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Writing at the beginning of the twentieth century Sidney Low noted that the easiest way to get a round of applause at a public meeting was to claim that something was non-partisan.  ‘No sentiment’, he said, ‘is likely to elicit more applause at a public meeting, than the sentiment that “this, Mr Chairman, is not a party question, and I do not propose to treat it from a party standpoint”.  The reaction to Michael Howard’s pronouncements on abortion suggests that little has changed in almost one hundred years.  According to a YouGov poll for the Telegraph almost 60% of the public didn’t see abortion as an appropriate subject for debate between the parties – compared to just 28 per cent who did – and most British politicians have been desperately keen to ensure that it doesn’t become an issue in the election campaign.

The possibility that it might become an election issue is remarkable because it is so unusual.  Conventionally, British general elections are almost entirely free from debate over the sort of issues typically described as ‘issues of conscience’.  One of the reasons for this is that the political parties usually give their MPs free votes on such issues, and are thus able to claim that they are not issues of party politics.
The Conservative response to charges that Howard was trying to politicise the issue was that he had merely given an honest answer to a journalist’s question – a defence which was diminished somewhat when it was shown that Howard had not done what he claimed.  He said that he had in the past voted for 22 weeks as the upper limit whereas in fact when the issue last came before the Commons - during a series of votes over the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill on 24 April 1990 - he voted for 24 weeks, but against 22 weeks, the same as Tony Blair did.  Howard’s may have been an honest answer – but it was an incorrect honest answer.

But this slip (and it surely was just a slip) doesn’t really alter the fundamental point: which is that, whether the parties claim, and whatever we might want to be the case, abortion is a matter of party politics.  Issues of conscience are often described as cutting across party lines; but when it comes to the voting the cut goes down party lines more than across them.   Look at the 1990 votes which gave us the current abortion law.  Two-thirds of Labour MPs voted to keep the time limit at 28 weeks – compared to just five per cent Conservative MPs.  When it came to the vote on 22 weeks – the more restrictive option that failed most narrowly – it was supported by 64 per cent of Conservatives, but just 15 per cent of Labour MPs.  Even without the dictates of the whip, it was an MP’s party label which was the most significant predictor of how they voted.  Other influences – such as younger MPs tending to be more liberal or Catholic MPs being more likely to vote in favour of restrictions on abortion whilst women are less likely – are both sporadic and partial.  And as a result, it is, for the most part, the party composition of the Commons that determines the outcome of any vote on these issues.
There have been no individual reforms since 1997 to match those of the Wilson government of 1964-70, but the cumulative effect of eight years of Labour Government has still been considerable.  Since 1997, and nearly all on free votes, there has been the banning of handguns, the various and wide-ranging extensions of gay rights, the liberalisation of the law on stem cell research, the increasingly easy availability of contraception, the banning of hunting with hounds (eventually) and the abolition of the remaining offences for which the death penalty applied (along with the passing of the Human Rights Act, which made it effectively impossible for capital punishment to return to Britain).  There has also not been any legislative attempt to tighten up the Abortion Act, something which used to be a regular feature of parliamentary life.  Some will applaud these changes.  Others will deplore them.  But they all happened not by chance - but because of the party composition of the House of Commons.
In an era when people complain about excessive party convergence – ‘they are all the same’ – such issues provide clear examples of the differences that remain between the political parties.  They are not all the same.  It is deeply misleading to pretend that issues such as abortion somehow have nothing to do with the party composition of the House of Commons – and therefore deeply undemocratic to suggest that they shouldn’t be discussed during an election, however awkward that may be.
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