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Definitions of key terms
Democracy

The word ‘democracy’ comes from two Ancient Greek words meaning ‘people’ (demos) and ‘power’ (kratos). Democracy is, therefore, people power. In a democracy, the government is chosen by the people, it is answerable to the people and it can be dismissed by the people. Democracy does not exist if there are no free and fair elections, no right to form political parties or pressure groups or where there is no freedom of speech and other citizen’s rights.

Direct democracy

Direct democracy is a political system in which decisions are made by the citizens themselves, normally by taking a vote at an assembly of citizens. Direct democracy encourages citizens to participate fully in political life, both in terms of office-holding and decision-making. It is characterised by an absence of election. 

Representative democracy

In a state which is deemed too large for everybody to take part in the political process directly, citizens hand over decision-making powers to elected representatives. These representatives then make decisions on behalf of the citizens who have voted them into office.

Power

Power is the ability to force people to do things which they do not want or intend to do. The basis of this power could be physical force, economic might or, as suggested by Stephen Lukes psychological in origin. 

Authority

Authority is the rightful or legitimate use of power. This legitimacy, as Max Weber noted, could be legal-rational (it depends on a set of rules), charismatic (it depends on the special qualities of a leader) or traditional (it depends on the belief in established customs and traditions).

Adversarial politics

Adversarial politics exists when the proposals put forward by government are routinely criticised by opposition parties. Any stance taken by government is automatically opposed, whatever its merits. 

Consensus politics

Consensus politics exists when there is a broad and general agreement in society on a wide number of key issues. There is no wide ideological gulf and a commitment to shared goals. Broadly, the political parties agree on ideas. The difference that remains is perhaps over how these ideas can be delivered.

Legitimacy

So long as people accept the authority of the law, the law-makers and the law enforcers, then Parliament, the government, the police, the army and the political system as whole have legitimacy.

Source: The Electoral Commission website: www.electoralcommission.gov.uk
Part 3 What is the role of political parties?

Activity 3.1 The function of political parties

Source 1 The traditional functions of political parties


The functions of political parties have changed in two key ways. Parties have become less ideological than they were in the period 1945-90 and the policy-making function has moved from the party activists to the party leadership.

Source: McNaughton, N., 'The changing nature of UK political parties', Talking Politics, Vol.15, April 2003.

Activity 3.1 The function of political parties

Source 2 The functions of political parties today (ii)


[image: image3]
Source: Heywood, A., Politics, Macmillan, 1997.

Source 3 The modern electoral professional party (i)

Electoral change forced organisational change in political parties. In 1918, all men over the age of 21 and women over the age of 30 gained the vote .Then, in 1928, women over the age of 21 gained the vote. The result was a much larger electoral market place. This forced parties to reinvent themselves. Traditionally, parties had been made up of a small elite. But this was not sufficient to mobilise voters. As a result, the era of the mass party came into being. As mass parties, Labour and the Conservatives organised a large membership base, built strong ties with their key electorates and continually emphasised their (very different) ideological traditions. Today, however, voters are far less likely to be loyal to a party and parties have to respond to 'issue voters' – voters who choose a party because of its stance on issues rather than because they are loyal to it. Today, parties still seek a broad electoral appeal (beyond that of their key electorates). But aiming for a mass membership is no longer the priority. They have become 'electoral professional' parties, altering their organisational form as a result of broadening their electoral base. They have put in place campaigning structures which shift power to the party's office holders - especially the parliamentary leadership - and reduce the power of members. This has made them elite top-down organisations once again, their main aim being to satisfy their desire for office by maximising their potential vote. Less reliant on voter loyalty than before, they hustle for votes, finding ways of selling their policy preferences by opinion polling and focus groups and projecting their image in ways suggested by campaign professionals. Their programmes are no longer tailored to their key electorate, but to the 'national interest'.

Source: Heffernan, R., Political parties and the party system' in Dunleavy, P et al. (eds), Developments in British Politics, Vol.7, Macmillan, 2003. 

Activity 3.1 The function of political parties

Source 4 The modern electoral professional party (ii)
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Source: Heffernan, R., Political parties and the party system' in Dunleavy, P et al. (eds), Developments in British Politics, Vol.7, Macmillan, 2003. 
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Section 3.1 Political parties and democracy (i)

Political parties help to ensure that governments take notice of the needs and desires of the public. But, it should be noted that parties shape public opinion as well as responding to it. It should also be noted that the range of electoral choice is narrow, at least between the three main parties in England and the four main parties in Scotland and Wales. Political parties' main aim is to gain office. This means reflecting the views of substantial numbers of voters, especially floating voters (ie those not attached to a party). Floating voters, by definition, tend to be 'middle of the road'. This tends to reduce the differences between the main parties. If a party is elected on a radical manifesto - as in 1945 or 1979 - it is probably because it has sensed a shift in public opinion. Parties, therefore, respond to change, they don't initiate it. Political parties produce coherent programmes which give the electorate a choice. But there is a tendency towards 'catch all' parties - parties which drastically reduce their ideological goals in order to appeal more widely. Also, party programmes are likely to be modified by pressure from civil servants and pressure groups. Circumstances can also conspire to prevent manifesto commitments from being implemented. Many landmarks in British history would have occurred whatever party was in power. 

Source: Simpson, D., Political Parties, Hodder & Stoughton, 2000.

Section 3.2 Political parties and democracy (ii)

In theory, an important avenue for democratic participation is through active involvement in political parties. Those who seek to more than vote can join parties and become involved in their activities. While it has long been argues that real power in political parties lies with the parliamentary leadership, the influence of ordinary members should not be underestimated. Local members have always had a key role in selecting party candidates. Members of the major political parties can also play a part in the election of Party Leaders. They also have some (if only little) influence over the development of policy. Increasingly, however, parties are no longer mass parties. In 2003, membership of the Conservative Party and Labour Party was c.300,000 while membership of the Liberal Democrats stood at c.100,000. Most of these members do little more than pay their subscription. So, on any reasonable estimate, less than 1% of the adult population is actively involved in political parties - far fewer than those who engage in the work of pressure groups or who join protests. Surveys of those active party members suggest they are untypical of voters in age, social background and political attitudes. Unsurprisingly, the number of people identifying strongly with political parties is falling. If only a tiny, unrepresentative minority of voters is actively involved in party politics, then this is a problem because their role - to act as an intermediary between the mass of the public and the party leadership - becomes less effective. Yet if the ordinary membership shrinks still further or becomes sidelined, parliamentary parties are reduced to self-perpetuating elites - a shrunken political class increasingly out of touch with the people they are supposed to represent and serve. Representative democracy would function more effectively if the decline in party membership could be reversed or if there was a substantial party realignment or the emergence of new parties. This might re-engage voters so that, once more, elections involved a competition between mass parties with committed members. Alternatively, the old party and electoral competition might be replaced by some radically different form of democratic politics, involving more direct citizen involvement and new political movements.

Source Leach, R., 'Democracy and elections' in Lancaster, S. (ed.), Developments in Politics, Vol.15, Causeway Press, 2004.

Section 3.3 Political parties and democracy (iii)

Power within political parties is held by leaders, not members, although sub-leaders (MPs not in the leadership group) possess some influence. The division between the parliamentary and extra-parliamentary party is now more acute than ever, with the parliamentary leadership gathering ever greater power as time goes on. There is nothing new about the Party Leader being the centre of attention, but this is the key to the growing personalisation of politics. The news media put the Party Leader  at the centre of their coverage. As a result, party leaderships run their political parties from the centre. Parties are geared, therefore, to serve the needs of their Leader first, the parliamentary leadership second and local members only third. Today is certainly the age of non-mass membership. Yet, however few in numbers they are, members provide much needed income and support. They cheerlead their leaders, certainly, but active members also run the party at local level. They also provide key personnel upon which the national party will draw by selecting parliamentary candidates. This is why, despite denying members real power, members are periodically consulted and given some powers - for example the power to take part in the election of the Leader. It is significant that, when Labour members were balloted on Clause IV in 1995 and Conservative members were balloted on organisational reform in 1997 and the European Monetary Union in 1998, the apparent extension of limited democracy allowed members to be reactive, not proactive.

Source: Heffernan, R., Political parties and the party system' in Dunleavy, P et al. (eds), Developments in British Politics, Vol.7, Macmillan, 2003. 

 Sample Answers
Activity 3.1

Question 1
Political parties have several key functions in a representative democracy. First, they contest elections. This involves the selection and recruitment of candidates and campaigning to secure votes.

Political parties also have an educational function in that they attempt to explain their policies and offer solutions to the way in which the country operates. For instance, a party might support unrestricted free trade or it may prefer that industry is assisted by the state. The fact that there are parties which support both opinions suggests another function. Parties provide voters with choice. They offer different views of the way in which society operates. For instance the Green Party has distinct ideas on how society should change in terms of issues that make an impact on the environment.

Political parties also have a governing function in that it is their aim to run or manage the machinery of the state. Political parties provide the personnel to fill these offices. For example, the Labour Party provides all government and Cabinet members currently.

Political parties also have a participatory function in that they provide a means for a vast population to participate in political affairs. They allow people who share similar beliefs to come together to offer a viable package of policies. They can also be the means by which voters feel connected to the political process since the party articulates the core of their beliefs.

Finally parties enable peaceful and legitimate change. For example, the 1997 general election brought a peaceful change of government (from Conservative to Labour).

Sample Answers
Activity 3.1

Question 2
Sources 1-4 show that, although some functions performed by political parties have remained the same (for example, producing leaders and organising government), others have changed. 

In Source 1, McNaughton suggests that one function of parties is to promote ideas. He also suggests that parties have become less ideological. Since the ideas promoted by the main parties are closer, there is less ideological choice than there used to be. Parties attempt to capture the middle ground much more than in the past.

Sources 1-4 all agree that a function of parties is to recruit members. But, whilst parties had a mass membership in the first three decades after the Second World War, membership has been in decline since then. Although parties still recruit members, it is not given the priority it once was.

Sources 1 and 2 also both agree that it is a function of parties to produce programmes. These used to differ markedly because of the different ideological stance of the main parties. But because the ideological differences today are less marked, this means that there is little to distinguish the programmes being put forward. Also, changes in party organisation have ensured that the programme is drawn up by the leadership rather than the ordinary members.

Source 2 suggests that it is a function of parties to articulate the views of members. In recent years, however, power has shifted in parties to the leadership. Although party members can still articulate their view (for example through Labour’s Policy Forum), they find it difficult to challenge or change the policies devised by the leadership. Against this, it should be noted that members of all three main parties can now express their views when it comes to choosing a Leader. This was not the case a decade ago. 

 Source 2 also suggests that it is a function of political parties to defend a particular interest. In the past, for example, the Labour Party put a great emphasis on defending the interests of the working class. Since Blair has come to power, however, the emphasis has shifted. New Labour aims to appeal to Middle England as much as to the working class. Its message, it argues, is all-embracing. The other two main parties also aim for wide appeal and claim that they do not just represent the interests of a single section. This point is also made in Sources 3 and 4. 

Finally, whilst Sources 1 and 2 make it clear that winning elections and forming governments are important functions, Sources 3 and 4 point out that parties’ organisational structure has changed in recent years, making parties much more professional at campaigning than they used to be. 
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Questions





Judging from Sources 1-4, what functions does a political party perform in a representative democracy?





Using Sources 1-4 explain how the functions performed by political parties have changed.











The modern electoral professional party





The modern electoral professional party:





is dominated by a powerful leadership





has a smaller membership than in the period 1945-90





has a very low voter:member ratio





does not rely on voter loyalty, but fashions policies according to what it perceives is the 'national interest'





emphasises issues or personalities rather than ideology





is increasingly reliant on corporations, wealthy individuals and government for financial support.








1. Promoting ideas


Political parties provide a means for people with similar ideas to come together to take political action.


.











7. Reinforcing allegiance


Mainstream political parties reinforce allegiance to the  political system.


.








6. Educating the public


Political parties inform and educate the public about political issues.


.








5. Encouraging voting


Political parties encourage people to vote and to help in the administration of elections.








4. Producing leaders


Political parties identify and select political leaders from their membership.











3. Recruiting individuals


Political parties recruit individuals into active politics.


.








2. Producing a programme


Political parties combine and convert a range of policy options into a coherent programme of action.


.








The functions of political parties today – Heywood’s view





1. Fill political office - The main function is to fill political office and wield governmental power.





2. Representation - Parties respond to and articulate the views of both members and voters.





3. Recruitment - Parties provide states with their political leaders and provide training grounds for politicians.





4. Goal formulation - Parties help societies to set collective goals and present programmes of government to the electorate.





5. Defend interests - Parties defend particular interests and they have to balance competing interests.


 


6. Socialisation and mobilisation - Parties provide socialisation. They set the political agenda. 





7. Organisation of government - Parties give governments a degree of coherence and they provide vital opposition and criticism.








Functions performed by political parties
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