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1. the party and its members · 

The Labour Party has celebrated its 75th 
birthday. A government of its members 
has ruled Britain for half of the last 30 
years. County, district and municipal 
authorities have been run by Labour 
majorities ; and Labour Prime Ministers 
have participated at UN, EEC, NATO and 
Commonwealth Conferences. 

The beneficial results of party org·anisa-
tion and persuasion have thus been felt 
and appreciated around the world and 
Labour has, in every sense, become a 
party of government. Yet, in many ways , 
the party itself has £ailed to respond to 
these changes, to the changing aspirations 
of a population , to education advances 
(made largely by Labour intervention) 
and to different working and leisure 
patterns. 

Consequently, many activists have started 
criticising the party. This can be seen in 
left / right battles , where those tryting to 
convince people of ~he merits of demo-
cratic socialism on the doorstep have 
looked in vain to their comrades at West-
minster to implement what they thought 
their doorstop chats entailed. It can be 
seen in CLP moves to oust sittJng MPS, 
where the local members cease to accept 
that an MP's loyalty to a Labour govern-
ment should take precedence over his 
CLP's views. It is seen .in demands for the 
franchise for the election of the top man 
in the party to be extended beyond the 
ranks of the PLP. It is seen in the Cam-
paign for Labour Party Democracy. 

Within the party machine, the same con-
cern is .felt. The Wi-lson Committee (1955) 
and the Simpson Committee (1967) sought 
to reform the organisation of the party. 
Two earlier F(j}bian pamphlets, The 
Mechanics of Victory, 1972; and The 
Labour Party : an organisational study, 
1971, numerous articles and a Tribune 
pamphlet Labour-Party or Puppet, 1972, 
have all concerned themselves with party 
structure and organisation . So why is there 
still a problem? 

To some extent, students of such a politi-
cal party tend to examine the wrong sub-
ject. Thus the Tribune pamphlet " sets 
out to make a case for greater democracy 

in the Labour Party. It argues ~hat, of all 
the issues facing the party, this is the one 
which must be tackled and solved first. 
The demand that the LaJbour Party shall 
be a highly democratic institution .is a re-
quirement of both principle and expedi-
ency. The principle is clear enougih. The 
party has always campaigned for the eli-
minatjon of power concentr·ated in a few 
hands ; rfor the widest possiMe extension 
of civil ri'ghts ; and for maximum parti-
cipation by the individuail in the making 
of those decisions which affeot his wel-
fare. Today the party is making strenu-
ous efforts to extend participation to the 
workplace ... We cannot continue to 
preach about the extension of rights and 
the need for wider participation in other 
o11ganisations unless we practise it in our 
own. What of expediency? ... Our party 
only does its job well and is only suc-
cessful when its active members feel their 
views are fair.ly reflected in the policies 
and actions of the party leadership" (em-
phasis added). 

But already this is limiting its attention to 
those peaple who are ailready in the party. 
It is not looking at the movement as a 
whole-at those 9-} million roc members 
not in the party; at the 11 million who 
regularly vote for party candidates but 
who are not members ; or, particularly, at 
potentiaJ Labour voters. 

The question which is left unanswered is 
how the party can again motivate itself 
not only to become intemilly democratic 
(there is surely no argument against the 
basic theme of the Tribune quote) but to 
seek to enroll all social democrats into 
membership, so enabliing the party leader-
ship to reflect and respond to the de-
mands of La;bour voters. 

It is pa·rticularly important in a party 
whose doctrine was decided many years 
ago that this continuous iruput of aspira-
tions can work its way through into 
policy. Otherwise the party risks assum-
ing it knows what is in the country's in-
terest, either because suoh programmes 
were formulated and accepted 40 years 
ago, or because social surveys or econo-
mic necessity prescribe what should be. 
But the traditional ideals enshrined into 
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the party's thinking are no longer enough 
-some (like a national health service and 
free education) because they've been 
aohieved ; others because they have 
simply been overtaken by events. Two 
essential demands that the unions well 
understand but which " pure" socialists 
find much -less easy are the desire for con-
tinually increasing living standards and 
the electorate's preoccupation with cur· 
rent problems. Rather than dismiss these 
concerns, the party has both to educate 
and show people why indirect means 
(such as publicly provided goods) can 
often actually benefit individuals more 
than money in the hand ; but i·t has also 
to adapt to these rea-lities of life. Social-
ists may well believe that safeguarding 
our children's future by resisting nuclear 
energy now is "correct," but this can 
only be held as a belief of democratic 
socialists if it is the view of all those 
Labour supporters who vote the party in 
to the position of power and then have 
to pay for whatever is prescribed. 

The oauses of tension in the party are 
multifarious. A major weakness is the 
lack of attraction of the party to new 
members 1because of the absence of any-
thing meaningful to offer members, 
whatever their level of commitment. 

the occasional labour 
voter 
The least committed Labour group 
comprise those who vote Labour when 
they feel it is in their interest, when the 
prog.ramme offered by the Labour leader-
ship appears most likely to meet their 
needs. Self interest perhaps, but these 
voters make the difference to the distribu-
tion of those 625 all important seats and 
they do gain some rights to demand that 
pledges made and believed are actually 
implemented. A vote five years later is 
one such demonstration of this right, but 
the party should ask whether they are 
entitled to more than this in the inter-
vening period. 

Of course, this group, largely ideologic-
ally neutra,l, could never form the coher-
ent core of a sound democratic party. 
Pragmatically, their objectives would give 

rise to the danger of anti-socialist re-
action as working-class voters become 
better off and were no longer willing to 
pay for the public goods they once found 
essential. The lack of socialist idealism 
would make a party based on thi.s group 
a temporary phenomenon, existing while 
sufficient people had much to gain from 
social-political change, but dying away 
once the major demands were fulfilled. 
Already in Denmark and Sweden, the 
emergence of this move oan be seen, as 
people who have voted for social demo-
cracy for years slip in to supporting anti-
tax candidates. 

We risk losing this group of supporters 
when we fai-l to satisfy their material de-
mands if we meanwhile leave them ideo-
logically neutml and outside of member-
ship. In the meantime, they are a part 
of the movement and by voting have 
earned certain rights. Their priorities on 
subject areas not covered in the mani-
festo need to be heard, as they have 
elected Labour representatives to iook 
after their broad spread of interests. 

the regular labour voter 
The second group of supporters--com-
mitted more generally than the first-are 
bhose who vote Labour regularly. They 
accept the basic approach and philosophy 
of the party (largely as seen at election 
time and at Westminster) and may even 
give a few hours' work during elections. 
But they do not join the party and play 
virtually no role in party activity beyond 
occasional fund raising. 

The party offers this group as little as the 
first. These are the people who now feel 
very let down. They have tended to be-
lieve Labour help " the little man " (not 
always themselves) or they are union men 
taught from adolescence that Labour is 
their party. They probarbly could never 
vote Tory, but the power to abstain is a 
power they have often used to effect (Ash-
field, 1977, country wide, 1970). 

Little is done to recruit these members 
and little is offered to them as members 
save the job of canvassing on cold even-



ings, or the thankless task of collecting 
other people's subs. But again this group 
have vhe right to be heard , and for the 
health of the party, they are essential. 
These are the ordinary working men and 
women that party activists and leaders 
purport to represent . The nearest many 
MPs .get to them is in their surgeries or at 
work place meetings and, durin•g one 
month in five years, when canvassing. 

For suoh voters to want to join, mem-
bership has to mean something. And it is 
here ~hat the demands for .internal demo-
cracy are most important . The attraction 
of membership will be that the party be-
longs to and is run by its members and 
not by others unaccountable to meetings 
of members. Seeing resolutions imple-
mented and elected representatives re-
sponsible to the membership would be 
concrete evidence of the aJbility of mem-
bers to effect real decisions. 

the party member 
The next most committed group are exist -
ing party members. Yet even their 
involvement is small. Most of the impor-
tant discussions take place in ·the oc 
rather tJhan at branch meetings. P.arlia-
mentary candidates are selected only 
rarely-and then the branches can only 
nominate, not participate in selection 
(and where a branch's nominee drops out, 
either voluntarily or beoause the ac or its 
executive failed to shortlist him, the 
branch has in fact no involvement in the 
selection). A member can, of course, de-
vote additional time and energy to the 
party, becoming a secretary, treasurer, or 
ac delegate and can thus particupate in 
these higher levels of decisions. But, as a 
new or a regular member, there is little 
activity. At election time members be-
come more important, taking on the work 
of canvassin•g, addressing envelopes, de-
livering leaflets and all the rest. Many 
also run bazaars , socia•l events and fund 
mising the rest of the time, but these are 
aimed at keeping the party functioning 
rather than at guiding its direction. 

Increasingly, therefore, members are de-
manding more than this minor involve-
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ment, and in time they will require the 
control of the party to move .into the 
hands of members. 

Where the Tribune pamphlet (op cit) 
goes wrong is to suggest ~hat the right to 
participate in party policy making should 
be limited to activists. On the contrary, 
the right should be extended to all mem-
bers, partly because they have an equal 
right, but partly, too, for the good of the 
party, so that the views of Labour people, 
Labour voters, even though they may 
not be branch officers, are taken into 
account. In this way the leadership would 
be much closer to those on whom it relies 
for the next round of votes. 

The General Committee of a constituency 
party (ac, until recently known as the 
GMC--General Management Committee) 
is hardly the most democratic body. 
Largely self-selected, it is large enough 
to comprise the majority of a branch's 
activists, who thus concentrate their acti· 
vity at this level rather than at the real 
party meeting-that of the branch. It is a 
pity the word management was dropped 
from its name. This should be an organis-
ational committee, passing on members' 
views and heLping give effect to them, 
rather than a policy formulating body. 
While party membership is still small, 
and branch meetings comprise only ten 
to twenty attenders, it is difficult to see 
that a larger meeting of representatives, 
not members, is better qualified to decide 
what members feel. oc delegates speak 
for themselves and are rarely mandated. 
They .are .those with the time to attend, 
or with a good way of speaking ; they 
are not necessarily representative of the 
other members of their branch. It is one 
of the greatest faults of the movement, 
however, that the oc has become sacro-
sanct-the spirit of the party, l'he decider 
of policy, the all powerful committee. 

It is argued elsewhere in the pamphlet 
that LaJbour members should be typioal 
of Labour voters . This is currently not 
the case. Members-and even more so 
activists-are very unrepresentative of 
those ·who elect a LaJbour government. 
Many are employees of the public sector 
(teachers, lecturers, social workers, local 
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government employees, civil servants, em-
ployees of nationalised industries). This is 
partly self selection (socialists don't like 
to work for private industry), partly the 
middle class nature of many activists, 
and partly that teaching has been a tradi-
tional way out of manual labour for the 
" bright kids " of the working class. What 
it means, however, is that Labour Party 
activists have almost a vested interest in 
the pUiblic sector which may not be re-
flected by the tax-paying Labour voters 
at large and may have more to do with 
their own experience than with their 
socialist beliefs. It is partly for this reason 
that there has been a hesitancy in the 
party to submit the efficiency of the pub-
lic sector to public scrutiny. 

socialists in the party 
There is one other group of Labour sup-
porters 'Which falls into none of the above 
categories. These are committed social-
ists, ideologically Labour members, but 
who are not always so sure vhat the 
Labour Party will bring their ideal society 
nearer. Most, of course, will vote Labour 
as the party most likely to, and some will 
be active members. This group is not un-
important. They are not necessarily left 
wing, but comprise those with a particu-
larly clear and well formulated vision of 
the sort of policy they want implemented. 
Many of these are our MPS and leaders . 
Others never quite commit themselves to 
Labour. But all need to (and usually do) 
recognise that the difference between 
socialism and democratic socialism is that 
the latter demands widespread support. 
It is the existence of those with an ideo-
logical commitment that makes the Lab-
our Party as socialist as it is (which may 
not be much) , but it is also the cause of 
friction . Many Labour voters-particu-
larly in the first group-want a fairly im-
mediate improvement to their lot. They 
need a left wing party to define them as 
the group in need of betterment and to 
set about helping them. The socialists in 
the party want a society of equal chance, 
of justice, of humanity, but need the vote 
of the less altruistic to have the demo-
cratic power to move in this way. Such a 
coalition has survived three quarters of a 

century. In wanting to increase party 
membership, the balance may be tested. 
It is asking that the leadership becomes 
responsive to members perhaps less com-
mitted to an ideal than activists have 
been in the past. 

The party needs to talk about its aims. 
to match these with needs, and to be 
flexible to respond to people's changing 
demands and priorities. This is important 
for the future of democracy, not just of 
one party, as otherwise the divide between 
governed and governing will widen still 
further. Calls for devolution already re-
flect this gap, and unless the party re-
sponds to this, we will not have a people's 
party to enter the next decade. 

the pamphlet 
It follows from the above that for the 
leaders of a party (which is democratic-
ally elected in large numbers to parlia-
ment) to be responsible to their electors, 
the party is the intervening body. It is 
through it that members' feelings and 
views are passed up to those responsible 
for implementing policy. 

But currently there is friction between 
members and leaders. Membership is low 
and atypical of Labour voters . The lead-
ers depend unduly on the electorate and 
not the party. It is therefore essential that 
more Labour voters are brought into the 
party and that the internal working of the 
party opens up to allow members to have 
a real influence over the leaders. 

The pamphlet wiJI suggest that , as the 
party is about to face certain challenges, 
the need for such involvement is all the 
greater. It will indicate the major weak-
nesses of the party at the moment (low 
membership, chronic finances and too 
much dependence on trade unions) and 
it will suggest changes to the structure of 
the party, its Conference and committees 
to attempt to make it a more democratic 
and thus effective body. 

The demand for a restructuring of the 
party to face the decade ahead is not ori-
ginal. The GMWU has submitted the fol-



lowing resolution to the 1977 Conference: 
" This Conference calls upon the National 
Executive Committee to institute, as a 
matter of urgency, an inquiry into the 
structure, organisation, finances and in-
ternal democracy of the Labour Party at 
all levels and relations with affiliated or-
ganisations and other party interests. 
Conference requests the National Execu-
tive Committee to bring back to Confer-
ence 1978 a report with recommendations 
that will lay the foundations of a strong, 
organisationally and financially sound, re-
presentative, democratic socialist party 
capa·ble of meeting more effectively the 
political economic and electoral challenge 
of the 1980s and beyond." 

Such >an inquiry would be a welcome start 
to the work that lies ahead and should be 
used as the opportunity to examine every 
aspect of party organisation. 

It is this organisation which is the sub-
ject matter of the pamphlet. The question 
"why socialism? " is neither asked nor 
answered. It is the importance of mem-
bers to the party and not the party to 
members which is the starting point for 
discussion. 

Why a socialist should join the party is 
one of the more difficult questions to 
answer, though if the party can change as 
suggested and so involve individual social-
ists in the choices and policies which 
affect the economy and the lives of the 
population, then the question will be-
come easier to answer. Meanwhile, those 
of any socialist persuasion who decry the 
party from outside for lack of progress 
should ask themselves whether, by joining 
and making the party more of a force for 
change, their very ideals and aspirations 
might not be nearer achievement. 
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2. the party in a democracy 

For years Fabians (no less than the Lab-
our Party) have sought to teach or per-
suade others to run their affairs differ-
ently. From suggesting society gives 
women the vote to calling for changes in 
the ownership of the steel industry, soc-
ialists have urged steps to a:lter the impact 
of the economic and social envir<mment 
on :its inhabitants. Advice thus given has 
concentrated not only on matters of prin-
ciple (such as whether employees should 
have the right to elect members to their 
board of directors) but also on the ap-
paratus for .implementillg policy (recom-
mendations for reforming the civil ser-
vice or the foreign office fall into this 
category, as do suggestions on how em-
ployees should elect their board repre-
sentatives. This pamphlet similarly deals 
with the machinery and organisation of 
the Lalbour Party rather than with its 
policies. This is not to give administrative 
matters precedence ·over philosophical 
ones, but merely acknowledges that both 
are important and that the former cannot 
be left to take care of themselves. 

In the late 70s, the litate of the party and 
philosophy presents a new chaUenge to 
the movement. In his Chairman's mes-
sage to the Fabian Society in January 
1977, Giles Radice spoke of the crisis of 
democratic socialism. At the time of 
Crosland's tragic death in February 77. 
many in the party admitted the need for 
a re-think of princ1ples, similar to that 
handled by Crosland some years before 
(The Future of Socialism, Jonathan Cape, 
1956). As the democratic socialist move-
ment approaches the eighties (increasingly 
as the party of government), and as many 
of the material demands that brought 
people into the movement are met, the 
party needs to think where it goes from 
here. 

The question not on:ly faces socialists. 
Most politicians and pressure group acti -
vists have believed that progress was pos-
sible through legislation, public expendi -
ture, nationally agreed minimum stand-
ards and a centralised apparatus . De-
creasingly do those •who benefit from 
these measures exhibit their appreciation 
at the polls or in their geneml attitude to 
politics. Voting tum-out has failed to rise. 

Membership of the poJitical parties has 
declined. The prestige of political figures 
lessens. Is this because of a tendency not 
to care (or to think it doesn't matter), or 
because of a desire to let others get on 
with government? 

To an extent, it cannot just be apathy 
for, while party affiliation declines, acti-
vity in various other pressure and interest 
groups rises. Perhaps this growth of pres-
sure group activity is an indication of the 
Jack of confidence people bave in the 
parties being ruble to deal with individuals' 
problems and of the lack df fit between 
the policies of parties and the concerns of 
people. To a degree, it is not social demo-
cracy that is failing, but the ability or 
willingness of the party machine to re-
spond to the needs of the population . 

Schumacher warned of the dangers of 
size and bureaucracy-problems from 
which our own party is not immune. We 
should perhaps recognise that the young 
people who concentrate their efforts in 
fighting for a better deal for battered 
wives, for increased aid to the Third 
World , for housing for the homeless or 
for better education in comprehensive 
schools are taking a conscious decision 
to seek to achieve their ends not through 
a party but through a " single issue " or-
ganisation. In America this is common-
place-usually at least partially attribut-
able to the size of their governmental 
machinery (R. V. Denenberg, Under-
standing American Politics, Fontana. 
1976). But here it has been Jess central 
and contains lessons for the parties. 
Why should it matter to democrats if par-
ties are failing to recruit, and if some of 
the most energetic members of society 
expend their energies in law centres, 
human rights groups and Community 
Health Councils rather than within poli -
tical parties, at local or national level? 

the need for political parties 
Before mourning the decline of the Lab-
our Party, we should ask what is its value, 
both to democracy and to sociali sm. The 
pamphlet argues that the parties are 
essential to democracy and that their de-



cline is more attributable to their in-
ability to respond to changing demands 
than to a natural decline in community 
participation. 

Political parties developed to meet the 
needs of a functioning parliament. Or-
ganisations were needed to get candidates 
elected. As groups formed in parliament 
and made up a government, the opposi-
tion, whose job was not only to oppose 
but to seek an electoral change of power, 
had to marshal their forces to agree an 
alternative strategy to offer the electorate. 
In response, the government similarly had 
to look forward to the next election when 
they would be tried on their as yet un-
implemented plans as well as on their 
record. 

On the Labour side, such development of 
programmes and the need to agree a 
philosophy were taken up as the respon-
sibility of the party. Today the Labour 
Party and government are only able to 
formulate a set of objectives and a 
planned means of achieving these be-
cause the organisation has agreed a 
method of debating and determining 
policy. If we are not to return to a sys-
tem of electing individuals on the basis 
of their familiarity and personality rather 
than their politics, representatives who 
thus can achieve little nationally ; and if 
we are to avoid a coalition government 
whereby the elector votes for a pro-
gramme as represented by one candidate 
but then has no power to influence the 
haggling that goes on between the 
coalition partners after the election as to 
what the government will actually do, 
then this country will continue to need a 
set of policies and aims which the party 
seeking office is desirous to implement. 

The choice thus offered the electorate is 
a vital ingredient of democracy and de-
pends wholly on the parties to provide. 
But this is not a one-off process. The de-
mands on governments and councils, and 
the changing environment in which they 
operate require new responses and policy 
alternatives on all major issues. 

The parties' contribution to democracy is 
not confined to developing policy. Our 
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electoral system depends on the parties to 
prepare and print election addresses and 
to get them to the electorate, to contact 
those in need of postal votes, to explain 
the electoral processes to voters, to· re-
mind people to vote and often to help 
them get there, and to bring to the elec-
torate's attention the very fact that there 
is an election on. Democracy would be 
much the poorer if five canclidates col-
luded to stand in one constituency, to 
undertake no campaigning, and to allow 
one of their number to be elected almost 
by default. (It should be remembered 
that in the 18th and 19th centuries, be-
fore the growth of political parties, there 
were always a number of unopposed can-
didates every election.) Without a system 
of compulsory voting, it is largely the 
parties which ensure a sizeable poll. 

the party and socialism 
What of the Labour Party's importance 
to socialism? It is very easy to be a priv-
ate socialist, to sit at a drawing board and 
define the ideal socialist society which 
would realise one's aims. Often the far 
left in Britain forget that this is only the 
first-and indeed the easiest-step in 
achieving progress. What democratic 
socialism then means is the creation of a 
movement capable of persuading others 
of the rightness of one's cause and of 
mobilising electoral support to achieve 
political power and hence implement 
one's plans. The compromise this entails 
is necessarily enormous but the progress 
meanwhile possible is large by any 
measure. The party thus has a duty not 
just to recruit existing Labour voters but 
to persuade others to vote Labour and to 
work for a Labour victory at every 
level of elected government. The party 
does then also achieve certain rights and 
its role as a check on its own representa-
tives is discussed below. 

pressure groups 
Other groups seek to influence elected 
leaders but not to change these leaders. 
These are pressure groups which seek to 
influence government in the interests of 



8 

the group they support (usually their own 
members-such as the CBI, roc, BMA, AA) 
but sometimes, altruistically, an outside 
group (such as the third world in the case 
of the World Development Movement, or 
political prisoners in the case af Amnesty 
International). These pressure groups 
constitute a vital part of the democratic 
process, particularly because, in a com-
plex, bureaucratic structure, they are ex-
pert at raising issues, following through 
the implications of policy, delving out in-
formation and seeing its significance, and 
helping the individual to cope with the 
system. Similarly, pressure groups can 
help parties to develop their policy on an 
issue and provide them with the expertise 
to formulate a sophisticated and work-
aJble programme. 

But there are four main shortcomings to 
pressure groups. One is the well rehearsed 
view that pressure groups are od'ten in-
ternally undemocratic an:d unrepresenta-
tive (does the AA even begin to reflect the 
views of those members who join to have 
a ready break-down service?). 

The second is inherent in their nature : 
by pressure groups taking up the interests 
of an identifiable (and often rich and 
articulate) group, other Jess homogeneous. 
more physically scattered, poorer groups 
actuailly get a worse deal. Hence car 
owners have benefited to the detriment 
of non-drivers ; smokers to the detriment 
of non-smokers ; those living near Wing 
to those at Heathrow. It is especially 
people who never come together and 
hence fail to form a " set " that can be 
most Ieft out by the lobbying process. 
Mobile pensioners get free bus passes : 
the housebound (already worse off) lose 
out even on that advantage. Even now 
there must be thousands of needy people 
in Britain not yet defined as a "problem" 
group (as battered wives until recently. 
or single women ,looking after elderly 
parents) whose condition deteriorates un-
noticed for lack of a spokesman. T o 
state this pwblem is not to cure it . 
Theoretically political parties should re-
flect the needs of all groups in society 
and should be able to take up the cases of 
unrepresented groups. However, as can be 
seen with racial groups, the Labour Party 

at least has proved itself almost incapable 
of this type of altruism. 

Thirdly, pressure groups usually see as a 
priority only the issue on which they are 
campaigning and they tend to fail to see 
economic and social problems as a whole. 
They thus cannot develop an overall pro-
gramme or coherent policy for social 
change-a task crucial to a left wing 
movement. 

The fourth shortcoming of pressure 
groups is their" influence without respon -
sibility." They, finally, do not have to 
take the decision over the allocation of 
scarce resources. They can lobby a mini -
ster over an extension to a university but 
don't have to weigh that against the pro-
vision of a nursery (perhaps for the child-
ren of those very students who want to 
attend the college). Even more between 
spending departments, Oxfam, for 
example, does not have to weigh the 
needs of the third world against those of 
the poor families represented by CPAG or 
Shelter. In a political party, it should be 
possible to discuss these choices as well 
as that most difficult choice of all : how 
far can we go on raising revenue through 
taxation to pay for the never satisfied 
demand for community services? It is in 
just such a debate that the party should 
have a vital role to play- yet, as we shall 
see below, party Conference (and often 
the Cabinet) is not brought into many of 
the major decisions of this type. Simi-
larly at local level, parties far more often 
talk about the provision of services than 
about rates . The party, it appears, is con-
cerned with spending but not with raising 
money. 

So it is argued that the party does still 
have a role to play-both for democracy 
and for socialism: We thus should ask 
what demands the public and party mem -
bers may legitimately make of the party. 

democracy's demands 
on a party 
If it is true that democracy depends to a 
degree for its effectiveness on the politi -
cal parties, has the public some right to 
be told of the activities of the parties and 



to expect that some minimum criteria for 
internal democracy within the parties be 
achieved? Certainly there have been calls 
for trade unions to have to satisfy the 
public (and not just their members) that 
they are democratic and fair, not least in 
view of the increasing responsibility aUo-
cated to unions by society. 

In contrast, discussing the political equi-
valent, Peter Jenkins has argued that far 
from strengthening the democratic pro-
cess, "making the La,bour Party more 
democratic can be guaranteed to have the 
actual effect of making it less democratic 
according to the canons of Representa-
tive Democracy" (Guardian, 2 March 
1977). In today's Labour Party, he main-
tains, making the party more responsive 
to its activists will make it less responsive 
to its rank-and-file members and still less 
to Labour voters at large. Even if the 
party elite did reflect and represent mem-
bers or voters, Jenkins would still argue 
that Representative Democracy does not 
depend upon political parties being in-
ternally democratic, as Representative 
Democracy is essentially a system of 
government judged by results, and con-
~ent can •be given or •withheld at election 
time on the basis of a general perform-
ance. 

This argument contains a number of 
weaknesses. While it tacitly acknowledges 
that governments (and MPs) are respon-
sible to the whole electorate and not just 
party members, it avoids any discussion 
of how ·government can be made account-
able to any group between elections. Jen-
kins rightly points out that elections alone 
do not ensure that a body •is representa-
tive. He could add that a single " yea " or 
" nay " vote every five years, on the whole 
range of activity covered by a govern-
ment, is no form of accountability. 
Is a voter glad ~hat her child now gets 
subsidised housing but sorry she had to 
pay the tax for it if she votes .for the con-
tinuance of the government? Or vice 
versa? How does a voter register his con-
cern at the decision to prop up Chrysler 
but his delight at the action taken on 
South Africa? To an extent he can use 
his MP-but if this happens to be an 
oppo ition backbencher, the impact that 
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can ·be made on the government is pretty 
negligible. It is partly tbis lack of influ-
ence between elections that encourages 
some people to work via pressure groups. 

But the party can also often act as just 
such a pressure point, at least for Labour 
members-and often for voters. By sup-
porting the platform on which their gov-
emment was elected, Labour members 
can act as a monitor over the extent to 
which the government is adhering to that 
manifesto. 

Apart from ·this role in helping make gov-
ernment accountable and responsive, if 
(as maintained a~bove) parties play an im-
portant role in defining the alternatives 
between which the electorate can choose, 
then there must be a greater case for say-
ing that this procedure should be open, 
democratic and participative? It can 
surely only benefit democracy if this pro-
cess is as broadly based and responsive as 
possible and if parties feel under some 
obJi.gation to undertake their deliberations 
more openly. Currently, party members 
cannot even see LaJbour Party working 
documents, and Transport House types 
" confidential " .anto papers with more 
regularity than does the oivil service. 

Should state finance be made availa:ble to 
political parties as proposed by the 
Houghton Committee (Report of the 
Committee on Financial Aid to Political 
Parties, HMSO, 1976), the case for some 
official scrutiny of the organisation and 
methods of parties might arise, ~bough 
(as in the case of trade unions) this would 
be somewhat at "arm's length." At pre-
sent, electoral ·la•w haPdly recognises the 
parties (though the name of the party 
can now appear on the ballot form). How-
ever, if we were to move over to the sort 
of Proportional Representation (PR) cur-
rently envisaged in the White Paper on 
direct elections, this would necessitate 
formalising the parties in electoral law. 
At this stage, further demands for public 
accountability may arise. 

Before examining how well the party 
fulfills its various functions, the chal -
lenges now !facing it will first briefly be 
outlined. 



3. the challenges ahead 

Changes in the; political environment are 
about to make demands on the party to 
which it appears unable to respond. Our 
constitution, written in 1918, responded to 
the needs of the time. It has not adjusted 
to the 70s and, if we are not careful, will 
so hamper our move to the 80s tihat we 
will be left out of the political arena al-
together. The changes referred to are, in-
terestingly enough, largely of our own 
making, yet we have still failed to think 
through what implications they will have 
for our own structure. The EEC, devolu-
tion, the possibility of state aid to parties 
and the change from being a party of 
protest to a party of government all pose 
new ohallenges which the party must be 
capable of meeting. 

europe 
Both the very fact of being in the EEC and 
hence subject to decisions made in Brus-
sels and the new phenomenon of direct 
elections demand a response from the 
British La~bour movement. 

Perhaps the easier to come to terms with 
is the need to prepare for direct elections, 
whenever they might be held. There is a 
Socialist Group in the European Parlia-
ment to which the La!bour MEPs (Mem-
bers of the European Parliament) belong. 
The Party also belongs to the Confedera-
tion of Socialist and Social Democratic 
Parties of the European Community. This 
is financed by subscriptions from mem-
ber parties and receives a special grant 
from the Socialist Group of the Euro-
pean Parliament (itself financed from 
community funds) and from the SPD (the 
German social democratic party). In 
addition 29 million Belgian francs 
(£500,000) will be available from com-
munity funds to the Confederation for 
preparations for direct elections_ The 

onfederation is currently discussing how 
this money should be shared among 
member parties and there is some inclina-
tion towards allocating it more gener-
ously to the financially weaker parties 
(such as the British Labour Party). 
Finan ce for the actual elections ma y 
therefore be given a slight tart (and will 
show that public fin ance for elections is 

not such a demon), though the Labour 
Party's National Executive Committee 
()'o.'EC) is refraining from seeking this 
money so long as the party remains op-
posed to the principle of direct elections. 
However, the preparation for the elec-
tions is still causing the party as well as 
the government other severe problems. 

The Confederation is currently consider-
ing the conclusions of four working par-
t ies set up to draft a common platform-
but the Labour Party has refused to take 
part in these groups on the grounds that 
the 1976 Conference voted against par-
ticipation in direct elections. Even when 
they are considered by a Congress of the 
Confederation in Autumn 1977, there is 
a chance the Lllibour Party will not be 
present. 

Thus on the first inter-socialist prepara-
tions for European government and co-
operation, the Labour Party has been 
conspicuous by its absence_ Equally big 
problems await it after the elections-in 
particular, as to how Labour MEPs are 
going to develop and maintain their ties 
with the party. This will partly depend on 
the method of election adopted and 
whether members exercise a dual man-
date. If there are to be large single mem-
ber constituencies (comprising approxi-
mately eight existing parliamentary con-
sti tuencies) , these will at least provide 
one focus for the relationship. Regional 
lists for elections, however, would create 
unmanageably large constituencies. 

Even in the former case, the party will 
need to set up new structures to enable 
the MEP to develop a relationship wi~h his 
E-CLP (European Constituency Labour 
Party) . Ts there thus to be a E-CLP-oc 
(General Committee) ? If there are to be 
area Euro-candidates, it seems natural 
that they should be appointed by, and 
answe rable to, the Labour members in 
their areas, in the same way as now 
ex ists for Westminster. Thus Rod Nor-
thaw! and Richard Corbett have sug-
gested that they be selected by a joint 
meeting of all the ocs in the area (Elect-
ing Europe's First Parliament, Fa~bian 
Society, 1977). Maintaining the co-
herence of a E-CLP after an election, 



however, would present particular prob-
lems, coming as it does on top of a num-
ber of levels of party organisation. 

But what of MEPs' relationship with the 
national party which will be even more 
important if we adopt the list system so 
that they do not even have identifia,ble 
constituencies? Are they just to be tacked 
on to conference as a .few more ex officio 
delegates? At the very least there should 
be a European Parliamentary Report to 
Conference (though hopefully stimulat-
ing a more serious and detailed debate 
than thM which currently follows the 
Westminster parliamentary report). MEPs 
will need to sit on NEe sub-committees in 
order to keep in touch and to seek guid-
ance from the party on the issues facing 
them in Luxembourg or Strasbourg-but 
is this to be just via some ad hoc ar-
rangement? It has been suggested that 
MEPs could be automatically allowed to 
sit in a reformed upper house-but is this 
practicable given the growing desire to 
abolish rather than reform that ana-
chronistic institution? There is also the 
suggestion that MEPs should sit in the 
House of Commons but without voting 
rights, but even this on its own will not 
ensure good communication and liaison. 
As well as involving MEPs in party work 
here in the UK, party officials will have to 
get more involved with what is going on 
in Europe and this will put increasing de-
mands on Transport House. 
Perhaps, though, more difficult to handle 
is the question of how Labour ministers, 
participating in council meetings in Brus-
sels, can develop with their socialist and 
social democrat colleagues from other 
countries some sort of agreed democratic 
socialist view on an issue, should the 
party want such collaboration. Many will 
find this notion just too federalist to en-
tertain, but if it was wanted, could it 
really be left to the civil service and per-

• manent delegation-the diplomatic chan-
nels? It is surely not their job, on occa-
sion, to drop a nationalist approach to an 
issue and adopt a straight political view 
instead. But how can the party intervene 
here? So long as even a La,bour govern-
ment extols secrecy above aU virtues, the 
political input possible at Council level 
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will be minimal. Yet pro-European social-
ists talked before entry of a social demo-
cratic Europe, of an EEC with a majority 
of members being social democratic gov-
ernments. But this is meaningless if those 
of a political like mind are una,ble to 
work together before meeting in confer-
ence. 

In the general formulation of party 
policy, the EEC also produces new de-
mands. Already our centralist party 
makes policy at national level for imple-
mentation usually at national level (this 
despite the fact that much is carried out 
at local or regional level). The party now 
has to respond to the fact that many ques-
tions will have to be answered at an EEC 
level and that guidance and policy will be 
needed by socialists at this level every bit 
as much as at national level. Thus recog-
nition of doctors' training, policy on 
migrant workers, the snake, and non-
tariff barriers have little meaning at 
national level but are the very issues on 
which we must participate in debates and 
divisions in Brussels and Strasbourg. 
It is likely that the Confederation of 
Socialist Parties will in time develop an-
nual conferences to decide policies on EEC 
issues. Whether, however, the other con-
tinental parties would accept the current 
level of union dominance of the British 
conference in our delegation is subject to 
debate. Similarly, whether the Labour 
Party would be willing to accept Socialist 
Confederation decisions and policy re-
commendations is very doubtful. 

devolution 
Assuming that devolution will occur in 
some form in the not-too-distant future 
(at least in Scotland), this will similarly 
pose new demands on the party. Just as 
the MEPs will require a new relationship 
with the party, and policy must be for-
mulated on a European level, so too will 
the Assembly Members need to develop 
a relationship with their sponsoring con-
stituencies, and the party must be cap-
able of developing policies suitable for 
implementation by the Assembly. Devo-
lution of decision making to local gov-
ernment in England will similarly give 
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regional parties a new and strengthened 
role. The party at present appears unpre-
pared for such changes, but they must be 
anticipated and considered before they 
become a reality. How the party responds 
to devolution and how it can service t:he 
new La,bour representatives could be as 
important to the people of Scotland as 
the fact of devolution itself. 

Houghton money 
The Houghton Committee recommended 
the provision of state aid to those politi-
cal parties with a certain minimum fol-
lowing (op cit). While there may be no 
objections in principle to the public at 
large helping finance the parties (and the 
La,bour Party itself supports the pro-
posal), it may 'be very bad for the health 
of a party to receive such aid at present. 
Bailing out a sinking vessel is rarely to 
the good of that ship. Better it mends the 
hole and is able to float by itself. So with 
the Labour Party. Its present structure 
and organisation have failed to maintain 
it as a large and thriving organisation. 
Its bankruptcy is largely of its own mak-
ing and in the long term it is prefera,ble 
that .it puts its own house in order, in-
cluding moving towards financial via-
bility, before receiving state aid which 
may risk fossilising the existing struc-
tures and shortcomings. Once in a 
healthier and break-even position, gov-
ernment money could be used to further 
expand the educational and research 
work on which the party has a poor re-
cord. There is another viewpoint, as 
ar·gued by Dick Leonard in the PEP pam-
phlet Paying for Party Politics, that the 
receipt of state money could be the shot 
in the arm that helps a party modernise. 
This seems a possible, but not guaranteed, 
outcome, and risks too much should it 
be proved wrong. 

a party of government 
--:---,--

The Labour Party grew and developed as 
a party of protest, a party dedicated to 
an electoral change of power, a party of 
opposition and criticism, involved in for-
mulating alternatives to the status quo. 

It is now, increasingly, the party of gov-
ernment, its representatives chosen by the 
electorate to -govern on its behalf. This 
ohange has enormous implications for 
party members. Hitherto, their leaders 
had to articulate their aspirations. Now 
the elected lea·ders and representatives 
have become much more. They are the 
decision makers, the governing body, re-
sponsible not just to the party with its 
current demands, but to the whole elec-
torate, and to those as yet too young to 
vote, to the country and to its future citi-
zens who may be drastically affected by 
decisions taken today. 

Chapter five will examine the implications 
of this change for the role and organisa-
tion of Conference, the NEe, PLP (Parlia-
mentary Labour Party) and party leader-
ship. But it has repercussions for the 
ordinary member in the party. There 
seems little doubt that many members are 
disillusioned with their leaders. Apart 
from the very real fact that the govern-
ment has often failed to take sufficient 
note of Conference decisions, this dis-
illusion is also due to the fact that the 
party allowed itself unrealistic expecta-
tions of what could be achieved in gov-
ernment, and Jed the electorate to simi-
larly expect more than a government has 
the power to do. Jt may also be due to 
party members wanting their representa-
tives to use their new found positions 
solely in the interests of the movement 
which initially selected them. This new 
role, as the party behind the government, 
thus has obvious implications for the 
party, as its prescriptions are put to the 
test, and these should be carefully 
thought out and discussed. 

non elected bodies 
Not only does the Labour Party increas-
ingly have to lobby elected La1bour mem-
bers over issues, but there is also a shift 
away from elected to appointed bodies 
for decision taking. Thus, at national 
level, the NEB, NEDC and the Arts Council 
aH take decisions hitherto the preserve of 
ministers (or private industry) and, at 
local level, council decisions are supple-
mented by the activities of Jaw centres, 



housing aid centres, consumer groups, 
neighbourhood councils and so forth. As 
yet the party has not adapted to these 
changes, which require the development 
of socialist thinking at the level of the 
decision making, be this the OECD, NEB, 
regional arts council or housing associa-
tion. Wherever money is spent on the 
public's behalf, there are political judge-
ments to be made which are too import-
ant to leave in the hands of appointed. 
non-responsible people. In many cases, it 
will be members nominated by the party 
or unions who sit on such bodies, yet they 
rarely have any defined programme as to 
the objectives they would like to see the 
body achieve. 

other demands 
While the PR electoral system proposed 
for the European parliament need not 
spill over to domestic elections (where a 
government and not just members of an 
Assembly are being elected), the party 
may still, for different reasons, one day 
have to come to terms with electoral re-
form of some other kind. Its appeal will 
then have to be to a wider electorate, as 
it will need the second choices of those 
voting for other parties. Similarly, com-
pulsory voting or a further drop in the 
voting age may become popular aspira-
tions, and the party will then need to re-
spond to these. 

For a party weaned on redistri,bution 
through growth , the challenge of nil 
growth and of having less to offer and 
promise is consequently great. If the third 
world gets more militant (see Melvyn 
Westlake, World Poverty: the Growing 
Conflict, Fabian Society, 1976) and we 
are finally forced to live out our principles 
on an ' international scale, distributing 
away from us, the party will have to re-
think what it has got to sell to the elec· 
torate. 

summary 
All these new-and often exciting-de-
velopments can offer great scope and op-
portunity to a party capable of respond -
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ing positively. If, however, the party fails 
to revitalise itself and become adaptable 
to change, these new factors in the politi-
cal envi·ronment could sound the knell 
for Lrubour. The choice rests with the 
members. 



4. the party today 

For a party whose elected representatives 
form the government, its finances and 
membership are in a sorry state. Despite 
the Annual Report's boast of 6t million 
members, it is generally accepted that this 
is far removed from any indication of the 
true strength. The 6t million comprises 
the Constituency Labour Party (CLP) sec· 
tion of 675,000 members, and the 5t 
million trade union affiliates. 

individual membership 
Each CLP has to affiliate to the Labour 
Party on the basis of a minimum of 1 ,000 
members. This naturally greatly inflates 
membership figures. Gallup, in a poll for 
Panorama in February 1977, questioned 
a half of all CLPs and estimated a total 
CLP membership of 445,000. They found 
two constituency parties with member-
ship below 50, and that 46 per cent of 
those asked (and 37 per cent of those 
with a Labour MP) had 500 or fewer 
members. 

This will not surprise party activists. The 
party's own figures, where available, indi-
cate this, and the Houghton report (op cit) 
found that bhe vast majority of CLPS had 
a membership less than 1,000. It esti -
mated a total CLP figure of 311 ,500. Our 
own Fabian survey of CLPs undertaken 
at the beginning of 1977 reflected this 
picture. A constituency with a 7,000 Lab-
our majority, for example, in a 66,000 
electorate, had 200 individual members-
just over 1 per cent of the Labour voters. 
Our !>Urvey of 58 CLPs indicated an aver-
age membership of 644 ; 3.69 per cent of 
the Labour vote. Dividing the CLPS into 
those with and without a Labour MP, the 
average proportion of Labour voters in 
party membership in the former was 3.43 
per cent, and in the latter, 3.95 per cent . 
Thus the number of Labour voters ap-
pears to be inversely correlated to the 
recruitment efforts . 

11 } million people voted Labour in 1974 
- and even on official Labour party 
figures, only 6 per cent of these were in 
the party. This is by far the lowest ratio 
of members to electors in any European 
social democratic party (Tom Forester, 

The Labour Party and the Working Class, 
Heinemann, 1976). The proportion is 
even lower (3 per cent) if Houghton's 
figures are used. In contrast, Sweden has 
over 40 per cent of the voters as party 
members, Norway 20 per cent, Switzer-
land 25 per cent and Austria 36 per cent. 
It would appear that our claims to be a 
" mass party" are pretty fraudulent. We 
can never be that so long as we remain 
merely a federation of small caucuses. 
This situation has not suddenly arisen. In 
the 20s and 30s (contrary to popular nos-
talgic folk memories), membership was 
low. With the unprecedented upsurge in 
political activity after the war, La:bour 
membership climbed rapidly (including 
through a period of Labour government) 
to its 1952 peak. Thus from 1930 to 1940, 
membership was between 200,000 and 
400,000 and in 1952 it was over 1 million. 
Only for .a short time was Labour there-
fore anything like a mass party. Since 
1952, membership has fallen steadily 
(Tom Forester, ibid). 

Party membership therefore, while piti-
fully low, should not surprise us as some-
thing new. However, compared with 
potential membership (which ought, 
logically, to have increased along with 
the increasing willingness of people to 
vote Labour) the position has deterior-
ated. Television, improved communica-
tion, more education might have been ex-
pected to make people more familiar with 
political issues, persona:lities and parties 
and to help them recognise the signifi-
cance of public decisions to their lives. 
It should perhaps follow that there 
should 'be an increasing interest in politics 
and hence in membership. 

The La:bour Party has failed to capitalise 
on these developments. One reason may 
have been the lack of financial incentive 
to increase membership. Another is the 
cosiness of small parties. Many local par-
ties are little more than a clique, allow-
ing a friendly distribution of jobs and 
responsibilities (often including JPships, 
school governor positions and similar, in 
addition to party chairman and treasurer) 
between a small cohort. The General Sec-
retary of the party himself admitted this 
in an interview with Labour Weekly : 



" Some parties " he said " don't want new 
members. They have got a nice comfort-
able clique and don't want new faces to 
upset them." Individual experiences of 
people trying to join their local parties 
confirm this. 

On a technical ~e~el, it will be proposed 
bel?·W that a mm1mum affiliation to the 
natwnal party be abolished and voting 
strength made to depend on true num-
bers, partly as an incentive to recruit. 
However, this would not in itself correct 
ma~te:s. A will to convert people to 
soc1absm and to join with them in a 
socialist movement is a precondition for 
getting existing members out on the door-
steps and streets talking to non-members. 

union membership 
So far only individual constituency mem-
bership has been discussed. The other 5-} 
million "memlbers " df the party repre-
sent the affiliated trade union membership. 

This part of the Labour Party structure 
is perhaps the greatest strength of the 
British movement. The symbiotic rela-
tionship between individual socialists and 
the organised working population is what 
makes the party more than a society of 
theorists and enaJbles it to reflect and re-
present a considerable part of the elec-
torate. But the figures which represent this 
most valuable of ties should not be al-
lowed to fool us into thinking these are 
actual Labour Party members. Some are, 
of course, and are already counted in the 
CLP section numbers.. But the mass are 
not. They join a union for good recog-
nis<l!ble bread and butter reasons. As a 
by-product, a vote at conference is allo-
cated to them. But we should not pretend 
that this is a measure of the numbers in 
the country holding fast to Lillbour Party 
beliefs. It is not. 

party income 
It is no surprise to say that the party's 
finances are in trouble. This was admitted 
when an appeal for funds was launched 
in 1976. Already in 1977 a new appeal has 
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been started to raise money to pay for 
party premises-an appeal largely aimed 
at the unions. 

In normal times, the party is very heavily 
reliant on_ the unions for !ts income, as 
they provide 80 per cent of central fin-
ance, and make up 90 per cent of affi.lia-
ti~m fees. Their contribution is less sig-
nificant at local party level, but is still im-
portant. The Houghton Report (op cit) 
showed that in 1973, 39 per cent of CLP 
income came from lotteries, 12 per cent 
from sUJbscriptions, 8 per cent from social 
functions and 7 per cent from trade union 
and co-op grants. Thus the unions donate 
7 per cent of income in addition to the 
affiliation fees paid to the local parties. 
The Fabian survey of CLPs indicated that 
18.7 per cent of CLP income came from 
union sources (covering sponsorship, affi-
liation fees and donations). Where con-
stituencies have a sponsored MP, the 
trade union contribution is even more 
significant. The security thus guaranteed 
can act as a further disincentive to recruit 
members. The figures on page 14 show 
that parties in Lillbour held seats tend to 
enrol a smaHer proportion of Labour 
voters into membership than do those in 
other constituencies. Although our sample 
size was small (less than 10 per cent), this 
tendency appeared to be greater with a 
sponsored member, where the proportion 
of voters in the party was 3.40 per cent 
as opposed to 4.24 in unsponsored Labour 
seats. (For a further discussion on the 
role of sponsored MPs, see John Ellis and 
R. W. Johnson, Members from the 
Union, Falbian Society, 1974.) 

Centrally, individual party members con -
tribute only 8 per cent of income. This is 
hardly surprising given the astonishing 
low rates of subscription. Cri-ticisms of 
these rates have been made on almost 
every occasion that finances are discussed 
(though in 1974 there was a recommenda-
tion from the NEC that subscriptions be 
reduced to 50p a year). The current rate 
(in force for the last 4 years) is lOp a 
month-£1.20 a year, lower than even the 
<l!mazingly small subs of 25p per week of 
the general unions. Compared with our 
socialist comrades in Europe, Labour 
Party subs are tiny. Most other countries 
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have adopted, presuma~bly for fear of ex-
cluding low earners while still seeking to 
ensure a reasonable income, a graduated 
sca,le of payments related to income (a 
proposal recommended to the party in 
1967 in the Simpson report). 

Hence, for example, SPD members pay 
25.p a week on a weekly wage of £37, and 
£5 a week if earning £250. Over 60 per 
cent of SPD income comes from individual 
membership dues. (This still does not 
guarantee a party a sufficient income, 
however, and the SPD and other Euro-
pean social democratic parties have to 
rely on the government for a large part 
of their funds.) The size of the party dues 
also has implications for the degree of 
membership involvement. Social demo-
crats in Germany, for instance, maintain 
that once that level of financial commit-
ment has been made to a party, a more 
general commitment is made to its activi-
ties and the incentive to be involved in 
how it makes policy and how it uses that 
income is greater. 

Certainly it is very doubtful whether 
mernbers should continue to get their LaJb-
our membership " on the cheap." Cur-
rent subs are equivalent to 3 pairs of 
tights or 50 cigarettes a year for a party 
one hopes to have elected as the govern-
ment and which thus needs to be pro-
perly prepared for the eventuality. It is 
surely the wrong type of "frivolity " 
which aHows us to treat our political party 
so lightly. 

There seems little reason why individual 
members should rely so heavily on union 
support to finance their party. The ex-
pectation that the party will continue to 
be funded by the trade unions should 
anyway be questioned. It should be noted 
that there are, as it is, stresses and strains 
in the relationship of the unions with the 
party once the party is in government. 
This tendency is likely to increase and 
hence make the assumption of continued 
union funding harder to justify. 

A minimum subscription of £5.20 should 
be instigated, with a graded scale depend-
ent on -income on the basis (which would 
be selrf-assessed) indicated opposite. 

Pensioners and the unemployed would 
continue to pay a reduced sub, but this 
would be raised to £1.20 a year. The new 
rates would include an automatic sub-
scription to Labour Weekly. 

The minimum affiliation rate for CLPS to 
the party would also be abolished, with 
constituencies having to affiliate on actual 
numbers. There would be no minimum 
number for affiliation, but a minimum 
membership o.f 2 per cent of the last par-
liamentary Labour vote would be required 
for a delegate to Conference, with an 
additional delegate for each additional 1 
per cent enrolled in membership. On the 
figures obtained in the Fabian survey, 
this would lead to a doubling of the num-
ber of CLP delegates, as the 56 CLPs (cur-
rently with 56 delegates) would then have 
125. (This figure may be a little high, as 
the Fll!bian survey estimated a higher 
average membership than did Houghton .) 

Financially, the rate of affiliation sub-
scription to the Labour Party would 
have to be increased to maintain income, 
as the CLPs currently pay 2!1p for each 
of the 675,000 members they claim to 
have. Affiliating on truer figures (of 
300,000 or so) would thus otherwise re-
duce their contribution. It is therefore 
suggested that the new affiliation fee be 
£200 per 1 per cent of Labour voters, 
with a minimum fee of £100. The union 
affiliation rate would remain as now. 

PROPOSED SUBSCRIPTION LEVELS 
earnings (£ per week) annual rate (£) 
oo&r~ 5~ 
under 60 10.40 
under 80 15.60 
under 100 20.80 
over 100 from 30.00 
note : The specified amounts are to faci-
litate weekly payments if required ; thus 
the minimum rate is equivalent to lOp 
a week. 

party structure 
It has been noted that the party's con-
stitution has remained virtually un-
a·ltered since 1918. Internally this has 



meant that a design fit for a small party 
of opposition has not adapted to the 
new circumstances of the latter half of the 
20th century. Legally it has made the 
party vulnerable to the type of petty 
attack made in Newham North East 
(where the Annual General Meeting was 
stopped on the technicality that the 
notices for it had gone----'as usual-to 
affiliated organisations and not to dele-
gates). Organisationally it has led to a 
weaker party than might otherwise have 
been the case. The party is currently an 
odd mixture of centralised and de-cen-
tralised tendencies. Branches (the only 
meeting place of actua'l members rather 
than representatives) are in many areas 
" forbidden" from sending motions and 
letters to outside bodies or individuals 
without going through the General Com-
mittee (ac). They cannot recruit without 
names being approved by the GC. 

agents 
In contrast, our system of agents is de-
centralisation at is worst. CLPS decide 
whether to employ agents, regardless of 
the needs of the pa·rty nationally. Hence 
the CLPs in many safe labour seats employ 
full time agents despite the fact that it 
is in the council and parliamentary mar-
ginal seats that electoral victory is so 
crucial. Furthermore, it is in safe labour 
seats that membership should be higher 
and thus the manpower resources within 
the party should be sufficient to carry 
the worlcload by voluntary labour. How-
·ever, in most CLPS it is heresy to question 
whether they do need a full time agent, 
despite the irrational basis for the distri-
bution. A full national agency service 
should therefore replace the present sys-
tem, so that these most overworked and 
hardpressed of Labour employees may 
work where their efforts might have the 
most important effect. The party should 
also consider what it wants from its 
agents. At present many agents spend 
over 50 per cent of their time raising 
their own salary and another 25 per cent 
carrying out routine typing, duplicating 
and clerical duties. Very little of their 
energies are thus left for the vital recruit-
ing and organising work for which they 
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are so needed. It would be hoped that 
agents employed by a central agency 
would in effect be "party managers", 
responsi,ble tor the routine secretarial 
work but able to have this actually done 
by unpaid party activists. The routine 
jobs of constituency secretary would 
thus remain in lay hands and the 
organiser would be seen and used as a 
manager and professiona·l adviser, not 
as a typist-cum-errand boy. 

regions 
A second aspect of party structure is 
its regional organisation. The boundaries 
of the regions have largely remained as 
drawn many years ago, with only slight 
alterations to reflect shifting popu-
lation and local government reorganisa-
tion. Thus, for example, the Humberside 
local authority straddles the North East 
and the East Midlands regions, and 
Del'byshire inoludes sections of both the 
North West and the East Midlands 
regions. It is recommended tha:t the party 
resorts to its own "boundary commis-
sion " set up for this purpose, every five 
years or so, to ena~ble the regional parties 
to reflect the needs of their areas. Thi~ 
demand becomes more acute now as we 
move towards the establishment of new 
Euro-constituencies and towards devolu-
tion~both of which will give extra 
importance to the work of the regions. 

workplace organisation 
A third aspect of the party's organisation 
is its geographic nature. Traditionally 
'the Labour movement has drawn its basic 
political power from organisation in the 
workplace, and its constituency structure 
-although now well established-was a 
later graft as power needed to be won 
on an area basis. Today the party struc-
ture - branches, constituencies and 
regions-completely reflects this priority. 
Union affiiliation may, however, be from 
industrial groupings, union organisation 
having largely moved from being resi-
dential to workplace based. As seen 
above, most union members are not 
Labour Party members and there may 
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H1us be a large area o( potential party 
re~.:ruitment at ,the workplace. lf the pa rt y 
were to use the union structure (or sub 
'c ription coHection , for example, it i' 
po sible that party membership would 
in c rea~c. [t should be emphasi ed that 
it is not only re idents who have a 
~ pecial interest in the future of their 
area. People whose whole working live~ 
arc tied up with a factory have a vested 
interest in the a rea both in terms of its 
local g vernmcnt planning environment 
and of it infra-structure (transrort . 
shops and ervi ces). 1L could be advan 
tageou f r large gro ups o f employee~ 
to have some form of local political rep-
resentation , perhaps as as ociate mem-
bers of the LP. Their interest and 
~.:ommitment to the area m ay be a great 
as the area's re idents but currently their 
political input is only either vi a their 
branch affili a tion t the LP (and this 
depended- until recen tl y n the num-
b r of member re,vide111 in the area) or 
by lobbying the loca l authority via their 
union or trades ouncil. 

To argue thi i not to call for , complete 
turnover f the LP ystem. But it is to 
~ ugge t that the pa rty should be more 
aware of the politi ca l force of employees 
and sh uld be cnvis, gi ng ways o f har-
ne sing thi support. Di tribution of par ty 
I it ratur and regul , r work-based party 
discu i n meetings (especially with coun -
ci llor. and the MP) might be encouraged . 
nr the appo intment of indu tri al organ-
i~crs . Tt i · probable that, in addition to 
~trengthening party numbers and activity. 
lh d grec of politi cal educati n thu 
made possible would be enormous. Such 
attempts hav been made befor , but 
fn und r d larg ly for lack of funds. 

minorities 
he po. sib! s ope of industrial organ -

i,n ti on and a tivity turns att ntion to one 
,1r th part y's great st pr~blcm,-its in 
abtli ty to recruit a nd repre ent minority 
gr ups. There arc no coloured labour 
MP and f w c loured councillors. Even 
in , r ' as wi th large numb r of la,bour 
Vlll rs of fric , n or Asinn origin, their 
rL' [lr s~ntntinn in the fl• rt i~ aby, mal. 

l'his is perhaps one of the saddest indict-
ments of our "internationalist" party. 
T he party's J 977 m embership campaign 
does ack nowl edge and attempt to rectify 
this weaknes . To some ex'lent, recruit-
ment of this group could be improved 
cnormouS~ly via workplace organisations 
as many arc already in unions and are 
acces iblc at work to recruitment efforts. 

But, more importanlly, a change o( atti-
tude within the party is needed. Tn the 
pa t, recognition of minority groups' 
electoral strength has sent party workers 
, currying round their housing areas. It 
is for other reasons that we should seek 
to bring them into the movement. H we 
look, for instance, at the more recent 
migrants we see that they come largely 
from rural areas. Their adjustment to 
the urban experience of our life is, for 
many, a traumatic time. Our inability 
as a party to stretch out and greet them 
'lnd to offer them one of the most impor-
tant freed ms of our democracy- mem-
bership of a political party- has helped 
force them into ethnic settlements for 
reas urance and politi cal strength. For 
it i only via their pres ure group, ~heir 
ethnic group , that they have been taken 
seriously by councils and government 
alike. And even they have aJI too often 
"got it wrong". They have "come to 
terms" with migrant groups by deaJing 
with spoke men-reflecting their belief 
that such immigrant groups compri e 
hom ogeneous families. The "intermed-
iaries" u ed ca n. in fact, never represent 
a whole community, no more than a Tory 
MP can reflect our interests just becau e 
we happen to live in hi loca lity. Various 
ci rcum tances- including the exclusivity 
o[ the union and labour movement- have 
hampered the integration of black and 
whit people in Britain and have divorced 
the jolb opportunitie of these two group . 
Politicall y. the party will electorally pay 
for this but, more importantly, we will 
suffer culturally and in the develorment 
of socin list philo ophy. 

lL i therefore vital that attempt are 
mad quickly to rectify our mistakes-
the appointment of minority represen -
tative to party positions would be no 
b, d , tnrt , with ngents nnd onsti tuencies 



asked to make special efforts in this 
direction. Industrial organisers, if appoin· 
ted would , one hopes, include coloured 
members, and all should be asked to try 
and increase socialist adherents jn 
minority groups. Many coloured citizens 
-unlike many present party members-
were not lucky enough to come from 
la:bour families, but that is surely no 
reason to exclude them from our move· 
ment, merely because it means that they 
have to be convinced that the movement 
has something to offer society, rather 
than learning this "at father's knee". 
It should also be remembered that many 
immigrant groups vote Labour with more 
regularity than their "British" neigh· 
hours. 

summary 
This chapter has suggested that ·there 
are majm weaknesses in the structure of 
the party. Far too low a proportion of 
Labour voters are in membership and 
this, combined with the low subscription 
rate, means that little of central income 
comes from individual members. In con-
trast, the unions pay heavily into party 
funds, although few trade unionists are 
individual party members. Regionally, 
the organisation has failed to adapt to 
change. Agents are located where they 
have always been rather than where 
they're needed. Regional boundaries 
haven't adap•ted to new local government 
demands. Party activity is too constit-
uency based and racial minorities have 
been left out of the party altogether. 

These are examples of areas ·where •the 
party has to put in some serious effort 
in the near future. Scotland and the 
problems of some inner city areas have 
not been mentioned but the thesis holds 
good there: a collection of small 
caucuses, ca:lled CLPS, contrilbuting little 
to party funds, often working inefficiently 
and undemocratically, does not merit the 
description of a mass party working for 
change. 
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5. whose party? 

The "party " is usually defined as Con-
ference-the body representing members 
and laying down policy. But often the 
head office is regarded as the party or 
the NEC which is at the reins from 7 
October to I October each year. The 
reality is that the party is its members . 
However, ~he most obvious manifesta-
tions of the party are the party's policy 
making and governing body-Conference 
and the NEC. These will therefore be 
considered in some detail. How their 
members are chosen and controlled is 
central to the internal democracy of 
the party and hence to its future strength. 

party conference 
There are two main ques-tions to ask 
about Conference. One is: can and 
should it determine policy? The other 
is: how can it best reflect the party's 
membership? 

On the first question, this can be extended 
to ask whether perhaps Conference 
should be not a policy making body but 
a socialist pressure forum. Hence it 
would be able to exert a left wing pres-
sure on governments, trying to counter 
the many weighty pressures hostile to 
socialism. The difficulty wi-th this view 
is that Conference would always tend 
to take a harder and less flexible posi -
tion. as any good negotiator would 
adv·ise, so as to allow the government to 
settle for a compromise position some-
what nearer to what was really wanted. 
These positions would then further in-
crease the existing frustration within the 
party caused by Conference decisions 
being disregarded by government. This 
pamphlet has argued that party member-
ship has to have something meaningful 
to offer-such as participation in decision 
making, not in dream making. Conference 
would be unlikely to ever give up the 
expectation that its demands be imple-
mented ; •thus encouraging Conference 
merely to voice aspirations would not 
he accompanied •by Conference renounc-
ing its role as " conscience af the party ". 

Consequently, ways of improving Con-
ference's role as a policy maker will be 

considered. It is easier to imagine Con-
ference as the decider of objectives if 
the party is in oppos·i·tion. The desirable 
elements of an ideal society or criticisms 
of the present situation are capable of 
being discussed and voted on by repre -
sentatives of socialists. However, in 
determining a government's programme, 
the procedure becomes more complex 
because of the variables involved. Con-
ference has only to decide it wants free 
nursery education. The government has 
to decide whether to levy extra taxation 
to provide this or whether to cut back 
on some other public service-probably 
equally demanded by a Labour Con-
ference. In other words, one returns to 
the axiom " socialism is the language of 
priorities" and one notes that Confer-
ence never does have to define priorities. 
to choose between alternative desirable 
ends. 

In 1975 the Conference noted and 
approved a programme which included : 
reversing all cuts in housing expenditure 
a nd giving money to councils for 
improvement of older housing, levying 
of low (as opposed to fair and economic) 
rents ; extension of nursery education 
to all 3-5 year olds; public ownership 
of the major pharmaceutical industries 
supplying the NHS, with compensation ; 
increase of basic state pension (for 
a couple) to 50 per cent of adult male 
gross average earnings ; increased invest-
ment in public transport and an increase 
of overseas aid -to 0.7 per cent df GNP. 

Nowhere did the delegates have to say 
either what burden of tax they would 
accept to pay for these nor did they 
have to order the priorities by which 
these various objectives should be intro-
duced. The resolutions passed by Con-
ference had the same one-sidedness. In 
1976, on Monday Conference ca:lled for 
an expansion of the social services; on 
Tuesday for an improvement in rural 
transport ; on Wednesday for the imple-
mentation of a massive hospita•l building 
programme, the a'bolition of all prescrip-
tion and similar charges and an expansion 
of health centres and creche facil ities, 
and for the full implementation of the 
child benefit scheme with benefits set 



at a generous level ; on Thursday for a 
drastic increase in the funds available 
for the NEB and even ·On Friday for 
increased government finance to develop 
more economic and efficient methods of 
electricity generation. 

a programme for the party 
Instead of continuing to build up frus-
trations each year because of "resolu-
tions not being implemented", a five 
year programme should be presented to 
Conference, with the costs of each pro-
posal included and a time schedule for 
implementation attached. Thus for ex-
ample, in Year One, a start in increasing 
nursery education and increased food 
subsidies might be on the agenda for 
parliament; in Year Two, subsidised 
fees for foreign students and the intro-
duction of child benefits; in Year Three, 
beginning of phased implementation of 
the remaining Finer Report recommen-
dations and increased aid to the third 
world; in Year Four, an accelerated 
school building programme and the end 
of prescription charges, and in Year Five, 
state aid to political partie ~ as proposed 
in the Houghton reporl. 

This programme (in its true sense) would 
then be debated and the order of pro-
posals could be changed by vote. (Thus, 
for example, a start on nurseries may 
wait while overseas students are helped 
in Year One.) Though the programme 
would be able to be ·revised each Con-
ference , it would give to government the 
party's priorities of what it should be 
aiming to achieve over a given period, 
within whatever economic constraints it 
finds itself. Not only would frustration 
and disappointment be less, but the party 
would be involved in the really impor-
tant decisions faced by government-
not just what to do but when and how 
to do it. It is essential to this process 
that costings are included in every stage 
of the debate so that the party might 
have to experience the real choices which 
have to be taken. 

The programme itsel{ would be drawn 
up 1by the NEC, with the help of its su'b-
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committees, much as the 1975 Pro-
gramme was put together, though 
naturally involving choices at each stage, 
hitherto excluded. Debate on the pro-
gramme would be limited to two days of 
Conference, stiU leaving time for the 
debate of some ordinary resolutions. Such 
motions, however, should, like the pro-
gramme, include some estimate of cost-
ings and an outline of the method of 
finance and administration involved. 

unions at conference 
on the second issue, the representative-
ness of Conference, one fact stands out. 
This is the predominance of the unions. 
Over 50 per cent of the delegates are 
from affiliated unions, but they control 
89 per cent of the votes. When it comes 
to the Conference Arrangements Com -
mittee-a not unimportant body-this is 
now totally in the lap of the unions who 
hold 100 per cent of its places. This vot-
ing strength reflects their enormous con-
tribution to central party finance. And 
even at this level it could probrubly be 
higher. The Transport and General 
Workers' Union, for example, affiliates 
on the basis of only I million of its 
1.9 million members. Simultaneously il 
has additionally funded the Labour Party 
via the subsidised rent it charged for 
Transport House. If this amount came in 
affiliations, the combined voting strength 
of the unions at conference would be 
even greater. 

It is hardly surprising that constituency 
delegates get frustrated that, having de-
hated resolutions at their branches and 
GCS locally before arriving at Brighton 
or Black-pool , all they are allowed is a 
speech, as (with a mere 11 per cent of 
the votes) they can make little impact on 
decisions. (They can, in contrast, affect 
the mem'bership of the NEe-partly 
explaining its current left wing nature.) 
CLPS must be given some influence if 
Conference is to retain any meaning for 
them. 

Various questions arise from the union 
voting strength. One is whether a union 
vote should equal an individual Labour 
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Pany member vote. As indicated above, 
workers join unions for a variety of 
reasons and as a result are (if they don't 
opt out of the 32p a year political levy) 
allocated a vote at conference. An indi-
vidual party member, however, joins very 
specifiically to give energies, assistance 
and/ or support to the party and often 
to be involved in its policy making and 
activities. Are their two voices to be 
equated? 
As suggested above. the individual 
constituency membership is substantia ll y 
below what it could be, but even if it 
doubled (to 2,000 a constituency), they 
would still have only the same number 
of votes. The NEC, as well as the unions, 
should think seriously about whether they 
approve of this state of affairs. It can 
hardly be in the unions' interests for 
them to be seen to be dominating a 
political party to such an extent. Jt also 
rnay not help their relationship with 
their own members, who may feel they 
have too cosy a relation~hip with a 
Labour government. 

unions and the party 
The unions' relationship with the party 
also has implications in the longer term. 
Just as the relationship of the party to 
its leaders changes when those leaders 
are also the government, so also does 
the relationship of the unions to the party. 
A growing proportion of union mem-
bers are employed not by private industry 
hut in the public sector---'by government, 
the health service, local aubhorities and 
the nationalised industries. Their unions 
are thus not negotiating with "capi-
talists" but wi~h elected representatives 
o( the people-increasingly with Labour 
representatives. Even in private industry, 
a~ the law replaces collective bargaining 
over wage increases, wage levels (as under 
Equal Pay) , health and safety regula-
tions, boardroom representation, terms 
and conditions of work, fringe benefits 
and so forth. so it is with Labour rep-
resenta tives that the unions negotiate. 
Strains may develop here which will put 
~tresses on the decision making process 
of the party a~ well as on the willingness 

of unions to continue to fund 80 per 
cent of the party's income and on the 
party to accept this degree of union 
control. 

composition of conference 
Proposals for changing the composition 
of Conference would therefore include 
(a) CLP voting strength being related to 
real membership and with an increased 
vote relating to membership above the 
minimum required to . vote (b) giving 
individual voting cards to each delegate, 
so that within a delegation, voting may 
be split if the delegation so wish. In 
addition, the composition of Conference 
Arrangements Committee must be 
changed to include CLP as well as union 
representatives. 
One other group present at Conference 
comprises the official Labour parliamen-
tary candidates and MPS. These attend 
ex officio with the right to speak but 
neither vote nor move or second resolu-
tions. The presence of MPs at the rostrum 
often causes problems as lay delegates 
feel (rightly) it is their one chance ;: 
year to make representations to the NEC 
(and government), whereas MPS, by their 
status and physical proximity, can usually 
get a hearing in Smith Square or West-
minster. It is therefore recommended 
that these ex officio members (and also 
including the MEPS) cannot speak, save 
for three of their number elected by them 
who will then be fully fledged delegates 
with all the rights of delegates (MPS 
appointed by CLPS or other organisations 
as delegates would not have their dele -
gate status altered by this change). 

In addition to this, however, it should 
not be left for ministers to have to seek 
election to one of these posts in order 
to speak in a debate on their subject. 
In any debate at Conference, the minis-
ter responsible should have a right to 
an intervention the same length as the 
mover, probably immediately before the 
response by the NEC. 

One group currently absent from Con-
ference (apart from full time agents who 



can speak al private sessions on organisa-
tional matters) is the Labour Party staff. 
Yet it is surely time some industrial 
democracy came home to roost and iL 
is therefore suggested that they too 
should elect one delegate to Annual 
Conference. 

The role of women's conrference, the 
Young Socialists' annual conference, the 
local government conference and the 
regional conferences should also be con-
sidered. At present these can lead to 
frustrations because their debates and 
resolutions often do not get fed into 
official Lrubour Party policy. Hence 
despite the women's conference passing 
motions favouring abortion, we were 
told for years that the party had no 
policy on this. It is therefore recom-
mended that two resolutions may be 
sent from each of these conferences to 
Annual Conference and that each con-
ference elects five delegates to Annual 
Conference. We should not be afraid if 
this contains hints of a federal structure 
-if it increases the involvement of lay 
members in party affairs, that should 
suffice to justify the change. 

the 'NEC 
The overwhelming predominance of the 
union vote in Conference is not reflected 
in the NEC. However, the predominance 
of professionals is. At present (1 977) 
every member of the NEC is a full time 
paid representative or employee of . the 
movement. The CLPS elect MPs, the unwns 
elect full time officials, the socialist 
societies elect an MP and the whole 
Conference elects five MPS to the women's 
section. 

The Labour Party is therefore in the 
position that its executive comprise~ 
wholely the " agents " or "servants " of 
the movement-those chosen to carry 
out the policies of the movement. They 
thus hardly represent a check on these 
agents. We see this nonsense in Con-
ference, where the minister responsi ble 
for a governmental area may answer for 
the NEC the Conference debate-a debate 
which should be the lay members' review 
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o( their agents' record. Hence in 1lJ7G, 
Shirley Williams, the Secretary of State 
for Education, answered for the NEe on 
a debate proposed by lay members and 
critical of the government's role. Whil e 
no -one would deny ministers the chance 
to put their case, it should be for a 
largely lay executive and Conference to 
pass judgment on wha-t has been done. 
The composition of the NEC should there-
fore be changed in two. basic ways. 
Firstly, the type of person able to stand. 
Secondly, in the groups to be represented . 
On the first, MPS should only be able 
to stand as Chairman and for the three 
seats allocated to MPS and candidates ; 
paid union officials should be eligible 
to stand for only one third of the union 
places. Secondly, a new set of groups 
should be recognised. The women's 
section seats should be abolished and 
replaced by a representative selected by 
the women's conference (if this has to 
continue to exist). The other groups 
mentioned above which should be rep-
resented at conference (local governmen t 
conference, Young Socialist and the 
regional conferences) should each elect 
one NEC memlber (as now happens at 
the Young Socialist conference). The 
existing socialist societies' seat would 
remain unchanged, but the number of 
union and CLP section seats should be 
reduced by 3 and 2 (making 9 and 5 
seats respectively). One NEC seat would 
go to a representa•tive of all Labour Party 
employees-agents and staff together. 

PROPOSED CHANGES TO NEC 
COMPOSTTION 

section 
union 
CLPS 
women 
young socialists 
socialist societies 
PLP 

existing 
numbers 

12 
7 
5* 
1 
1 

local govt. conference 
regional conferences 
ex-officio & treasurer 3 

total 29 

proposed 
numbers 

9 
5 
Lt 
1 
1 
3 
1 
11 
3 

35 
* elected by annual conference. 
t elected by the women's conference. 
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One further change should be made. At 
present, the NEC includes members who 
have sll!t on it for many years and whose 
contdbution after this length of time 
cannot keep improving year by year. 
They block the entry of younger activists 
on ·to. this vital body and prevent it 
changing so as to reflect changes in the 
party. A seven year maximum term 
should thus be instigated for all but 
the party leader and Chairman, with 
members !being eligible to. restand after 
three years ·off the executive. 

party chairman 
As will be argued at greater length in 
chapter six, it is now increasingly impor-
tant to strengthen the non parliamentary 
party leadership. The party chairman-
ship should thus no longer be an almost 
ceremonial post which rotates annually 
amongst the NEC in line with seniority. 
Instead (as now happens regionally), the 
chairman should be elected by Con-
ference and be eligible to stand for 
re-election . 



6 . the partyls representatives 

The "party " comprises a number of 
groups, each a vital ingredient of the 
whole. Thus, in addition to the affiliated 
organisations, there are CLPs, PLP, MEPs , 
the Cabinet , the government-and the NEC. 

Only the NEe and Conference are ack-
nowledged as being the policy makers, 
the "conscience" of the party, represen -
tatives of the movement. However, it is , 
in fact, the PLP, government and Cabinet 
which in the public mind comprise the 
party, and it is largely their activity 
which determines how people vote_ It 
is also, in a world of ministerial govern -
ment, they who actually do or do not 
implement policies. 

How responsible are the PLP and its 
leaders to the party- and how respon-
sive should they be? The PLP is clearly 
very accountable in so far as each can-
didate has to be selected by his local 
CLP. The leader of the party (and hence 
the Prime Minister on many occasions) 
is, in contrast, chosen only by the elec-
toral college of successful Labour parlia-
mentary candidates_ The rest of the 
Cabinet and government (when Labour 
is i_n office) is chosen solely by the Prime 
Minister. The shadow Cabinet (in Oppos i-
tion) is chosen by the same electoral 
college as elects the leader of the party. 

party leader 
There has recently been an increasing 
demand for a broadening of the elector-
ate which chooses the party leader. This 
culminated in a recent NEC Report to the 
1977 Conference which outlined three 
possible methods for electing the leader: 
(a) (as now) a ballot of MPS (b) by vote 
at Annual Conference or (c) by an elec-
toral college of CLPS, with some repre-
sentation of unions, candidates and MPS. 

However, before deciding which of these 
alternatives (if any) is the most attrac-
tive (which usually means, which of these 
would produce the " desired " result) , the 
role of the party leader ought first to be 
considered. He is , primarily, the parlia-
mentary leader and his chief responsibili-
ties (especially when in office) are as 

Prime Minister. What therefore is now 
needed is a recognition of this separation 
between the party and the government, 
in the form of a non-parl iamentary party 
leader. His responsibility would be to the 
party and not to the House of Commons, 
the Queen, or any other interests. He 
would speak on behalf of the party-
with no divided loyalties-and his task 
would be to promote party policies as 
laid down by Conference or the NEC. His 
constituents would be, quite clearly, 
Labour members. 

lt is therefore suggested, as outlined in 
chapter five , that the current method of 
electing the p a r t y Chairman (by 
"Buggin's turn ") is replaced by a true 
election of Chairman by Conference 
each year. Only the leader and deputy 
of the PLP would be excluded from stand-
ing. 

The election of parliamentary party 
leader could then probably remain as at 
present (perhaps with some input from 
those parties without a representative in 
the PLP) , with the leader being chosen by 
his colleagues with whom he has to work 
in parliament. It is important to remem-
ber the need for him to command their 
support (compare, for example, the 
Tories' inability to work with Alec 
Douglas Home, a leader foisted upon 
them) and to be capable of leading the 
majority party in the House and of ful-
filling the specific and onerous job of 
Prime Minister. 

the PLP 
Apart from their relationship with their 
CLPS, MPs currently hardly fit into the 
party machine. Some may sit on NEC sub-
committees-but their positions there are 
more related to the " old boy" network 
than anything more democratic. Apart 
from the Transport House press office 
handling their speeches, many MPS may 
have no formal relationship with Trans-
port House. While it is clear that the 
Labour Party staff are employed by the 
party, by the NEC, and it is them they 
serve, is there not a case for more ser-
vicing of the PLP than just the eight staff 
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members attached to the House of Com-
mons ? The need for more here is grow-
ing as the amount of legislation passing 
through the House expands and also as 
the Government consults with Liberals 
(backed up by publicly financed staff) as 
well as with the PLP---who have no such 
aid. 

One of the frustrations of MPs is that 
they are not involved in the formulation 
of ministerial policy. A further stengthen-
ing of the system of PLP subject commit-
tees, serviced by research staff and able to 
discuss with ministers areas of their 
responsibility would bring MPs into gov-
ernment work at an earlier stage than 
the finality of a White Paper, and on a 
broader spread of topics. In addition, 
the PLP committees should link in with 
the NEC committees-perhaps by appoint-
ing members to the latter. This increased 
involvement of MPS would also be to the 
benefit of Transport House's development 
of policy as it could use the wider exper-
tise of MPS (ex-councillors and ex-mini-
sters as well as a wealth of variety in 
their previous jobs) on the various com-
mittees. 

ministers' advisers 
In addition to the MPs' (and MEPs) 
relations to Transport House, there is the 
question of ministers' relations with the 
headquarters. Recently there has been a 
move towards a system of political ad-
visers for senior ministers. It would per-
haps be more appropriate for at least 
some of the functions currently carried 
out by political advisers to be done by 
research staff, at least nominally on the 
payroll of the party and , in effect, on 
secondment to the minister. This type of 
relationship will be more important as 
the party staff perform the liaison with 
the European socialist and social demo-
crat parties. whose ministers will be fac-
ing British Labour ministers in Brussels. 

During an adviser's secondment to a 
minister, he would be answerable to that 
minister and could be dismissed from 
that post only by him. Thus his first 
loyalty would be to the minister, though 

the knowledge of his eventual return to 
Transport House would remind him that 
he was actually in the party's employ-
ment. 

selection of candidates 
Discussion of the responsibilities of MPs 
raises the question of the selection of 
Labour candidates for public office-
or, in its more popular form-" reselec-
tion of MPs." The increasing demand for 
reselection is seen · in the 44 motions on 
this submitted to the 1977 party confer-
ence. While this question may be more a 
symptom of the conflicts outlined earlier, 
it does now have a greater practical 
importance and thus will be discussed in 
some detail. 

Two separate and conflicting aspects of 
this question have already been touched 
on. One is the very proper desire for 
accountability-of elected officers to their 
electorates, be this GC delegates to their 
branches, MPS to constituents, the PLP to 
Conference or the leader to the party. 
The second is the definition of the con-
stituencies. 

Looking first at the role of candidates 
and elected representatives when the 
party is in opposition, the conflicts be-
tween the two aspects does not emerge. 
The representatives have to reflect the 
aspirations and demands of the move-
ment, to articulate the party's opposition 
to government and generally to act as 
spokesmen. In contrast, however, when 
MPS form the government (or the 
majority party on a council), these elec-
ted representatives take on a new respon-
sibility, wider than just the Labour move-
ment. 

Even within the party, there is no clear 
sponsoring group. MPS owe a measure of 
accountability to their own local party 
which selected and nominated them and 
ran their constituency campaign. But they 
also have a responsibility to the party 
nationally which articulated the pro-
gramme from which the manifesto was 
taken and on which the campaign was 
based nationally ; to the Labour govern-



ment (or opposition) which up to the 
election was the most manifest part of the 
movement seen by the public ; to their 
constituents who actually voted them into 
parliament; and to their union or co-op 
if they were sponsored. While there 
would seem to be little doubt that the 
members of the party locally are the MPS 
first point of reference, these other 
obligations should be recognised and 
when parties seek to " mandate " an MP 
they should realise that his allegiance is 
to larger groups than just the ac. In 
return MPs should remember that all these 
various groups which helped him get 
elected also gain some rights to expect 
a measure of accountability, and that no 
individual has a " right " to continue 
representing a constituency as a Labour 
member purely on the . choice of the 
electorate. Having stood on a Labour 
ti cket and with the strength of the party 
behind him, a candidate must fulfill hi s 
obligations to the party. In parliament 
these are severe (his life and choice being 
greatly curtailed by the Whip) , but even 
locally his party must have the right to 
replace him if they so chose without the 
scandal and furore this now causes. 

CLPs must never be allowed to mandate 
MPs~but in return CLPs must be allowed 
to change their ca ndidates if they feel the 
existing one is in some serious way 
unsatisfactory. An appeals machinery 
could ensure that a member was safe -
guarded from capricious or malicious 
attacks . 

It is therefore recommended that no MP 
be automatically readopted as the candi-
date each election, but that, if the party 
decides by a ac vote that it wants a con-
test (and it would have to take such a 
vote between each election) , the select ion 
of a candidate be carried out by the 
whole of the Labour membership in the 
constituency. 

So long as party membership is as small 
as it now is. there is no reason why this 
cannot take place in one room at a single 
meeting (shortlisting having taken place 
in much the same way as now). When 
(hopefully) party numbers increase, each 
branch could hold a selection meeting to 
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which a set number of candidates (includ-
ing, if he so wishes, the sitting MP) would 
be invited. The votes for each candidate 
from each branch would then be totalled 
to obtain the final result. In both cases, 
affiliated organisations would be entitled 
to send one delegate to each such selec-
tion meeting. 

more power to the branches 
Allowing party members-and not just 
their representatives-to select their pre-
liminary candidates is one step in hand-
ing back power and responsibility to the 
branches. Branches also need to be 
allowed to take new people into member-
ship, pass and send on resolutions, send 
deputations and other such activities 
which acknowledge the role of members 
in party affairs, without having to go 
via the ac. Constituency parties, it should 
be remembered, coincide with electoral 
boundaries-which are hardly sacrosanct 
to La:bour philosophy. They are impor-
tant at election time but they should not 
be used as an excuse for a centralised and 
undemocratic system which gives indivi -
dual members little say other than in the 
selection of delegates. The GC and execu -
tive should strengthen and support 
branches, not control them and lay down 
policy. 

As w i t h parliamentary candidates, 
branches should also have a say in the 
selection of delegates to Conference. It 
is recommended that a CLP should not be 
able to send the same person to Confer-
ence year after year (all too often this 
privilege lies with the same one or two 
people) and that branches do the select-
ing. This may mean that delegates will 
tend not to be as expert in the procedure 
of Conference, but it would be hoped that 
higher levels of membership will allow 
more than one delegate and that improved 
finances will allow more members to 
attend as observers. It will necessi tate 
non-delegates being eligible to stand for 
the NEC, otherwise no one could sit on 
the NEC for any length of time. 

Looking at the party outside of Confer-
ence, it will become increasingly impor-
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tant to establish good communication 
between the various levels of the party-
branch, constituency, local authority, 
Assembly, parliamentary, European. The 
functioning of Transport House should 
adapt to this and not aim simply to serve 
one layer of party work-the NEC. To 
some extent this happens now, particu-
larly in the international and local gov-
ernment departments. However, such 
work must further expand, and, in 
particular, account taken of the EEC. This 
is no longer an "international " matter 
and it is important that all people dealing 
with one subject, be it at local authority, 
parliamentary or EEC level, are closely in 
touch and working with a shared under-
standing and approach. Thus, for 
example, concerning the EEC proposals to 
allow children of migrant workers to 
study in their own language, Labour 
members of education authorities, parlia-
mentary spokesmen for teacher training 
and those actually dealing with the direc· 
tive in the European Parliament or else-
where should be able to come together to 
decide on a party approach before then 
arguing out their views with other groups. 

Various administrative and other changes 
have been proposed in this chapter. The 
aim of these is to help make the party 
a more democratic body-in the sense 
of involving ordinary members in the 
activity of the party. Earlier, it was 
argued that for the good of the party and 
to help ensure the Labour government 
remains in office, more potential members 
should actually be recruited into the 
party, making it less elite and more repre-
sentative of Labour voters. The need for 
good communication and understanding 
between different levels of the party is 
also apparent, and responsibility for pro-
moting this rests largely at the top-with 
the Cabinet and NEC. Communication is 
a two way thing, and the government can-
not except the party to understand its 
problem if it does not take the trouble 
to talk-and listen-to the party. 



7. summary and 
recommendations 
This pamphlet did not set out to present 
a blue print for the party structure in 
the eighties nor to formulate hard and 
fast rules for change. Rather, it set out 
to point to some areas for concern 
within the party and to raise questions 
to which members' attention might now 
be turned. H Conference agrees to carry 
out an investigation into the party 
organisation, which would be an excel-
lent step for it to take, it would be 
hoped that the issues raised here would 
be on the agenda for consideration . 

Central to the pamphlet is the belief that 
a large, dynamic, healthy party is a pre-
condition for socialism, and that the 
time to start building such a party is 
now. 

An immediate start could be made 
with a real attempt to recruit existing 
Labour voters into the party. Either at 
the polls, or when canvassing, as soon 
as a Lltbour voter is identified, he should 
be given a card saying "Thank you for 
voting Labour. We hope you will con -
tinue to support us once Joe Smith, our 
candidate, is elected. We hope you will 
consider joining the party. We meet on 
Thursdays at 8 at the local meetings 
room, and we look forward to seeing you 
there." 

Of course to offer someone membership 
is not enough. He must have a reason 
for paying his dues. The pamphlet has 
argued that the only real thing member-
ship can have to offer is the ability to 
participate in meaningful debate and in 
real decision making. That doesn't mean 
umpteen votes on endless, meaningless, 
cover-all, resolutions. It means a thorough 
discussion of the options and a con-
sidered vote. As important, it then means 
seeing such votes being interpreted into 
party policy and thence implemented by 
elected party representatives. 

For party policy to reflect and respond 
to the demands of the electorate, many 
more of them need to be in membership 
than are now. We boast 6t million mem-
bers, but have nearer 300,000 individual 
members-3 per cent of those who vote 
La!bour. The party also needs to be less 

dependent on the trade unions, who 
currently provide 90 per cent of central 
party finance. 

The time ahead is a challenging one for 
La!bour. The EEC, devolution, the possi -
bility of public finance for the party. 
increasing experience of being in govern -
ment-all these are exciting opportunities 
for an adaptable and healthy party. In 
order to be able to respond to these 
demands, to build up a proper member-
ship, and to make the party more dem o-
cratic so that members can participate 
in its deliberations, the following major 
proposals are put forward for discussion : 

1. A substantial increase in subscriptions. 
to a minimum of £5.20 a year, rising 
according to income to £30 plus . An 
automatic subscription to Labour Weekly 
being included in these rates. 

2. The minimum affiliation of 1.000 for 
CLPS to be abolished. CLPS in future to 
affiliate on true numbers. 2 per cent of 
Labour vote in membership required for 
a delegate to Conference, with an addi-
tional delegate for each further 1 per 
cent. Affiliation fees £100 per one per 
cent, with a minimum of £100. 

3. The establishment of a national agency 
service ; creation of some industrial based 
party activity and a positive attempt to 
recruit immigrants. 

4. Annual presentation of a Five Year 
rolling programme to Conference. 

5. Voting cards at Conference being dis-
tributed to individual delegates. 

6. Restructuring of the Conference 
Arrangements Committee to ensure 
constituency representation. 

7. Young socialist~. womens', local 
government and the regional conferences 
each to elect five delegates to Conference 
and one person to the NEC, and to send 
two resolutions to Conference. 

8. Women's section of the NEC to go. 
Replaced by three PLP seats and one 
Labour Employees seat. Size of union 
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and CLP sections to be reduced and MPS 
made ineligible for latter. 

9. Party Chairman to be elected by the 
whole of Conference by ballot, and able 
to stand far re-election. Parliamentary 
leader election system to remain as now. 

10. Strengthening of PLP committees and 
their back-up services. Consideration of 
secondment of staff to work as political 
aides to ministers. 

11. Parliamentary candidates to be re· 
selected between each election (unless 
the oc vote against this). Selection 
by a meeting of all members in the 
constituency. 
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