Danny Toeman

To what extent does Britain have a two party system?
Although there is no defining party system the UK can be classified with, it would seem that the political culture of the UK has been mostly a two party system for some time. I believe that it is actually best to define the UK as a two party system, after looking at possible alternatives. A two party system basically means that there are only two parties realistically competing for a chance to form a government.
The main electoral system in the UK is the FPTP system in general elections. For around fifty years since the system was introduced, only two parties have ever been in power; Labour and Conservative. It would seem that the FPTP electoral system advocates the two-party system. This system is generally considered good due to it providing clear majorities, and hence strong governments. The policy agenda is dominated by the two bigger parties (Labour and Conservative), and the agenda and procedures of Parliament are controlled by the two parties. This has generally always been an advantage of the UK political system in general, for the government will always be accountable because there will be a strong opposition trying to take advantage of its mistakes. 

The view of the UK having a dominant party system can actually be translated into be just another two party system. A dominant party system is one in which one party stays in power for a length of time, dominating policy making. Many use the Conservative Parties’ long run from 1979 to 1997 as an example of dominance, but currently the Labour Party have been in power since 1997, and almost equal to the Tory party in number of terms. This alternation between two major parties would actually classify as a two-party system occurrence.
In the UK there have only been two parties alternating in power for several years. The Liberal Democrats, it can be argued, have never become a serious opponent in the political race. The combined vote of Labour and Conservatives has always overshadowed the vote of the Liberals/Lib Dems. As the Lib Dems have never been in power, people are hesitant to put their faith in them, and instead go for the two main parties, strongly solidifying the two-party system. The Lib Dems have often been strongly against the FPTP system and the two-party system, yet even in the run up to the recent election, Charles Kennedy accepted that it was only a two-party system, yet that it was between Labour and the Lib Dems.
However, as time has gone on, the Lib Dems have amounted more power, and gained many new seats in the last general election of 2005. As the years go by, people are losing faith in the Conservatives and Labour. In 1951, the two major parties received 96.8% of the total vote. By 1983, this number had dropped to 73% on the vote. Lib Dem policies have often been stolen by the Labour party, but will people soon see where the ideas are coming from, and in turn, convert this country to a multi-party system?
It would appear that to a large extent, Britain has a two-party system. Although, obviously, there are more than two parties, only two have ever dominated the system, and although both have dominated, it would appear that it has been fairly neck and neck in terms of political terms. Therefore, I would agree that Britain is a definite advocate of the two party system.

