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I. Introduction 
The Labour Party has a good chance of making a healthy recovery from 
its disastrous general election result of 1983. The Government's attacks 
on the trade unions' links with the Labour Party have been turned to the 
Party's advantage. Women and the ethnic minorities are making some 
progress - albeit rather slowly - towards representing themselves 
fairly at all levels within the Party. There are many major hurdles to 
cross in all these areas and , doubtless, some self-inflicted wounds to 
overcome, but at least there is an awareness of the problems, and an 
increasing attention being paid to them. 

H owever , the Labour Party a nd indeed 
the labour moveme nt have chose n to 
ig no re th e iss ue of yo un g peo pl e, 
some times quite de libe rate ly. 

Yo ung people in Brita in today a re no t 
in vo lved in po liti ca l pa rti es in la rge 
numbe rs . Few pa rticipate in po litica l 
ac ti vity. A dramati ca ll y decreasin g num-
be r a re invo lve d , eve n passive ly, in the 
trade unio n move me nt. Compared to 
th e ir co ntine nta l co unte rpa rts, Briti sh 
yo uth have little inte res t in o r und e rstand-
ing o f. socia lism . Thi s is no t to say th at 
young people in Bri ta in do no t have a ny 
po litica l con sc i ou snes~ o r be li ef~. but th a t 
they find British soc ia li sm and the British 
labour move me nt un appea ling in the way 
it is curre ntl y prese nted . 

The response of Labour to yo ung 
people has trad itio na ll y bee n o ne of 
pa te rn a li stic expecta ti o n : yo u trust us and 
we will see you ri ght. Fo r th a t trust to be 
built o n , politica l a pa th y has o fte n bee n 
e ncouraged. It is the view of the a uth o rs of 
this pa mphl e t tha t brea king thi s a pa thy, 
whilst no t the key to soc ia li st change in 
itse lf , is a pre-requi site to a ny fo rm of 
susta ined de mocra ti c socia lism in thi s 
country. 

The re is a lso a seco nd angle which we 
wi sh to tackle, and th a t is th e yo uth vote . 

Many po liti ca l be li e fs a nd prejudices 
a re fo rm ed at an ea rly age, and trad iti o n-
a lity in vo ting has bee n lo ng recognised as 
a motiva ting fo rce in na tio na l e lecti o ns in 
Brita in . By th e nex t ge ne ra l e lectio n no ne 
of the 18-25 e lecto ra te will have voted in 
such an e lecti o n with a Labo ur Gove rn -

me nt in powe r. V irtu a ll y no ne will have 
eve r worked unde r a Labour Gove rn -
me nt. Few will , have any d irect expe rie nce 
re la ting to La bo ur in gove rnme nt. 

T he po litical age th a t th ey li ve in is o ne 
of three pa rties competin g eq ua ll y fo r 
the ir vo tes, no t the o ld two pa rty cho ice. 
In to taL 47 pe r ce nt of yo un g peop le did 
not vo te in the last e lectio n . A pa thy is 
clea rly growing. W hile the Co nse rva ti ve 
Pa rty is becoming ex treme ly unpopular 
amongst young peo ple, th ere is no prima 
facie reason wh y La bour will na tura lly be 
the a lte rn a ti ve. Labour 's effo rts a t win-
nin g the youth vote so fa r have no t 
recogni sed the two 'As'- Apath y and th e 
A lli ance - and have no t lea rn ed th e 
lesson o f its fa ilure to win the a llegiance of 
yo un g people ove r th e last few e lectio ns. 

T he trad iti o n for young people today is 
ove rwhe lmingly not to vote fo r the 
Labour Pa rty. In th e 1979 ge nera l e lec-
tio n , yo ung people prefe rred th e Co nse r-
va tive Pa rty to Labo ur. In 1983 Labo ur 
suppo rt was reduced to less th an o ne third 
of th e yo un g people who actu a ll y vo ted . 
T aking in to account th o~e not vot ing, 
th e re is a minute pro po rti o n o f young 
people vo tin g La bo ur. T he re is no 
socia li st party in E uro pe which has 
survived as a credible party o f gove rnm e nt 
witho ut a solid base of suppo rt from 
young people. 

We wo uld sugges t , no t as sca re mo nger-
ing but as stra ightforwa rd po lit ical rea lity, 
tha t Labo ur will no t win a no the r ge ne ra l 
e lecti o n without a significa nt leve l of 
uppo rt among yo un g people. 
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Diagram I 
Youth voting trends (under 25) 
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1970 

1974 * 

1979 

1983 

LABOUR CONSERVATIVE LIBERAUALLIANCE 

( Thu refen eo the elect1011 1n Octobt'r of cNc yev' 

(Sources: NOP and MORI from the vanous books, wmten by Dav1d Butler e t al. analys1ng the resul ts 
of Bm1sh general elect ions from 1964-83, pub lished by Macmtllan Press) 

2. The current situation 
ll a ailable evidence show that young people are the mo t ~olatile 
oter . Their traditional allegiance have large!_ di appeared. The 
tati . tic how that Labour cannot depend on the }Outh ~ote; it i al o a 

well-kno'"'n political fact of the eightie that a majority of the ) oung 
un mplo ed do not indeed ote at all. Ho\ can Labour br ak do\vn the 
alienation to' ard politic generall}? What 'iection\ of }Oung p ople 
. hould Labour cone ntrate on winning oHr? Ho'' can the attraction of 
the lliance be count red? These que'ition . , if the) have b en a ked at 
all, have not be n an v ered and ther is little e' idence of an 
under landing or coher n e of '>lrateg) at con'>litu ne) level. 

lo b~.:gm to an v.er them r<.:lJUiro.: .m I In 1\1 ,,~ 1966, there v.l:re • 7 ,,,c:anClt:' 
umkr t, ntlm • of tht: l:Urrc:nt "lCI.d ,tnd tor c\Cf\ uncmplo c:d m.dt: under th<.: di!C 
l:C' ~nomiC ltu.ttlon of )llUn • pt:oplc . ol I m Bnt.un, .tnd 1-1 . tor C\cr) \Oun • 
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woman unemployed . Oft he Easte r school 
leavers . 1.2 per cent were unemployed . 
There were 120. 197 ente ring appren-
ticeships for skilled crafts th at year. 
Young people in Britain had the cho ice at 
school leaving age (fifteen) of employ-
ment , education or training . The re was 
much wrong with the system. not least th e 
lack of equal opportunities fo r young 
women . The ove ra ll situation was one. 
however. in which much greate r changes 
could have been attempted in areas such 
as equa l opportun it ies with a background 
o f ge ne ra l adva nce in cho ice and 
inde pendence. 

In 1986, such choice and freedom has 
substanti ally deterio rated . Employment 
prospects have rapid ly d isappea red. We ll 
over one million un der 18s had Na tiona l 
Insurance ca rds in 1966. Today, only one 
third that number have jobs. The Gove rn-
ment has attempted va ri ous meth ods of 
ensuring that those who a re in wo rk 
rece ive lowe r rea l wages than the ir 
predecessors. 

In educat ion, student grants a re sub-
stanti all y lowe r in real terms th an they 
were in 1966. The major breakth roughs of 
the 1960s in opening up and extend ing 
post-schoo l ed uca ti on a re bei ng e roded . 

In tra ining, the apprent iceship system 
has virtuall y di appea red to be replaced 
by the Youth Training Scheme (YTS) . the 
Gove rnm ent's most brilli ant and least 
unde rstood manoeuvre. The Manpower 
Service Commission (MSC) was fo unded 
to fi ll th e pe rce ived need for a mo re 
vocationa l approach to education and 
training, and for increased skills in the age 
of high technology. Howeve r , despite 
fillin g a void , the YTS has. in esse nce. 
been developed into little more th an a 
clea ring house fo r the nation's yo uth . 

The G ove rnment rea li sed some tim e 
ago th at youth un employment was its 
majo r weakness . It has, therefo re, skil -
full y developed YTS from the specific skill 
training role th at was first envisaged fo r 
the MSC into the vacuum cleaner of youth 
un empl oy me nt. Wh e th e r th is means 
inadequ ate, unde rfi nanced and poo rly 
managed training, or cheap labour , o r a 
combinati on of the two, is not th e issue as 
such. Wh at th e Gove rnment is doing is 

soa king up yo uth unemployment in the 
chea pest and most marketab le way. 

T his is why ministers have been att rac-
ted by th e idea of mak in g YTS 
co mpu lsory - the e liminati on of yo uth 
unemployme nt at a stroke! Rath e r th an 
ri sk the politi ca l opposit io n that this 
would entail , they have sought to use 
underhand methods to do so. such as 
through the social securi ty system. Ry the 
sprin g of 1986, they had extended YTS to 
two yea rs . In effect . th e Government aims 
to remove un der 18s from the labo ur 
marke t. 

A fu rth er sting in the ta il in the run -up 
to the next genera l e lecti on. is th e falli ng 
num be r of schoo l leave rs (due to demo-
gra phi c reaso ns). Lo rd Yo un g , th e 
ministe r responsible for youth unempl oy-
ment . will in all probabi lity be ab le to 
stand up at the next e lecti on and give 
youth un empl oyment as the evidence th at 
the Gove rnment's economic po licies a re 
working' This is precise ly why he was 
brought in fro m the MSC whi ch he used to 
head. 

T he results of the co ll apse in freedom 
and choice ca n be see n in Diagram 2. 
Wh at is apparent , new and depress ing is 
th at th e tradi tional leve l of what ca n be 
ca lled the ·natural optimism· of youth is 
disa ppearing. 43 per ce nt of those who are 
not students be li eve th at they have less 
opportunities th an th eir parents had in the 
1960s and amongst young wo rking class 
men. the figure is ove r 50 per ce nt . Mo re 
wo rryi ng is the lack of fa ith in political 
change to improve the situation . Young 
people a re less co mmitted to any o ne 
party than any other age group. T hey are 
also less like ly to vote. with only 55 pe r 
ce nt saying that they we re ce rtain to vote 
in th e run-up to the las t election. 

They are a lso less dated in the ir 
viewpoints. as pri vate po lls ca rried out by 
the Labour Party indicate. Young people 
see un employment and nuclea r weapons 
as crucia l issues. but not the Common 
Market. Young people a re th e age group 
most co nce rned about nuclea r weapons. 
and tend to identi fy with Labo ur as the 
pa rty most like ly to so lve the problems of 
un employment . Conse rva tive po li cy on 
housing has a low im pact , but the issue has 
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no t been used in a way that greatl y 
be nefit s La bour . On industria l rela tio ns 
(48 pe r ce nt) as we ll as o n un e mployment 
( 45 pe r cent ) Labo ur is see n to have th e 
best po licies. 

On ma ny of Labo ur 's ma in po licies 
the re is much backing. 75 pe r ce nt suppo rt 
increased publi c spe nding to create new 
jo bs, 73 pe r ce nt fo r increased house build-
in g a nd to e nsure manage me nt consulta-
tio n with the uni o ns, 72 per cent fo r 
workin g close ly with the unio ns, 68 pe r 
cent fo r import co nt ro ls and 69 pe r ce nt 
fo r grants fo r 16-1 9 yea r o lds. Increased 
defe nce spe nding, cuts in co uncil spe nd-
ing and pri va te educa ti o n a re ve ry 
unpo pular. The a reas whe re La bo ur loses 
o ut to the right a re o n law and o rder -
see n by the young as an impo rtant and 
hi gh prio rity- and oppositio n to natio n-
alisatio n. Yet o n a ll issues mo re yo ung 
people cl aim igno rance of th e po li cies of 
a ll th e pa rti es th a n any othe r age gro up . 

Labo ur has also to ta ke o n boa rd two 
major diffe re nces in th e o utl ook of young 
people. Yo ung wome n be li eve the mselves 

Diagram 2 

to have better oppo rtumttes th an their 
moth e rs in the 1960s, and stude nts be lieve 
th eir opportuniti es a re likewise much 
greate r. It follows that curre nt a ttacks on 
the rights of youn g wo me n and on 
educatio na l oppo rtuniti es will do unto ld 
dam age to the Conse rvative Party a t the 
next e lecti o n , providing La bour is capable 
of showing itse lf equa l to meeting the 
as pira ti o ns of youn g wome n and students. 

The re is, howeve r , a fee ling of despon-
dency, with nea rl y two thirds of youn g 
people be lievin g th at Brita in will be a 
wo rse pl ace to li ve in the yea r 2000 - as 
Diagra m 3 shows . A lo ngside this, the re is 
distrust of po liti cians, with o nl y 15 pe r 
ce nt be li eving th at th ey ta ke yo un g people 
se ri o usly. 

Mrs Thatche r has succeeded in a lie nat-
ing a who le ge ne ration of people. The 
yo ung have co me large ly to reject po liti cs 
as an a nswe r to the ir pro ble ms. Thi s, 
mo re th a n anythin g, shows th at Labo ur 's 
approach to the yo uth vote will need care , 
a tte nti o n and so me sophi sticatio n . Occa-
sio nal rh eto ric abo ut yo uth un employ-

Do you think you have better or worse opportunities than your parents 
when they were the same age? 

TOTAL 

MALE 

FEMALE 

STUDENTS 

NON· 
STUDENTS 

KEY lfffffj(~f}{fj~j 
BETTER 

(Source: Marplan, Oct 1985) 

DON'T KNOW WORSE 

(figures rounded up) 
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ment and the evils of Thatcher will win I 
neithe r the youth vote. nor the next · 
election. 

Diagram 3 

It is a lesso n that some will find difficult 
to swallow. 

Do you think that Britain will be a better or worse place to live in the year 
2000? 

TOTAL 

MALE 

FEMALE 

STUDENTS 

NON-
STUDENTS 

KEY ~~}~))))))))~)~~ 
BETTER 

(Source: Marplan, Oct 1985) 

DON'T KNOW WORSE 
(figures rounded up) 

3. How to win the youth vote 
According to the pollsters, Labour won 51 per cent of the 21-24 year olds 
voting at the 1966 election. Despite 18-21 year olds being given the vote 
from 1970, that figure has never been surpassed. Indeed as the number 
of unregistered and abstaining young voters has increased, Labour 
managed to win only 17 per cent of the 18-22 vote in 1983, with the 
Conservatives winning a majority of first-time voters. According to 
Gallup, Labour came third in the 18-24 age range with 29 per cent of 
those actually voting. 

What is quite clear is that only a minute I Labour in 1983 . A majority of the young 
proportion of young people chose to vote unemployed did not bother to vote 
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Labour. The traditiona l cl ass allegiances 
which automatically gave Labour a solid 
yo uth vote in the past a re no longe r 
guarantee ing Labo ur votes fro m the 
yo un g working class. 

The opinion po lls now look be tter, with 
about 40 pe r cent of young vote rs saying 
they will vote Labour. But th e youth vote 
is ve ry volatil e, and such po lls do no t 
indicate how many will not registe r or will 
choose not to vote at a ll. If anything, the 
Labour vote is less like ly to come out th an 
the se lf-inte rested vote fo r the centre and 
right. 

There are ove r fi ve million young 
(18-24) vo te rs, with an influx onto th e 
e lecto ra l registe r by th e next e lection of 
ove r 10 pe r cent of the e lecto rate. 
Therefore in the 130 key marginal seats 
th at Labour must win , the yo uth vote is 
abso lute ly crucial. These a re vote rs, none 
of whom participated in e lecti ons whe n 
Labour was in power , and fo r whom 
comparisons with th e past are redundant. 
T hese vote rs' expectati ons and aspira-
tions have been deve loped unde r a 
ri ght-wing Tory G overnment , and the re is 
no instincti ve reason wh y Labour should 
be th e natura l a lternati ve party of gove rn-
me nt rath er th an the A lli ance. Labour did 
no t comprehend this in 1983. 

Neither will things be alte red by a few 
vague, we ll-meaning pro mises, a leafl e t 
and a poste r , a pa rty politica l broadcast , a 
concert and an adve rt in New Musical 
Express. T hey are steps in the right 
d irecti on, but Ready Brek politics do not 
provide the substance that will leave 
yo ung vote rs trusting Labour . 

Labour must understand severa l things 
about youn g people. 

Fi rst ly, they do not listen a great dea l to 
o ld poli ticians. Labo ur has dozens of 
Parliamentary spokesmen (fo r men they 
usua ll y a re) queuing up to give the ir 
opinion . It is not that th ose opinions are 
wrong , but that th ey rare ly reach young 
people . 

Secondly, young peop le will not res-
pond we ll to bland messages writte n in 
condescending terms . 

T hirdly, most young people have mat-
erial aspiratio ns that th ey wis h to see 
fulfi lled . They want jobs wi th dece nt pay 

and secority. They want ca rs to increase 
the ir freedom of movement. T hey want 
houses, and oft en they want to buy their 
own homes. 

O ccasionall y Labour has done we ll with 
the yo uth vote. In th e 1960s, Labour 
offe red a powerful vision of a modern 
techn ologica l socie ty. It ca ught the aspira-
tions of the post-wa r gene ration, as in 
1945 when Labour's vision of equality and 
security won widespread support. In 1983 
it was no t Labour 's po licies towards the 
yo un g th at were off-puttin g. It was that 
th ey se ldom reached , o r made sense to, 
yo un g people. Labour also had the image 
of ho lding down people's aspirations, o r 
imposing complex solutions on yo ung 
people . By the next e lection Labo ur will 
have to show th at the ir po licies are 
compati ble with the aspi ra tio ns of yo ung 
people. That requires the Party to be li eve 
and und erstand th at its success · re li es as 
much on trusting young peop le as it does 
on them trustin g it . 

T he positi ve moves made so fa r need to 
be welcomed . The associatio n of the Party 
Leader and ce rta in council leaders with 
youth cultu re and yo ung people ge nera lly 
has increased trust . 

Red Wedge is a major breakthrough: 
fo rmed afte r Billy Bragg's 'Jobs fo r 
Youth ' tour , it aims at creating a link 
betwee n young peop le, young a rtists and 
the Labo ur Pa rty. The Party's Youth 
Charte r was incomparabl y bette r th an 
anything Labour has eve r produced fo r 
yo ung people before. It does not insult 
their inte lli ge nce o r cut across th eir 
in stincts. It states the truth - th at the 
answers to the ir prob lems a re not simple 
-without inte llectua lising, sloga nising o r 
prov id ing fa lse promises. 

By creating a ve hicle to chann el a 
va ri ety of creati ve sk ills and talents, Red 
Wedge is able to offer new avenues fo r 
presenting and explai nin g Labo ur 's po li -
cies and ideo logy . By worki ng wi th the 
uni ons, the Pa rty, and in parti cul a r with 
Labour local authorities, Red Wedge is 
especia ll y we ll positioned to encourage 
the opening up of fac ili ties and oppor-
tunities for you ng people to exp ress and 
deve lop their arti st ic ta lents. 

We believe there is a significant ro le in 
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the next e lection for Red Wedge and 
similar initi atives. Their main impact 
needs to be at a local level, and long term, 
by tying the Party inseparably into youth 
culture - a role that should have been 
done by a vibrant youth section. The 
success of Live Aid shows how a political 
message can be popularised through 
contemporary cu lture. 

To see the role for youth culture, the 
Party can do no better than to study the 
Anti-Nazi League, Youth CND and the 
Save the GLC campaign . What the Tories 
can never match is the mass popu lar 
appea l of the open-air concerts run by 
these orga nisations. The rich, smug and 
self-opinionated musicians who back Mrs 
Thatcher (or even the Alliance) wou ld by 
their very nature be incapable of any such 
popular event. 

The Labour Party , using the expertise 

Diagram 4 

of those in Red Wedge , shou ld organise 
an annual festival on the scale of those 
held on the Continent. This, amongst 
many other advantages , will provide a 
forum to interest and recruit some of the 
sympathetic young people that the Party 
and the LPYS currently fail to attract. 

The message that would come from 
such events is that freedom of expression 
and freedom of culture are values of 
socialism not of the right or centre. If 
handled properly it can also begin to get 
the basic message across to young people 
that socia li sm is not about coercion , or 
grand plans organised by o ld men in grey 
suits on everybody e lse's behalf. Labour 
must get across the message that socialism 
is about people beginning to take control 
of their own lives- and unless the young 
are convinced of this, they wi ll not support 
the Labour Party. 

On the whole, do you think that politicians take young people seriously or 
not seriously enough? 

TOTAL 

MALE 

FEMALE 

STUDENTS 

NON-
STUDENTS 

SERIOUS 

(Source: Marplan, Oct 1985) 

DON'T KNOW NOT SERIOUS 

(figures rounded up) 

___________________________ Fabian Tract5 15•7 



Precisely because of this , we believe 
that the paternalistic approach of Labour 
-vote for us and we will take care of your 
interests - needs demolishing . 

Labour's approach to the youth vote 
has been dominated by two dangerous 
themes. Firstly, that young people will 
naturally vote Labour - we have ex-
plained how this is untrue . Secondly, that 
with a troublesome youth section it is best 
to ignore youth during an election. By 
showing a n understanding of young peo-
ple's aspirations, and indicatin g a 
willingness to accord them an effective 
economic and social priority , Labour 
sta nds to gain heavily from the youth vote. 
Thi means that when talking about young 
people, the Party needs to extend well 
beyond talking about unemployment , 
tra ining and education; the traditonal 
catchwords used in relation to young 
people. 

The key to young people's immediate 
aspirations. whatever their social and 
economic situation, is financial indepen-
dence. The freedom given by financial 
indepe nde nce is the one most seriously 
e roded by this Government, the one the 
Alliance fall back from acce pting , and the 
o ne where Labour's approach is most 
distinct. 

Along with financial independence 
comes choice. Labour's offer of choice has 
to be of education or training or employ-
ment - a ll with financial inde pendence . 
The £25 per week grant promise at the last 
e lection was not highlighted by the Party 
at a ll , yet it would fundamentally alter the 
position of young people, up to a third of 
whom do not enter further education for 
financial reasons. Contrary to the Thatch-
er ideal, financial support for yo un g 
people is also welcomed by parents, 
many of whom are single a nd/o r resent 
their offsprings' dependence after leaving 
school. 

Similarly with yo un g workers the na-
tional minimum wage, overwhelmingly 
endorsed at the 1985 conference , will have 
a very major effect on their living 
standards. expectations and aspiratiom •. 
The provision of equa lity of treatment of I 
the young in the social security system, as 
proposed by Labour , would help the 

refounding of self-respect which the 
Fowler measures attack. 

A training scheme of high-quality 
standards and decent remuneration would 
bring a very different response and 
outlook to that given by the coercion of 
the Youth Training Scheme. In campaign-
ing for these policies , local parties have a 
key role to play . 

Youthaid has shown how the young 
unemployed are a major potential politi-
cal force, with the number of unemployed 
under 25 years old exceeding the electoral 
majority in 41 of the seats that Labour 
must gain at the next e lection (Yowhaid 
Bulletin, 26 April 1986) . 

As a youth review by Wolverhampton's 
Labour Council identified , there is a great 
problem of iso lation and a lienation 
amongst unemployed young people. They 
lose mobility through a lack of financial 
independence , a nd a re excluded from 
ma ny popula r le isure activities - again 
for financial reasons . Isolated a nd stuck at 
home , uncert ainty, rejection and lack of 
hope mean that registering and choosing 
to vote are not uppe rmost in their minds 
(The Social Conditions of Young People 
( 16-24) in Wolverhampton in 1984, Wol-
verhampton Metropolitian Borough 
Council, 1986). 

A leaAet , on whatever iss ue , is not a 
successful solution to this . What is 
required is to break the tedium and 
isolation of th e young unemployed by 
making them an important 
part of the local community, as 
a whole and in themse lves. Socialism 
sta nds for people being able to control 
their own dest iny , and it is the kindling 
of this pride amongst the yo ung unem-
ployed which will more than anything 
break their hope lessness a nd apathy. 
Labour councils have a maj o r adva ntage 
in that th e resources available can be 
utilised in a way re levant to the young 
unemployed, which means e ncourage-
ment rather than containment. The 
Labour Party shou ld rememba the Rain-
bow Coa lition's catchphrase in America 
to encourage voter registration: " I am 
somebody". 

There are far more young people not 
registered to vote than any o ther sect io n 
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o f the po pula tio n . This is no t a na tura l 
proble m ca u~ed by e nte ring the e lecto ra l 
ro ll fo r th e fir~ t tim e. Mo re 21-24 yea r o lds 
are unregiste red th a n 18-21 yea r o lds. 
Ali e na ti o n and mi~tru st o f po liti c i a n ~ are 
the ca use of thi ~. Fo r ma ny, co ming o f age 
and reg i ~ te rin g o n th e e lecto ra l list . like 
ope ning a ba nk account , are asse rtio ns o f 
indepe nde nce which quickl y disintegra te 
o nce the rea liti e~ of mode rn life beco me 
appa re nt. 

The opposition 

The Allia nce is atte mptin g to po rtray 
itse lf a~ a mo de rn and yo uthful pa rtne r-
ship , capable of und e rsta ndin g and 
meeting th e aspiratio ns o f the yo unge r 
pa rt of th e e lectorate. The re is littl e doubt 
th a t th ey had some success in doin g thi s in 
the 1983 e lecti o n , especi a lly wh e n com-
pa red with th e La bo ur Pa rty. 

Howeve r . th e appea l was ve ry supe r-
ficial . co nce ntra tin g exclusive ly o n th e 
age , appea rance a nd image o f th e ir 
leading fi gures in contrast to th e aged 
leade rs o f the la bo ur move me nt. The new 
Labo ur Pa rty leade rship . backed up by a 
numbe r o f trade uni o n leade rs who a re (in 
trade uni o n te rms) yo un g. a rti cul a te a nd 
mode rn . could mea n th a t th e Alli a nce's 
approach to yo ung people is ve ry much 
unde rmin ed . 

The Alli ance a lso has a n in soluble 
pro ble m with its po li cies towa rds yo un g 
people. The Libe ra ls po rtray th em~e l ves 

as a progressi ve. anti-co rpo ra ti st Pa rty, 
ta king up iss ues such as equa lity o f 
oppo rtunity. dece ntra li sa tio n o f the sta te. 
a slowing down o f th e a rms race. a nd a 
ma jo r shift towa rds e nviro nme nta l co n-
cerns. They co unte rpose the mse lves to 
th e co rpo ra tism o f the La bo ur Party, and 
ex pose th e lack of conce rn (and o ft e n 
scorn) th a t th e La bo ur Pa rty has o fte n 
~hown fo r e nviro nm e nta l i ss ue~- which 
comm and signi fica nt suppo rt a mo ngs t 
yo ung people. 

Howeve r . the SDP is much close r to the 
o ld La bo ur Pa rt y o n iss ues such as the 
e n>1ro nme nt and a rm s reduct1 o n th an th e 
Labo ur Pa rt y ih e lf. Thi -, funda me ntal 
co nt radi ctio n hc t\\ee n th e Li he ra b wi th 

th e ir po li cies whi ch co uld appea l to young 
people a nd the SDP with the ir sub-
Tha tche rite image need explo itin g full y. 

Thi s co ntradicti o n permea te~ th e tin y 
yo uth a nd stud e nt secti o ns o f both 
Alli a nce partne rs . The Libe ra ls have 
mo re in co mm o n , a nd have wo rk ed mo re 
closely with th e Eurocommunist-led 
Yo ung Communist League th an with th e 
Socia l De mocra ts. The Socia l Democra ts 
in turn recruited a numbe r o f th e ir yo uth 
leade rs fro m the Con e rva ti ve Pa rt y -
much mo re so th an th e ir senio r pa rty. T he 
gulf is. and will remain , unbridgeab le and 
thi s frag ile a nd unho ly a lli ance of incom-
pa tible g ro upings will fo rm the flim sies t o f 
e lecti o n machines a t youth a nd stude nt 
leve l. This is a ll the mo re reason fo r 
La bo ur co mmitting tim e and reso urces to 
expl o it th ese di visio ns. 

The Conse rva tive Pa rty has do ne re-
mark ably well a mo ngst young people fo r a 
lo ng time . It has regul a rl y a ttrac ted 40 pe r 
ce nt o f th ose voting, a nd it has a yo uth 
sectio n re ma rk abl y mo re ~ucce~sful in 
in vo lvin g yo ung people th a n any o the r 
pa rt y. 

Yo ung Co nse rva ti ve l eade r~ a re happy 
to admit th a t the socia l o pe ra ti o ns of th e ir 
o rga nisati on a re th e key to ma inta ining its 
la rge me mbe rship . It is ea~y to ~ te reo type 

th e Yo ung Conse rva ti ves as a roving 
ma rri age burea u mo vin g fro m dinn e r-
da nce to ga rde n pa rty - beca u~e it is 
essenti a ll y true. But it is a lso easy 
to unde restim ate the po liti ca l be nefi ts o f 
a ~oc i a tin g a la rge numbe r o f yo ung 
people with th e Co nse rva ti ve Pa rty in thi s 
way . At e l ec ti o n ~ it o ft e n ma te ri a li ~es into 
substa nti a l fin anci a l a nd ph ys ica l as~i ~­

tance. 
The Conse rva ti ve Party stude nt~ have 

~ uffe red seve re ly thro ugh a takeover by 
fa r ri ght fo rces in recent yea rs. It will no t 
be credibl e fo r Co nse rva ti ve stude nt 
leade rs wh o have trave lled with th e 
contra-te rro ri sts a nd murdere rs in i-
ca ragua, a nd wh o wea r " Ha ng e lson 
Ma nde la .. badges. to ~pea k o n o nse r-
va ti ve e lecti o n p l at form ~ in q ude nt 
ma rgin a ls with ca ndi dates hopi ng to woo 
the ~tude n t vote. 

Sim ila rly there is a major distrust of a 
pa rty whose ~ tu den t leaders are against 
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stude nt gra nts a nd fo r cutting stud e nt 
li ving sta nda rds. A cl ear ca mpa ign o n 
educatio na l issues in th e co lleges will 
re nde r th e Co nserva ti ve image extre mists 
and anti-educa ti o n , and leave ib e lecti o n 
machine ry impote nt and isola ted . Indeed 
T o ry Ce ntra l Office will be ho ping fo r the 
minimum possible ca mpai gnin g through-
o ut th e co lleges. 

Amo ngst young people ge ne ra ll y. th e 
Co nse rva tives have a bad im age. The 
anti -Conse rva ti ve fee lin g is quite eno r-
mo us. fu e ll ed by youth une mployme nt 
and the sco rn po ured o n yo ung people's 
aspira ti o ns by the Gove rnme nt. It is 
esse nti a l th a t pe rce ived sho rtco mings in 
Labo ur 's approach - whi ch ge ne ra ll y no 
lo nge r actua ll y ex ist - a rc no t th e issues 
th at yo un g people 's eyes a re focussed o n 
during th e next two yea rs . Mrs. Tha tch-
e r 's image o f radi ca li sm and asse rti o n in 
19R3, which appea led to peo ple's se lf-
as pira ti o n , is the ve ry image whi ch is now 
pe rce ived as dogmati sm a nd a rroga nce 
and ca n be ex plo ited by th e La bo ur Party. 
The young fund ame nta ll y reject auth -
o rit a ri a nism whi ch is no t matched with 
respect. A uth o rity whi ch gives yo ung 
people no respect will rece ive no ne in 
re turn . 

The refo re. La bo ur mu st no t be. and 
must no t be see n to be, in favour o f a 
la rge. bureaucra tic. dista nt a nd un ac-
countable sta te machin e ry-- the party of 
burea ucracy . Labo ur must be the party 
for : o ppo rtunity in ho using for yo ung 
people, not the party against mortgages 
for first tim e bu ye rs; jobs in Britain 's 
motor industry. no t th e pa rty fo r ba nnin g 
th e choice of car own ership ; effecti ve 
de fe nce. with a reducti o n in glo bal 
te nsio ns a nd a reve rse of th e a rm s race . 
no t the party of wea kness a nd isola ti o n . 

A bove a ll e lse. in re lati o n to the yo uth 
vote, Labo ur must no t be th e party of 
bl a nd pa te rn a li sti c pro mi ses. Yo un g 
people kno w th ey have ta le nts a nd 
po te nti a l: th ey ex pect to be pro mi sed jobs 
- indeed th e ea rth - by po liti cians . 
What is needed a re ex planations of how 
Labo ur will do things. wh y th ey will wo rk , 
wh a t socia list va lu es a re and how th ey 
diffe r fro m the o th e r pa rties . a nd th e 
consequ e nces of thi s . Labo ur needs to 
show th a t it und e rsta nds yo ung people. 
re la tes to yo un g people. a nd trusts young 
people. If it fa ib to a ppreciate this. the n it 
stands to lose th e next e lectio n . 

4. The student vote 
Many local campaigns have suffered through the misguided belief that 
the student vote is best left undisturbed. The reality is often that Labour 
cannot win without it. 

The stude nt vo te me rits co nside ra ti o n fo r 
a numbe r of reaso ns. T he fac t that th e 
Pa rty has no t underta ke n this to any 
se rio us exte nt is simpl y a re fl ec ti o n of the 
ge nera l lack of und erstandin g o f the 
stude nt moveme nt , whi ch is misunde r-
stood eve n by those who have expe ri ence 
of studenthood the mse lves. T he di ve rsity 
of in stituti o ns and th e co mpositio n of the 
stude nt populatio n is great , with th e 
uni ve rsity und e rgradu a te be ing the excep-

ti o n and the tee nage. furth e r educa ti o n 
stud e nt th e no rm . 

T he re a re fo ur majo r reaso ns wh y th e 
stude nt vo te is o f stra tegic impo rt ance to 
the nex t ge ne ra l e lecti o n a nd beyo nd . 

Firstl y, the stude nt po pula tio n curre nt-
ly of voting age is g rea te r th a n the 
e lecto ra l ma rgin in 42 key margin a l 
constitue ncies. a nd o f 16 a nd above in 60 
key co nstitue ncies in to ta l. The ove r-
whe lmin g majo rity o f the curre nt full-tim e 

10 • Fabian TraceS IS ___________________________ _ 



student popula tion (approximately 1.4 
million) will be entitled to vo te in th e next 
ge ne ra l e lection . Most Const itue ncy La-
bo ur Parti es do no t recogni se th e size of 
th e ir own stude nt vo te- mainl y compri s-
ing of first time voters. With successive 
grant a nd o ther education al cuts, the 
stude nt movement is an extre me ly large 
flo a ting vote, unlike ly to vo te for th e 
Co nserva tive Party. 

Secondly, stude nts a re e ntitl ed to 
choose in which constituency to cast th ei r 
vo te: where they live or th e ir place of 
study. ( It is inte res ting to note th at the 
Government is considering ame nding the 
Representa ti o n of The People Act to 
debar this choice give n the ir calcula tio n 
th a t the pro-Labour student vo te now 
o utwe ighs th e pro-Tory tw o ho me-
owne rs' vote') 

This o pportunity fo r la rge-sca le postal 
vo ting mea ns tli at a hi gh leve l of o rga ni sa-
ti o n can max imise the stude nt impact on 
eve ry o ne of th e key margin al seats that 
Labo ur needs to win. No o the r party has 
the sca le of o rga nisatio n in th e co lleges to 
be able to match this. 

Thirdly, the stud e nt po pul ati o n is 
compact , re nd ering o rga nisat io n re lati ve-
ly straightfo rward . Stude nts ofte n li ve and 
stud y in the sa me loca ti o n o r in la rge 
student-only communities. Traditionally, 
constitu ency parti es have igno red th ese 
ce ntres ass umin g. wholly wrongly, a 
hostile reception. 

In the ha lls of reside nce, for exa mple, 
th e re is a la rge untapped po te nti a l. which 
is ofte n hostile to the Tories. but has no t 
bee n persuaded by Labour. The a lter-
native is, o f co urse, to a ll ow the mass 
med ia to be th e ir so le channel of 
communicatio n . 

Fourthly. whilst the Labo ur Party's 
yo uth sectio n has been spectac ul a r o nl y in 
its failure to recruit and convince, th e 
Party's stud e nt secti o n has achieved a 
sustained growth. Suppo rt for Labour 
amo ngst stude nts has increased co nsider-
ably since th e rea li gnm e nt of stud ent 
po litics at th e end of the seve nti es. A lso, 
beca use stud e nts a re com merc iall y and 
po liticall y re la ti ve ly weak. they have 
suffe red disproporti o nate ly and seve re ly 
sin ce 1<)7<). Despite Labour 's perfor-

mance in 1983 its support amo ngst 
stud e nts he ld . a nd in certa in areas 
increased. 

Both loca ll y a nd na tio na lly Labour now 
is th e o nl y significa nt party political 
o rga nisatio n in the co lleges. Yet in 1979 
both Co nse rva ti ve a nd Liberal were 
strong. Labour must recognise the current 
situa tio n , a nd provide reso urces to be nefit 
from it. 

A high degree of o rga ni sa ti on of th e 
student vo te will win Newcast le Centra l. 
for exa mpl e, whe re th e Tory ma jo rity 
ove r Labour is 2,228. There a re cu rre ntly 
13.948 full-time st ude nts of vo ting age 
st udyin g in the co nst itue ncy. Glasgow 
Hillhead won by Roy Je nkin s for the SDP 
in 1982 has a majority ove r La bo ur of 
1.1 64. There are 7 .1 93 stude nts studying 
in th e constituency. If o ne co nsid ers th e 
curre nt stude nt population that will be of 
votin g age in 1987 then the impo rtance is 
unde ni able, part icul arly in the 42 key 
ma rgi na l seats where stude nts o utnumber 
th e Tory ma jo rity. 

Opposition to Tory policies is, not 
un surpri singly. ex tre mely stro ng amongst 
th e stude nt body. Cuts in funding a nd the 
leve l of the st ude nt grant directl y attac k 
stude nts' se nse of se lf-respect and pur-
pose. But whilst o ne mi ght expect thi s 
oppositi o n to benefit the SO P/Libe ra l 
A lliance give n the social co mpositi o n of 
th e st ude nt body . rather it is th e Labour 
Party th a t is a ttracting most support . 

The failure of the SO P/Libe ra l A lli ance 
in th e ir respective student secti ons is 
partl y the reaso n for thi s. As a lready 
no ted, the U ni o n of Liberal Stude nts have 
tended to a ll y themselves with the Co m-
muni st Pa rty rather th an the SDP . a nd th e 
current political sta nce of the Federation 
of Conse rva ti ve Stude nts i~ a definite 
li ab ility to its parent party. Combin ed 
with the deep-set hostility to th e Govern-
me nt amo ngst stude nts, thi s has lo ng-term 
implications for the Co nservati ve Pa rty. 

These factors ha ve been exp lo ited by 
the Natio nal Orga ni satio n of Labour 
Students (NOLS) to maximum effect. 
cance lling the potential adva ntage to the 
ce ntre and ri ght given the socia l back-
gro und of man y in higher ed uca ti on . As 
well as this. most st ude nts are in fact in 
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furthe r educati o n , whe re Labo ur is the 
o nly party o rganised a nd whe re it has an 
in-built socia l adva ntage. 

T he po li cies a nd ~tra tegi es ado pted 
towa rds stude nts by the Labo ur Pa rty a nd 
its stude nt sectio n nati o nall y have begun 
to turn a nti-To ry se ntim e nt to o ne of 
being pro-Labo ur . Whil st the stude nt 
body is traditi o nall y cynica l towa rds 
po liticians and is pe rh aps mo re de mand-
in g tha n o th e r secto rs o f soc ie ty , 
neve rth e less, the Labo ur Pa rty fa res well 
amo ngst stude nts. 

Undo ubtedl y, the continued growth in 
cultura l ac ti viti es w hi c h has bee n 
prov ided by the Stude nts' U nio n o r-
ga nisatio ns (which compo~e 35 pe r ce nt o f 
the co untry's ' li ve· ve nues) be ne fits th e 
Labo ur Pa rty, a nd offe rs ma ny possibili-
ti es fo r Red Wedge-style initi a tives. 

Simila rl y, th e po licies a nd stra tegies 
towa rd s the majo r issues whi ch affect 
~tude nts as stude nts. th ose o f stude nt 
gra nts and educatio n fundin g, adopted by 
the Party and its stude nt secti o n a re of 
crucia l impo rta nce. Stude nts rega rd pat-
e rn a lism and a uth o rita ri ani sm not so 
much with anti pa th y but dow nright hostil-
ity. W hat stude nts de mand most of a ll , 
and a majo r mot iva tio n in becomin g a 
stude nt , is independ e nce. T he oppo rtun-
ity to li ve away fro m ho me, th e expe ri e nce 
of th e stude nt life style in th e co mpany of 
conte mpora ri es, combine to produce a 
strong desire to be indepe nde nt . Rece nt 
po li cy measures by th e Conse rvative 

Gove rnme nt (whose 19R3 electio n ma n-
ifes to pl aced highe r educatio n in the 
chapte r headed ' Respo nsibility a nd the 
Fa mil y' ) a re di ame trica ll y o pposed to this 
desire. The Labo ur Pa rty must the re fore 
provide post-schoo l educati o n poli cies 
which promote stude nts' indepe nd ence, 
such as th e Educa tio na l Minimum Grant. 

Students mo re th an othe rs. however , 
a re co nscio us of future prospects . Job 
oppo rtuniti es are a majo r facto r , but it is 
o fte n the type of jo b ava il able which 
co nce rns stude nts mo re. The autho rs do 
not subscri be to the view th at gradu ates 
and co lleges are mo ti va ted by future 
fin a ncia l adva ntage to a mo re significa nt 
degree tha n th e ge ne ral po pulation . 
Howeve r , th ey a re mo re disce rning in 
th eir attitudes, and moti vated by the 
expectatio n of job sati sfaction as we ll as 
future fin ancia l re mun e ration . 

The stra tegy to max imise th e stude nt 
vote fo r Labo ur must a lso recognise, as 
th e Nati o nal Unio n of Stud ents has don e, 
th e threat to the Conse rva ti ve Pa rty of the 
pa re ntal lo bby. The e mphasis we give to 
inde pe nde nce, edu cati o na l oppo rtunity 
and jo b prospects has appea l to pa re nts of 
curre nt a nd wo uld-be stude nts as well as 
to stude nts the mse lves. La bour sho uld 
ha rn ess the pote nti al of th e post-schoo l 
educa ti o n lo bby which o n the issue of 
student gra nts forced th e biggest back-
be nch revolt of th e Thatche r Govern-
me nt. 

5. Labour's youth 
At the September 1985 Labour Party Youth Committee, a report was 
accepted which estimated the membership of the Labour Party Young 
Socialists (LPYS) at 7,223 (see Table 1). The number of branches 
reported by the Youth Officer to Party Conference was no greater in the 
early 1980s than it was in the early 1970s, and much lower than 20 years 
ago . 

In essence, Labour 's yo uth secti o n is 
mo ribun d. It is scorned by the Party, 
laughed at by Labo ur 's oppo ne nts , a nd , 

most se ri o usly, irre leva nt to the young 
people of thi ~ coun try. It is matched in its 
insignifica nce amo ngst a ll th e ma ny va ried 
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youth o rga nisatio ns in this country only by 
th e tin y rump th at comprises th e jo int 
yo uth me mbe rship of the A lliance. 

In a recent Fabian Society pamphlet 
(Martin Linto n , The Swedish Road To 
Socialism , 1985) th e autho r as ks us to 
imagine a Bri tish Labour Pa rty whi ch 
could match the Swedi sh Social De mo-
crats with 100 full -tim e youth o rganise rs. 
We do no t need to imagine: it ex ists. The 
li fe o f a bout 100 Milita nt Tende ncy full-
time o rga nisers revolves a round loca l 
branches of the Yo un g Socialists. Such 
effo rts are put in th at not o nly a re 
indi vidual branches minded , but new 
recruits pe rso nally visited , and eve n th e 
slightest sympa thy o r fri e ndship re len-
tlessly pursued . 

Militant have a stra ngleho ld ove r the 
Young Socia lists through such o rga ni sa-
tio n . It is in th e ir vested inte rest fo r the 
Yo ung Socia lists to re main small in size so 
th at they ca n ma inta in the ir influe nce. 
Consequently, th e organisatio n has stag-
nated ove r the yea rs. Yo ung me mbe rs are 
treated as ca nno n fodde r , with those who 
survive providing Militant with the ir 
hardened new cadre. Our starting po int is 
thus simply to say th at a re levant , mass 
Labo ur youth secti o n and its do min atio n 
by a Trotskyist o rga nisatio n are mutually 
inco mpatible . 

Labour Pa rty rul es catego rise yo un g 
me mbe rs as being aged 15-25. Trade 
uni o ns, where they recognise young peo-
ple as such , use effecti ve ly the sa me 
de finiti on of wo rke rs unde r 25. T he re are, 
in fact , re la ti vely few 15 yea r o lds jo in ing 
the Party. Many who do, come from active 
La bour famili es . It is much mo re co mmon 
to jo in La bo ur in one's twe nties th an in 
o ne's teens. 

It is ofte n fe lt and said th at thi s is a good 
thing because the excesses of youth have 
wo rn o ut , and the Pa rty is recruiting 
re li able, mo re expe ri e nced and a rticulate 
me mbers. Trade unio n involveme nt has 
exe mplified this. Expe rie nce is seen as 
crucia l to unio n acti vity. The ma nua l 
unio ns had a fo ur or five yea r appre n-
ti ceship to in corpo rate yo ung wo rk ers. 

In the colleges, it is o nl y in the 1980s 
that Labour has o rganised beyond the 
higher educatio n sectio n. Until rece nt 

years, Labour student o rga nisati ons had 
been designed almost exclusively fo r uni-
versity stude nts. 

It is, the re fo re, not too surpri sing th at 
Labo ur is increa ·ingly dominated by 
young, a rticul ate, profess io na l graduates 
wh o, regardl ess of their po litical sta nce, 
have e nte red the Pa rty in the same way. 
Labo ur increasingly has a recruitme nt 
structure geared towards the middle cl as-
ses ra th e r tha n th e wo rking class. 

Whe n a yo ung pe rso n joins th e Labo ur 
Party, th ey may o r may not be asked to 
jo in the Yo ung Sociali sts. Me mbe rship o f 
th e Yo ung Socia lists is a nebulo us con-
cept. A ny Labo ur Pa rty membe r aged 
15-25 ca n atte nd th eir loca l branch ; fi ve 
such me mbers ca n se t up a bra nch within a 
Constitue ncy Labo ur Pa rty. Howeve r , 
the re is no require me nt to info rm new 
yo ung me mbe rs of th e existe nce of a 
branch of the Yo un g Socialists o r to 
info rm th e m of meetin gs, including the 
A nnual Ge ne ral Mee ting. It is impossible 
to jo in th e Yo ung Socialists with out 
jo ining the Pa rty, but it is not in fact 
formally possible when in the Party to join 
the Yo ung Socia lists. 

Such a loose arra nge me nt a ll ows great 
fl exibility in o rga ni sing th e Yo ung Social-
ists. Howeve r , such fl ex ibility is of im-
measura ble use to Le ninist gro ups ope rat-
ing within such an ill-defin ed structure. 

Each Constitue ncy La bo ur Party has 
the possibility of e lecting its ow n Yo uth 
Office r to coordin ate with the Yo ung 
Socia lists, but it is ra re fo r thi s to be a 
contested positio n a nd ce rta inly not un -
hea rd o f fo r thi s to be unfilled . 

Labo ur 's youth also has a regio na l 
structu re mirro rin g that of the Party, and 
an annua l confe re nce. A t a ll leve ls 
thro ughout th e Party, the Young Social-
ists have represe ntatio n. In vari ab ly, the 
represe nta ti ves a re ove r the ag·e of 2 1. 

There is a n o bsessio n within the labour 
move me nt , not exclusive to the Young 
Socialis ts, with creat ing re prese nta tive 
positi ons o n eve ry leve l of th e de mocratic 
ti e r. Eve ry secti on of th e Pa rty aims to 
o btain a representative a t this o r th at 
committee o r confe re nce. 

We be lieve tha t th ere needs to be a 
majo r shi ft of emphasis, away from rep re-
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senta tion to part icipation through the 
Labour Party. Although the type of 
democracy in the Labour Party has rece ilt-
ly been the subject of discussion . this has 
been around the one member . one vote 
argument. The debate needs extending . A 
socialist party should be based on parti-
cipati on , if it be lieves that socialism is 
about contro l of one's own life . Nowhere 
is th is more necessary than in the Party's 
youth section. 

There is a shortage of young people 
part icipating in local pa rties. Young peo-
ple who do get invo lved often get burnt 
out as they are placed on committee afte r 
committee after committee as th e Pa rty 
re lentlessly chases the shadow of its own 
accountabi lity. What is to ta ll y missing is 
mass co llective activi ty for young people 
and politica l ed ucation. In our view, the 
Party should be providing such a service 
for all those at secondary school and up to 
the age of 21 - that is, aiming our youth 
work almost exclusively at teenagers with 
the aim of involving as many as possible . 

Without wishin g to hark back to th e 
past , many great socia lists spoke of lea rn-
ing their socia lism in the old socia list 
Sunday Schoo ls. Simila rl y, the camps of 
the Woodcraft Folk and the Labour 

Table I 
Estimates of LPYS membership in 
September 1985 
London 
Southern 
SouthWest 
Wales 
West Midlands 
East Midlands 
Eastern 
Yorkshire 
Northern 
NorthWest 
Scotland 

Total 

(Source: Labour Party Youth Committee, 
September 1985) 

1,737 
901 
210 
216 
626 
528 
597 
328 
130 
735 

1,215 

7,223 

League of Youth left socialism embedded 
in young people 's hearts and minds. To 
compare th at fo rm of politica l in volve-
ment and ed ucati on with the annual 
summer camp trad itions of the Young 
Socialists today. is to compare the fin est 
tradit io ns of Methodi sm to the worst 
excesses of the Eva nge lical Church. 
Attend ing a summer camp to lea rn the 
teachings of dead Russians has neve r 

Table 2 
Membership of organisations for young people in the UK 

(thousands) 
1961 1971 

Sco uts 272 216 
Girl Guides 266 316 
Sea Cadet Corps 18 18 
Army Cadet Force 44 39 
Air Training Corps 30 33 
Combined Cadet Fo rce 76 45 
Boys' Brigade 159 140 
Girls' Brigade 97 
Method ist Associat ion of Youth Clubs 110 liS 
Nat ional Association of Boys' Clubs 156 164 
Nat ional Associat ion of Youth Clubs 180 319 
Nat ional Federat ion of Young Farmers' C lubs (under 26) 50 40 
Young Men's Christ ian Assoc. (Registered participants under 21) 154 
Duke of Ed inburgh 's Award participants 80 122 

(Source: Abstract of British Society Trends, HMSO, 1985) 

1983 

229 
325 

17 
46 
36 
44 

129 
88 

100 
174 
707 

SI 
92 

159 
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attracted the vast majority of young 
people and never will. 

Howeve r. organising large-scale cultu-
ral and social activities, as do . for exam-
ple , mo~t European Young Socialist orga-
nisations. will attract young people. It is in 
precise ly this way that church organisa-
tion s, th e Scout Association, a nd ma ny 
o the r o rga nisa tions a ttract . invol ve. and 
win the suppo rt and loya lty o f young 
people (~ee Table 2). Yet the Labo ur 
Pa rty. with its community links by no 
means seve red , and with a rich cultural 
vein running through its hi story. does not 
eve n attempt to do similar. 

Over half a million yo ung people are 
members of th e scout and guide move-
ment - involveme nt in which is usuall y on 
a weekly bas is. Over 700.000 are membe rs 
of the National Association of Youth 
Clubs. A million and a qu a rter belong to 
the Labour-l ed National Union of Stu-
de nt ~ a nd th e ir loca l student union s. The 
Methodi s t ~' youth o rga nisatio n has 
100,000 me mbers - a nd the Anglicans 
and Catholics eve n more. Young Oxfam 

success, local initiati ves have ofte n had 
more of a consistent success in rais in g 
political consciousness . 

The use of mass popular carnivals was 
the cornerstone of the Anti-Nazi League 's 
~uccess. The ANL . and. in particular. 
Rock Against Racism produced a mini-
generation who were capable of isolating 
racists of a similar age. and crea ting a 
popular identity which was both multi -
racia l and anti-racist. 

More recentl y, th e GLC u~ed mas~ 
ente rta inment in a simil ar way to win 
widespread understanding a nd suppo rt 
amo ngst young people. And, of course . 
Live Aid and Sport Aid have used thi s 
appea l on a worldwide sca le . The key 
message of the latter being participation . 

The evidence is clear th a t yo ung people 
are being politici sed from both reacti o n-
ary and progressive pe rspecti ves , but not 
much fro m a Labo ur Pa rty perspective . 

Trade union youth 
sections 

involves 20 ,000 young people a nd th e re British trade uni o ns have little under-
are 18,000 card carrying me mbe rs of standing of th e need of young member~ . 
Youth CND. Very few have any kind o f youth struc-

ln th e ir different ways. a ll these se pa- ture . The Amalgamated Engineering Un-
rate organisations instill political values io n (AEU) and the Technica l Administra-
into their membe rs. tive and Supervisory Section (T ASS) a re 

For be tte r or for worse. the scouting th e only unio n which have any kind o f 
moveme nt is pro-establishment and pro- natio na l youth structure, tho ugh in Scot-
mon a rchy. Ma ny of its principles of land the existe nce of the Scottish TUC 
self-help and charity bea r a striking simi- Youth Advisory Committee has led to 
la rit y to the message o f the Conservative parallel committees being formed in un -
Pa rty today . io ns uch as National U ni o n of Public 

The no n-confo rmi m of the Methodists Employees (NUPE). Much of the Scottish 
may translate itself into libe ra l or socia list structure was built up by the Young 
va lues a nd beliefs . We do not intend to Communi st League, and it has become 
argue which. but to point to th e influe nce in creasingly ineffecti ve as that organisa-
th at seve n teenage years spe nt in the tion has declined. 
Methodist youth o rga nisatio n is like ly to The AEU has a structure , in exis te nce 
have in forming political ideas. for ma ny yea rs , of Junior Worke·rs' Com-

Single-i~sue pre sure gro ups have had mittees, though they have relied very 
varied success . Young Oxfam's 20,000 heavi ly o n AEU district committees sup-
me mbers . nearly a ll of the m teenagers , porting them which has often led to them 
a re ac ti ve in political ca mpaigning on the not functioning . Their decline ha con-
i sue of development. tinued with the enormous drop in the 

Youth C D has branches throughout number of apprenticeships . robbing much 
the cou ntry. including schoo l branches , of their potential member~hip. owaday~ 
and while a 60 .000 strong national demon- , very few are in existence . and attendance 
tration and carniva l is its most public 1 and active participation levels are very 

____________________________ fablanTractS 15 . 15 



low . The AEU also has an annual yo uth 
conference. held in most yea rs since th e 
war . and e li gible to se nd e lected obse rvers 
to the union 's ruling Nati onal Committee. 

For any structure to work though. a 
reason is needed to be invo lved . In 
particular . there needs to be an active 
promotion of the involvement of young 
members. and high prio rity accorded to 
youth recruitm ent. 

While the potenti al fo r the AEU Youth 
Section is very dependent on apprentice 
numbers. other unions have not lost as 
much of their major potential recruitment 
source . Most . howeve r. have lost out 
through the Youth Training Scheme. and 
through high youth unempl oyment. 

In response to thi s, it is most noticea ble 
th at th e effo rts of T ASS and NUPE , with 
their respective yo uth advi sory commit-
tees, have shown grea ter unde rstanding of 
th e problems of o rganising and recruiting 
young worke rs and youth trainees th an 
most othe r unions. 

Othe r uni ons have tended to treat 
young worke rs as they would an y othe r 
recruit . failing to rea li se that the longe r 
young people are outside school and 
non-unionised , the ha rde r it will be to 
recruit them to a union. 

The Youth Training Scheme, in particu-
la r , conceals an in-built time bomb for the 
trade union movement. If up to half a 
million young people are working for 
poverty wages, but oft en do ing real jobs in 
a non-unionised workpl ace, and if th e 
unions ignore them , this will create apathy 
towards trade unions. Worse, if the uni ons 
appea r in the fo rm of a local offi cia l, 
handing out free union cards and th en do 
nothing, the apathy will begin changin g to 
hostility. Eve n NU PE , which has o rga-
ni sed yo uth trainees bette r th an any oth er 
union, with trainee shop stewards, admits 
th at it has great pro blems incorpo rating 
yo uth trainees into its structure. 

T he established methods of recruitm ent 
and democratic involvement are not 
necessa ril y the ones most appropriate to 
young people. One sure way that th e 
unions can begin this process is by co nsult-
ing its own young members , and involving 
them in recruitment campa igns and in 
planning educational programmes. If the 

unions fail in this-and it may mean going 
further, producing materials for schools 
and youth organisations - then the time 
bomb of a whole generation , apathetic to 
the unions, will explode . It is as much a 
question of self-preservati on as giving 
young workers a proper democratic say in 
their unions. 

A new youth 
section 
Attracting this mass parti cipation of 
young people has diminished : annua! 
Christm as pa rties organised fo r children , 
outings suita ble for children . Halloween 
and o the r such parties accessible to people 
of eve ry age are traditi ons that th e Party 
has oft en allowed to di e out. 

Nor do teenage rs need to be excluded 
from Pa rty eve nts. Few teenage rs are 
like ly to be captivated by the ave rage 
Labour Pa rty socia l, ye t how many loca l 
pa rties o rga ni se regul ar discos. or put on 
concerts fo r th at age group ? Virtua lly 
no ne ' A quick look at othe r o rganisati ons, 
such as youth clubs, churches and many 
more show wh at a captive audience the re 
is . One Red Wedge conce rt a year in the 
nea rest big city is skimming the surface of 
th e problem , we lcome though it is . The 
identificati on of the young with the Pa rty. 
and the ability of the Party to in vo lve 
socia ll y, as we ll as po litica ll y, eve ry age 
group must be re located to prov ide much 
more of a community base . Sociali sm is 
no t about endless eve ning meetings , and 
ne ithe r should th e Labour Pa rty be. 

Hence th e need fo r a prope r youth 
secti on in the Labour Party, re lating to the 
eve ryday life of young people and no t 
mere ly mirro rin g the inadequacies of th e 
ex isting Labour Party structure. 

In Sweden , the Socia l Democratic Par-
ty's youth secti on (the SSU) refl ects th e 
dail y li ves of yo un g people. The loca l 
branches own musical instruments -
from vio lins to e lectric guitars and drum 
kits - whi ch are ava il able fo r use by 
yo ung members. Surpri se, surpri se -
they do not need to look fa r fo r loca l bands 
to play at Pa rty-orga ni sed conce rts. They 
possess spo rt equipment and o rganise 
many spo rting activities, be it footba ll or 
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mo re ex pe nsive pursuits such as rock· 
climbing and sailing. 

They devise and pe rfo rm the ir own 
drama, putting on pl ays o r pe rfo rmin g 
stree t theatre, as do many yo ung church 
groups in Brita in . They make the ir own 
videos and film s and produce th e ir own 
pho tographic displ ays. Tho usa nds of 
youn g Swedes go o n summ er camps and 
weeke nd trips , which co m bine po litica l 
educatio n , with spo rts and recreatio n . 

As an exa mpl e, o ne of SSU 's pri o riti es 
is a cam pa ign o n acid ra in , whi ch has 
killed many of Swede n 's lakes. T hey 
o rgani se fi e ld trips, bo th to exa min e th e 
pro blem and to try out practical measures 
to a ll evia te it. They liste n to spea ke rs, 
watch films and fo rm working gro ups to 
di scuss th e vario us po li t ical aspects o f the 
pro ble m a nd the practica l ca mpaigning 
needed o n the issue . Such fi e ld trips a lso 
include a n o rga nised socia l and spo rting 
programme. 

T hese events take pl ace regul a rly 
a ro und th e co untry, thro ugho ut the yea r. 
Most o f the pa rticipa nts a re aged 14-1 7. 
The 30 yea r old 'minde rs ' wh o a tte nd the 
annu a l Bri t ish Young Socia list summ e r 
camp would st ick o ut li ke a so re thumb . 
The vivid diffe re nces in o utloo k and 
o rga ni satio n expla in why, re la ti ve to the 
po pul ati o n size, th e re a re 50 Yo un g 
Socia li sts in Swede n for eve ry lin Brita in . 

Red W edge-style initi ati ves sho uld be 
seen in th e Contin e nta l context , no t o f 
im age-m aking but o f showing tha t socia l-

ism and culture a re co mple menta ry. The 
Pa rty sho uld loo k to expanding its acti vity 
towa rds spo rt , cin e ma and th e wh o le 
broad ra nge of a rts, conce ntrated espe-
ci a ll y at a loca l leve l. The po tenti a l, if 
deve lo ped a lo ngside loca l unio ns a nd 
Labo ur co un cil s , is e no rmo us. A me m-
be rship of 50 ,000 li ke tha t o f SSU in 
Sweden illustra tes how socia lism ca n be 
attrac ti ve fo r yo un g people. 

The type of Labo ur youth secti o n we 
wo uld like to see is th e kind described 
ea rli e r , based o n pa rti cipato ry de mocracy 
as much as represe nta tive de mocracy , 
with a heavy Pa rty in vo lve me nt in te rms of 
po litical educatio n and o rgani satio n . T hi s 
youth secti o n sho uld be fo r 13-2 1 year 
o lds . 

The Pa rty sho uld es tablish an e ffecti ve 
yo uth co mmittee, which means repre-
se ntati ves o f th e va ri ed a reas th a t 
Labour 's youth is in vo lved in , including 
trade uni o n youth sectio ns , to coo rdin ate 
the Pa rty's acti vity amo ngst young people, 
on th e youth vote and o n yo uth issues. 

Local pa rties sho uld o rgani se th e ir own 
yo uth eve nts , and Regio na l La bour Pa r-
ti es should coo rdin a te wee ke nd schools, 
ca mps and a ll the o the r fo rm s o f acti vity 
we sugges t - rath e r th an the turgid 
discussio ns o f Tro tskyist th eory th at cur-
rentl y take pl ace. 

Labour's youth sectio n has bee n 
irre leva nt fo r thirty years. It needs re-
examining, re -thinking a nd re -
co nstructing fro m its very roots . 
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6. Conclusion 
The Labour Party should totally rethink its approach if it is to have 
the foundation of support and membership from that sixth of the 
electorate which can be labelled 'young people'. 

The Labour Party and th e trade union 
movement must recognise the potentia l 
crisis caused by a 16-21 year o ld age group 
for who m trade union membership and 
activity is currentl y missing. So fa r we see 
few signs of a recognition of the time 
bomb laying in wait fo r th e movement. 

In o rder to recruit the majo rity of the 
populati on who have no t expe rienced 
highe r education , Labour needs to estab-
lish a real yo uth secti on. 

The re is one unde rlying change needed : 
to build a mass participating youth o rga-
nisation whose main aim is to involve as 
many young people as possibl e in th e 
socialist ex pe rience . In this we wo ul d like 
to see the Regional Labour Pa rties re-
sponsible fo r initi ating and coordin ating 
musical, spo rting and o the r cultura l 
opportunities and acti vities benea th the 
umbre lla of the labour movement . Loca l 
coun cils , trade unions and th e coope rative 
movement may all prove useful a lli es in 
this. 

Combining enj oyment with socialist 
teaching and lea rning from , rather th an 
mimicking, our E uropean co unte rparts 
will provide th e basis fo r yo uth involve-
ment. We should reite rate that we see 
such an enjoyment meeting the asP,ira-
tions of today's youth , and politica l educa-
tion and acti vity as totall y compatible . 

We be lieve it is essenti al th at a yo uth 
section should have a distin cti ve youth 
ide ntity. The experience of a 25 year o ld is 
no t the same as a 16 year old . Labour's 
youth section should be fo r those aged 
13-21 with Party membership at a reduced 
rate , and with a yo uth membership identi-
ty. If the aim is to in still socia list values 
and ideals in young people , then this is the 
age-range to aim at - in exactly the way 
th at the chu rches, the scouts and othe rs 
have done . 

T he emphasis on involvement of the 

\ yo uth secti on in pa rty bureaucracy should 
be diminished. We want to see young 
people invo lved and encouraged , not 
dri ven away by factional in-fighting. 
The refo re, the re should be a lessening of 
the intensity of the current LPYS repre-
se ntative structure. The regional commit-
tees play no useful ro le and should be 
replaced by R egional La bour Pa rty youth 
committees inco rpo rating youn g people 
from the LPYS , trade uni ons, co ll eges and 
affili ated o rganisations. 

The Party should establish a national 
yo uth lia ison co mmittee compnsmg 
yo ung people from trade uni ons, the 
LPYS, NO LS and oth e rs to guide its work 
into the next e lection , and beyond . 

The Nati onal Confe rence of the LPYS 
should be eve ry two yea rs, giving stability 
and ensurin g maximum participati on, and 
youth sections should be based on one pe r 
constituency . 

The Pa rty nationa lly should utili se ex·-
pe rtise such as Red Wedge and Arts for 
Labour to encourage th e combining of 
socia lism and youth culture. Thi s should 
cove r th e whole of th e arts in its widest 

1 se nse. Socia li sm ca n be bright , enj oya ble 
and re leva nt ! 

As part of this, th e Pa rty should 
o rga nise a majo r annua l festi val, with Red 
Wedge , aimed in pa rticul ar at young 
people, as so me of our Contine nta l coun-
te rpa rts do so successfull y. 

Breakthroughs such as the Red Wedge 
tours should be encouraged whilst recog-
nising th at such developments in isola tion 
fro m a real change in the Pa rty's attitude 
will be see n as gimmickry. 

The th eme of inde pendence is the key 
to winning youth support . Young people 
want the ir independence , financia lly and 
in eve ry o ther way. The refo re , La bour 's 
approach has to address this. It must also 
be recognised th a t fo r young people 
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hi story is irre leva nt , th e future vague and 
the prese nt a ll importa nt. 

Labour's rea l pro blem with yo un g peo-
ple is th at , ove r th e years, th e Party has 
chose n to igno re the m ; such disinte rest is 
the major reason fo r Milita nt 's strangle-
hold ove r the LPYS. Yet Labo ur can 
never expect youth support if th e Party 
co ntinu es to di smi ss young people . To win 
the youth vote, La bo ur must show th at it 

can identify with young people. More th an 
anythin g, thi s in volves showing th at th e 
Party trusts the m. 

The aspiratio ns fo r independ ence of 
young people are o nl y possibly met 
th rough a soci a li st approach to the prob-
le ms o f our time. If Labour trusts young 
people the n youn g people will trust 
Labour. 

Our ve ry future is at sta ke . 
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Labour and youth: the missing generation 
There are now 5 million people between the ages of 18-24 on the electoral register, a 
generation which has reached politica l ad ulthood during the last two Conservative 
Governments. These young people have been the victims ofThatcherism in terms of 
unemployment, lost educational opportunities and cuts in social security. And their 
votes will be crucial in deciding the outcome of the next general election. 

Yet only one third of young people who voted at the 1983 general election 
supported Labour. And recent poll evidence shows that the majority of young people 
have come largely to reject politics as an answer to their problems. Far from 
benefitting from a surge of young members, the Labour Party has not been a ble to 
overcome the apathy and alienation induced by youth unemployment and the 
reduction of choice. . 

ln this pamphlet, John Mann a nd Phi! Woolas examine Labour's failure to 
harness the aspirations of young people or to engender hope for the future. They 
highlight the insignifi cant membership of Labour's youth section by comparison 
with youth movements of religious groups and single-issue pressure groups. And 
they evaluate the success of Red Wedge in bringing politics into youth culture. 

Labour can hope to win the next election, they argue, only if it can persuade 
millions of young voters that socialism is about freedom of expression a nd culture 
and people beginning to take control over their own lives. That in turn will require 
new forms of organi sations, including: 

e a reconstructed youth section open to young people between 13-2 1, with a 
reduced membership subscription; 

e coll ective activity and political education based as much on participation as on 
representation ; 

e the organisation of a major annual festival with Red Wedge, to encourage the 
combining of socia lism and youth culture. 

Fabian Society 
The Fabian Society exists to furth er socia li st education a nd re earch. Since 1884 it 
has enrolled thoughtful socialists who wish to discuss the essentia l questions of 
democratic sociali sm and relate them to practical pla ns for building socia li sm in a 
cha nging world . An yo ne who is not ineligible for membership of the Labour Party is 
eligible for full membership ; others may become associate members. For 
member hip and publications detail s, write to : John Willman , General Secretary, 
Fa bia n Society, 11 Dartmouth Street, London SWlH 9BN. 


