the country.  

In the 2010 general election, Labour won 41 of Scotland’s 59 constituencies on 42% of the 

Scottish vote; the Conservatives won 1 seat on 17% of the Scottish vote. A proportional 

system would have given Labour 24 seats and the Conservatives 10. Proportional 

representation, therefore, would alter the dynamics of the conflict between England and 

Scotland and make it far more manageable.  

First past the post used to be defended on the grounds that, whatever its theoretical 

unfairness, it did at least yield strong and stable single-party government. That defence is no 

longer available and the traditional model is now of historical interest only. First past the post 

works with a rough and ready logic when two parties with national appeal share most of the 

vote. In a multiparty system, it does not work.  

Since the referendum in 2011, in which the “alternative vote” system was rejected by a 2-1 

majority on a derisory turnout of 42%, it has been assumed that electoral reform is a dead 

issue. Yet it could, like Lazarus, rise from the dead in 2015 if, as is likely, the outcome of the 



election seriously misrepresents opinion, either by installing a prime minister supported by 

just one in three of the voters, or by failing to give fair representation to a minor party such as 

Ukip, which could win more than 10% of the vote but hardly any seats. Such an outcome 

could threaten the legitimacy of the system.  

First past the post no longer yields majority rule either at national or at constituency level. It 

serves the interests not of the voters but of the two major parties, of political insiders and the 

political class. It is no longer fit for purpose.  
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