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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check answers




	
1  Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.


[image: ]












[image: ]


Summaries




	
•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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Exam-style questions
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Commentary on the questions


Tips on what you need to do to gain full marks.
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Sample student answers


Practise the questions, then look at the student answers that follow.
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Commentary on sample student answers


Read the comments showing how many marks each answer would be awarded in the exam and exactly where marks are gained or lost.
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About this book





The aim of this Student Guide is to prepare you for the UK elements of the Edexcel A-level Politics Papers 1 and 2 examinations. Across the two papers, the UK Government and UK Politics sections are worth 50% of the Politics A-level, and all of the topics covered in this guide could appear in the exams. It is therefore vital that you are familiar and confident with all the material.


The Content Guidance section covers all the topics largely in the order that they appear on the Edexcel A-level specification. You are strongly advised to have a copy of the most recent version of the specification to refer to as you go through the topics. There are eight main topics:




	
•  Democracy and participation


	
•  Political parties


	
•  Electoral systems


	
•  Voting behaviour and the media


	
•  The constitution


	
•  Parliament


	
•  Prime minister and executive


	
•  Relations between the branches





You should use the Content Guidance to ensure familiarity with all the key concepts and terms, statistics, issues and arguments, and to have a range of relevant examples you can quote in your answers to show you are aware of the relative significance of these principles and concepts. There is a series of knowledge check questions throughout this section, which can act as a guide to some important examples which you can use when answering questions and which will also help to establish detailed knowledge. The answers to these knowledge checks can be found at the end of the guide. Exam tips are designed to help you avoid significant common errors made by students, as well as guiding you towards good practice. In order to achieve highly it is important to understand how the different parts of the specification connect together. Linked concepts are provided throughout the book to help you to do this.


The Questions & Answers section provides an opportunity to hone your exam technique and to become familiar with the essay skills and structures that examiners are looking for. The answers illustrate both good and weak technique.


This guide does not provide a complete range of examples or go into full detail, so you should use it alongside other resources such as class notes, the Edexcel UK Government and Politics textbook by Neil McNaughton and Toby Cooper and articles in Politics Review (both published by Hodder Education).












Content Guidance







UK politics




Democracy and participation


Democracy refers to a society where the people have real influence over the political decisions that will affect them, either directly or through representatives. It also means that government is accountable to the people. The key features of any democracy, as the term is generally understood, are as follows:




	
•  The people have influence over political decision making.


	
•  The government is accountable to the people.


	
•  There are free and fair elections so that the government is granted legitimacy.


	
•  Different beliefs, political parties and political associations are tolerated.


	
•  The media are free and independent.


	
•  The rights of citizens are legally guaranteed.


	
•  There are legal limits to the powers of government, established by a constitution and an independent judiciary.





Legitimacy The idea that a government has a right to govern, normally granted through elections, implying that it has the consent of the people.




Representative and direct democracy




Direct democracy


Direct democracy is a system where the people themselves make important political decisions. The modern form involves the use of referendums. The main features of a direct democracy include:




	
•  The people make decisions directly.


	
•  Government acts on the instructions of the people.


	
•  The process is continuous and ongoing.


	
•  The people make decisions based on single issues.


	
•  The people must be educated and engaged in the issues and the process.


	
•  People are organised individually rather than as part of a group.


	
•  Decisions will be based on majoritarian outcomes, though with some protections for minorities.





Direct democracy A form of democracy where people make political decisions directly instead of their elected representatives.


Table 1 Arguments for and against direct democracy








	Arguments for

	Arguments against










	It is the purest form of democracy. The people’s voice is clearly heard.

	It can lead to the ‘tyranny of the majority’, whereby the winning majority ignores the interests of the minority.






	It can avoid delay and deadlock within the political system.

	The people may be too easily swayed by short-term, emotional appeals by charismatic individuals.






	The fact that people are making a decision gives it greater legitimacy.

	Some issues may be too complex for the ordinary citizen to understand.















Representative democracy


In contrast to direct democracy, representative democracy refers to a system where the people are represented by others, either through elected officials and bodies, or through representative groups, like parties or pressure groups. The main features of representative democracy include:




	
•  Decisions will be made by elected bodies, such as a parliament.


	
•  The process relies on regular elections.


	
•  Different groups will offer choices to the people.


	
•  The people vote for a programme of options, rather than individual issues.


	
•  Political activity will be organised via groups, rather than individually.


	
•  The government must act based on what it believes to be in the best interests of the nation.


	
•  The government must answer to the people, through elections.


	
•  The public should be engaged and informed during election campaigns but do not need to be so well informed at other times.


	
•  The process demands little from the people in between elections.










Representative and direct democracy compared




The similarities between representative and direct democracy


In both representative and direct democracy, the following similarities can be identified:




	
•  Popular consent is important.


	
•  There is an active role for the people.


	
•  The decisions of the government derive from the people.


	
•  The actions of the government are accountable to the people.


	
•  The public must be informed and engaged in political matters.


	
•  The processes will be governed by constitutional laws and rules.










The differences between representative and direct democracy


The following differences can be identified:




	
•  With direct democracy the people themselves make political decisions, while with representative democracy decisions are made by members of elected bodies.


	
•  With direct democracy decisions are made by referendum whereas with representative democracy decisions are made by government and elected assemblies.


	
•  With direct democracy the people decide on single issues while in representative democracy people choose between full political programmes at elections.










Advantages and disadvantages of representative and direct democracy


Table 2 An assessment of representative democracy








	Advantages

	Disadvantages










	Representatives may have expert knowledge and experience which the general public do not possess.

	Elected representatives may be more interested in party politics than in the national interest. In general, parties may exercise too much control over their elected members.






	Representatives are likely to be more rational and less likely to be swayed by emotional appeals.

	There is no guarantee that representatives, whether elected or not, accurately reflect the views of those whom they claim to represent.






	Representatives are democratically accountable and therefore should behave in a responsible way.

	The UK electoral system produces a highly unrepresentative result.









Table 3 An assessment of direct democracy








	Advantages

	Disadvantages










	It gives legitimacy to political decisions if the people themselves make them.

	Issues may be too complex for people to judge.






	It is a decisive form of decision making and avoids excessive debate within the political system.

	The people may be swayed in their judgement by emotional appeals and false claims and information. They may not have enough information to make a rational decision.






	Decisions made by the people cannot be overturned by political leaders.

	Representatives are democratically accountable for their decisions, which helps to make them act responsibly. The people cannot be held accountable to themselves.














The case for reform of representative democracy


UK democracy is largely representative in nature. However, there are a number of problems with the system of democracy. This is sometimes described as a democratic deficit. The main problems associated with democracy in the UK include:




	
•  The House of Lords is unelected.


	
•  General elections produce unrepresentative outcomes. Governments may achieve an overall majority of the seats in parliament, but they never achieve a majority of the total votes.


	
•  Some parties, such as the Liberal Democrats and the Green Party, are under-represented because of the electoral system, while others, such as Conservatives, Labour and SNP are over-represented.


	
•  The system of devolution has led to an imbalance of representation across the UK.


	
•  There is a lack of government accountability between elections and accountability to Parliament is weak.





Democratic deficit A flaw in the system where not enough democratic input occurs for those elected or in decision making.


Table 4 summarises the UK’s democratic deficit and shows the positive and negative aspects of representative democracy in the UK. It also shows the proposals that have been made to address these.


Table 4 Representative democracy in the UK assessed








	Democratic feature

	Positives

	Negatives

	Reform proposals










	Elections

	Nearly all over 18 can vote.

There is little electoral fraud and strong legal safeguards exist to prevent fraud.



	In general elections, the first-past-the-post system distorts support for parties and produces an unrepresentative House of Commons.

	Reform the electoral system and introduce some form of proportional representation.






	Parliament

	The House of Commons can hold the government to account.

	The House of Lords is unelected.

	Introduce an elected second chamber.






	Distribution of power

	Devolution has spread power away from London to the national regions.

	Devolved governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have varying powers.

England has no form of devolved representation, other than for some cities.



	Grant further powers to devolved governments.

Create English devolution.








	
Public participation

	People are free to vote, to stand for office and to express political views.

	Turnouts at elections remain low by historical standards, while party membership is also lower than typically before the 1990s.

	A fairer electoral system might encourage more voting.

Widen the franchise to 16+ voters and perhaps make voting compulsory.








	Protection of rights and liberties

	Strong in the UK. The country is signed up to the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and the courts enforce it. The Supreme Court and the judiciary enforce the rule of law.

	Parliament is sovereign, which means that it can remove or weaken the protection of rights.

	Make Parliament subject to the ECHR.
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Exam tip


Use examples to illustrate the points you make in exam answers. This is especially important in questions about direct democracy and referendums. Examples of referendums can be found on page 30.
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Knowledge check 1


Identify the following:




	
•  a pressure group that represents the concerns of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) citizens



	
•  the name given to those elected to the Welsh Parliament



	
•  the name given to those elected at local government level



	
•  the subject of the national referendum held in the UK in 2011
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Linked concept


All democratic reforms are also examples of possible constitutional reforms and vice versa, so you should consider the link between these two areas. (See pages 43–49.)


In addition, individual elements, such as reform of elections and Parliament can only be properly considered with a knowledge of those specific concepts. (See pages 28–29 and 50–55.)


[image: ]
















Political participation


There are a number of ways in which people can participate in politics. The main examples are:




	
•  voting in elections and referendums


	
•  being a member of a political party


	
•  being an especially active member of a political party


	
•  standing for election to public office at local, regional or national level


	
•  becoming a member of a pressure group or campaign group


	
•  becoming involved in political campaigns online, including signing e-petitions





It is sometimes said that the UK is suffering from a participation crisis. This suggests that there is a decline in the number of people who are participating in politics in various ways. However, the evidence varies. In some ways participation is declining, but in others it is increasing (as shown in Table 5).


Participation crisis A belief, common in the twenty-first century, that political participation in the UK has declined so much that it has become a threat to the democratic health of the nation.


Table 5 Does the UK have a participation crisis?








	Evidence that it does

	Evidence that it does not










	Turnout at elections has been low in recent years, despite a small recovery in 2010–17, and variable at referendums.

	Several e-petitions have had very high response rates (e.g. for a second EU referendum in 2016 (3.8 million) and against a road pricing scheme in 2007 (1.8 million)).






	Membership of parties has declined significantly over the past 30 years.

	Membership of the Labour, Liberal Democratic, Green and Scottish National parties grew in the period 2015–19.






	There is a good deal of disillusion and apathy, especially among the young who have become disengaged from party politics.

	Young people are increasingly involved in pressure groups, social movements and online campaigns.






	Support for the two main parties has been in decline.

	Support for alternative parties and pressure groups has grown markedly since the 1990s.
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Linked concept


Participation is closely linked to the nature of voting systems and there is evidence to suggest that participation declines in safe seats that result from the first-past-the-post (FPTP) voting system. (See page 25.)
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The following suggestions have been proposed to try to increase turnout and participation:




	
•  make voting compulsory


	
•  make registering to vote more convenient, especially online


	
•  possibly introduce online voting


	
•  introduce weekend voting


	
•  encourage more political education in schools


	
•  extend the franchise to 16- and 17-year-olds to encourage more voting among the young





Reforming the electoral system might also help to increase turnout at elections as some form of proportional representation would see fewer votes ‘wasted’.
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Knowledge check 2


What has been the turnout in the following elections?




	
•  2019 general election



	
•  2021 Scottish Parliament elections



	
•  2021 Welsh Senedd elections



	
•  2021 London Mayoral election
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The franchise and suffrage




Milestones in the widening of the franchise




	
•  Between 1832 (Great Reform Act) and 1928 the franchise was gradually extended.


	
•  In 1832 the franchise was extended to about 8% of the adult population.


	
•  In 1867 and 1884 the franchise was extended to most men but not women.


	
•  In 1918 the vote was given to married women over 30.


	
•  In 1928 the vote was given to all women.


	
•  In 1969 the vote was extended to all adults over 18 instead of over 21.


	
•  In 2016 16- and 17-year-olds were granted the vote in Scotland (though not for general elections).





Suffrage This refers to the right to vote. The term ‘franchise’ is an alternative.
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Knowledge check 3


Outline four ways in which people participate in politics in the UK.
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Suffragettes and suffragists


The suffragettes used both legal and illegal methods to campaign for votes for women. The suffragists stuck to legal methods. Their significance is:




	
•  Contemporary pressure groups can learn a great deal from the methods of the votes for women movement.


	
•  They illustrate the fact that illegal methods can bring beneficial publicity but can also be harmful to the cause.


	
•  They demonstrate how a group of people excluded from the political process can affect the process from the outside.


	
•  They demonstrate the importance of media publicity and public support for achieving goals.










Current movements to extend the franchise


There are currently debates about three key groups and whether the franchise should be extended to them:




	
•  16- and 17-year-olds


	
•  prisoners


	
•  those sectioned for mental health reasons





Here we will focus on the issue of votes for 16- and 17-year-olds. The debate is outlined in Table 6.


Table 6 Should 16- and 17-year-olds be given the right to vote?








	Arguments in favour

	Arguments against










	With the spread of citizenship education, young people are now better informed about politics than ever before.

	16- and 17-year-olds are too young to be able to make rational judgements.






	Voting turnout among the 18–24-year-old age group is very low. Extending the franchise may encourage more people to become engaged with politics and to vote.

	Many issues are too complex for younger people to understand.






	The internet and social media now enable young people to be better informed about politics.

	Few people in this age group pay tax so they have a lower stake in society.






	If someone is old enough to serve in the army, get married or pay tax, they should be old enough to vote.

	Turnout among the young (18–24-year-olds) is much lower than the rest of society and where 16- and 17-year-olds have been given the right to vote, they turn out in even lower proportions.











A campaign to extend the franchise


The Votes at 16 campaign brings together many other groups who support lowering the franchise to 16. It uses a variety of methods including:




	
•  organising petitions


	
•  writing to MPs and peers


	
•  arranging meetings with MPs and political groups


	
•  raising public awareness of the issue





So far the campaign has seen the right to vote in local and devolved elections in Scotland and Wales extended to 16- and 17-year-olds, but there has been no change in England or for general elections.













Pressure groups and other influences




Types of pressure group


Pressure groups are organised groups that seek to put pressure on those in power. They do not have any power themselves but seek to influence those who do by working closely with them inside the political process (insider groups) or by organising campaigns against those in power from outside the political process (outsider groups). Pressure groups, unlike other influencing groups, seek to promote policies that will benefit their members, either directly benefiting the members’ interests (sectional groups) or by benefiting a cause the members believe in (causal groups).


Pressure group An association or movement that campaigns either to further the interests of a section of society or to further a particular cause or issue.


By competing with each other and promoting key causes on an equal basis, pressure groups can promote a system of pluralist democracy, although unfair or imbalanced competition can lead to elitism which undermines democracy.


Pluralist democracy A type of democracy where decisions are made by a neutral government based on the interplay of ideas between groups of equal status.


Elitism A feature of society and the political system which suggests that some groups wield a considerable amount of influence, giving them an unfair advantage in political discussion.







Pressure group methods and factors in success or failure


Pressure groups experience varying degrees of success and failure. Success means promoting favourable legislation in parliament and preventing unfavourable legislation, as well as raising public awareness of an issue or persuading government to place an issue on the political agenda. Two areas of pressure group activity should be considered. These are the methods typically used by pressure groups (see Table 7) and the factors that contribute to their success or otherwise (see Table 8).


Table 7 Campaigning methods








	Pressure group

	Aims

	Methods










	Plane Stupid

	To prevent airport expansions

	



	
•  Invading airports and blocking flights


	
•  Occupying airport terminals


	
•  Blocking entrances to airports


	
•  Delaying Heathrow expansion with a judicial review case


	
•  Organising e-petitions












	British Medical Association (BMA)

	To force government to withdraw a new contract for junior hospital doctors

	



	
•  Regular withdrawal of labour for routine operations and treatments












	UK Finance (formerly British Bankers’ Association)

	To prevent government imposing excessive regulations on banks

	



	
•  Lobbying ministers and sympathetic MPs and peers












	Friends of the Earth

	Promoting environmental protection

	



	
•  Public campaigns to attract members


	
•  Research and publicity campaigns to highlight environmental problems


	
•  Lobbying ministers and parliament












	Liberty

	Protecting citizens’ rights and freedoms

	



	
•  Initiating court cases against public bodies and government (mostly judicial reviews) when it is felt rights are under threat















Table 8 What makes some pressure groups more successful than others?








	Success factors

	Failure factors










	
Size: Many members and/or followers suggests more pressure on government and possibly more available funds. Example: Age UK


	
Small size: Such groups suffer from lack of active support and usually a lack of funds. Example: Local environmental protection groups







	
Finance: With ample funds a group can mount successful campaigns and use publicity. Example: UK Finance


	
Limited finance: Without enough funds, a group can fail to promote or organise itself and get its message out. Example: Save our Bluebell Common (Heaton Mersey Common)







	
Public opinion: Some campaign groups enjoy the widespread support of the public. Example: Action on Smoking and Health (ASH)


	
Adverse public opinion: Some groups fail to capture the public imagination. Example: Pro-smoking group, Forest







	
Strategic position in society: Groups that are vital to society have more political leverage. Example: British Medical Association (BMA)


	
Countervailing forces: Groups may fail because they face powerful adversaries. Example: Anti-fracking groups are opposed by powerful energy companies






	
Government support: Some groups have views which accord with government policy. Example: Plane Stupid and the issue of a third runway at Heathrow since Boris Johnson became PM

	
Government opposition: Sometimes groups and their aims fall out of favour with government. Example: BMA strikes against a seven-day NHS















Pressure group case studies


When undertaking a case study of a pressure group you should research the following:




	
•  If it is a sectional group, who does it represent?


	
•  What are its objectives?


	
•  What are its main methods?


	
•  What notable successes has it achieved?


	
•  What are the reasons for its successes and failures?










Other collective organisations




Think tanks


Think tanks do not have members nor do they represent interests other than their own. Instead they carry out academic research and produce ideas in line with the aims of their foundation. These may be neutral, as in the case of think tanks linked to universities, or there may be a clear agenda, such as to promote free market or socialist ideas.


Think tank A colloquial term which refers to a research organisation that produces information and opinions about policy issues.


Think tanks seek to influence government by persuading it of the merits of their views and arguments and offering policy ideas that the government can simply adopt and use. Key examples include:




	
•  Adam Smith Institute


	
•  Centre for Social Justice


	
•  Fabian Society










Lobbyists


Sometimes referred to as ‘public relations’ firms, lobbyists are political advisers who are hired by private interests to help them achieve their political goals. This may be through explaining how best to influence the political system, arranging meetings between clients and political figures, or advocating on behalf of clients in a bid to influence legislation or government decisions, such as the awarding of a contract or implementation of key legislation.


Lobbyists People employed by a client to influence the political process, particularly concerning legislation.


Lobbyists are usually people who have previously worked in the political system and have expert knowledge of the people and process of government. They can be useful in providing advice and information to the government but are often criticised for promoting the interests of their clients over the interests of the nation. Key examples include:




	
•  Media Intelligence Partners


	
•  Chartered Institute of Public Relations


	
•  Government Affairs (Services) Ltd










Corporations


Corporations are major businesses that play a vital economic role in UK politics. As a result of their size, wealth and the number of people they employ, their opinions can often be used to influence government policy — by threatening to relocate to another country, threatening to close down key sources of employment or simply by advising of potential consequences that may result from government action. This can lead to beneficial outcomes for the economy, but corporations prioritise their own interests and profits ahead of the national interest, public will or a cause. As such, they can be seen to undermine the democratic process. Key examples include:




	
•  Google


	
•  HSBC


	
•  Starbucks
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Linked concept


The various groups listed here aim to work closely with Parliament and the executive to develop policies and influence the passage of legislation. While this may be seen as negative, it can also help improve the quality of legislation by offering expert advice and opinions to lawmakers. (See pages 11–13.)
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Knowledge check 4


Give an example of each of the following groups:




	
•  think tank



	
•  lobbying firm



	
•  corporation
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Exam tip


When discussing democracy in any context, it is important to consider how well dispersed power and influence are — well dispersed in a pluralist system or concentrated in a few hands in an elitist system. It is generally held that in a healthy democracy, power, influence and knowledge are widely dispersed.
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Rights in context




Milestones in the development of rights in the UK




	
•  Magna Carta, 1215 This limited the power of the monarch, requiring the ‘barons’ to give consent before taxation could be imposed and securing certain rights, such as trial by jury.


	
•  The Bill of Rights, 1688 This ensured a number of individual rights for British citizens. It covered things like freedom from cruel and unusual punishments and false imprisonment.


	
•  The Human Rights Act 1998 This had the effect of bringing the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into UK law. It strengthened the protection of a whole range of rights and liberties. It made civil liberties a firm part of UK law.


	
•  The Freedom of Information Act 2000 This Act gives citizens the right to view information held by any public body in two categories — first, information held about themself and, second, information which may be of public interest. The only exception is information that might threaten national security if published.


	
•  The Equality Act 2010 This replaced several existing pieces of legislation establishing rights in the UK. The Act outlaws any kind of discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnicity, religion, disablement and sexual orientation.





Civil liberties Those rights and freedoms which cannot be abused or reduced by any public body, effectively freedom from the government. They include such examples as freedom of thought, expression, association and movement.







Rights protection in the UK




How effectively are rights protected in the UK?


The issue of how well rights are currently protected in the UK is much disputed. The debate on this issue is shown in Table 9.


Table 9 The protection of rights in the UK: strengths and weaknesses








	Strengths

	Weaknesses










	There is a strong common law tradition.

	Common law can be vague and disputed. It can also be set aside by parliamentary statutes.






	The UK is subject to the ECHR.

	Parliament remains sovereign and so can ignore the ECHR or can even repeal the Human Rights Act.






	The judiciary has a reputation for being independent and upholding the rule of law, even against the expressed wishes of government and parliament. Civil rights are therefore virtually guaranteed.

	There is increasing pressure on government, as a result of international terrorism, to curtail rights in the interests of national security. The right to privacy, the rights of association and expression, as well as freedom from imprisonment without trial, are all under threat.









Civil rights Rights that are absolute and must be protected by the government, through the law, effectively freedom by the government. Specifically, the term refers to rights such as voting, standing for office and protection from discrimination.






[image: ]


Linked concept


The protection of rights in the UK is closely tied up with the independence and neutrality of the Supreme Court and is a means of understanding the relationships between the various branches of government. The Human Rights Act, which gives the Supreme Court a great deal of authority in rights protection, is also an example of a key constitutional reform. (See pages 41–42.)
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Exam tip


When discussing rights in any context, it is important to distinguish between individual rights, which are largely protected in law, and collective rights, which are usually protected by government and parliament.
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Individual and collective rights


Problems can arise when the individual rights of citizens conflict with the rights of the community as a whole. In some cases these conflicts have no answer. They remain difficult political issues.


Table 10 Conflicts between individual and collective (community) rights








	Individual rights

	Conflicting collective rights










	Freedom of expression

	The right of religious groups not to have their beliefs satirised or questioned






	The right to privacy

	The right of the community to be protected from terrorism by security services who may listen in to private communications






	The right to press freedom

	The right of public figures to keep their private lives private






	The right to demonstrate in public places (right to association and free movement) and thus cause disruption

	The right of the community to their own freedom of movement






	The right to strike in pursuit of pay and employment rights

	The right of the community to expect good service from public servants who are paid from taxation














Pressure groups and rights protection


Pressure groups play an important role in ensuring rights are upheld and defended in the UK, helping to promote awareness of rights as well as offering support and assistance to those who have had their rights denied.


Liberty


Liberty is an open membership pressure group that aims to promote human rights in the UK by advocating for them, supporting legal challenges and campaigning against rights abuses.


In 2018 Liberty announced that it would represent Ed Bridges in challenging the use of facial recognition in public spaces as a violation of the right to privacy.


Since 2017 Liberty has campaigned against the 28-day statutory limit on immigration detention.


JUSTICE


JUSTICE is a group made up of lawyers who advocate for the protection of human rights. The group uses its expertise to work with governments to develop legal reforms that will help protect human rights in the UK, such as the Data Protection Act of 1998 and the Constitutional Reform Act of 2005. JUSTICE will also intervene by offering advice and legal support in cases relating to major rights issues in the UK legal system. It became the first non-governmental organisation (NGO) to argue a case before the UK Supreme Court in 2009.
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Summary


When you have completed this topic, you should have a thorough knowledge of the following information and issues:




	
•  the features of direct and representative democracy


	
•  the similarities and differences between direct and representative democracy


	
•  the reasons for and arguments against reform of the UK’s democratic system


	
•  the key milestones in the development of the franchise


	
•  the work of groups to extend the franchise, including the suffragettes and suffragists and one modern campaign


	
•  the ways in which pressure groups seek to influence those in power


	
•  the various types of groups that seek to influence the political system and how they operate


	
•  the nature and importance of judicial independence


	
•  two examples of pressure groups at work in the UK


	
•  the ways in which rights have developed in the UK, including key milestones


	
•  the conflicts that have arisen over rights protection in the UK
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Political parties




Functions and features of political parties


Political parties play an essential role in ensuring representative democracy works effectively. The functions of political parties are:




	
•  to convert political demands into practical political programmes of action


	
•  to provide organised opportunities for people to participate meaningfully in politics


	
•  to recruit people who can stand for election to representative institutions at local, regional and national levels


	
•  to manage election campaigns, presenting the electorate with choices between sets of policies


	
•  to educate the general public about political issues


	
•  to call government to account when in opposition





Political party An association of people who share similar political views and who seek political representation or power in order to put those views into practice.


The features of political parties are:




	
•  Members hold broadly similar political views on a range of issues, centred around an ideology.


	
•  They are seeking elected office and to gain political power within the political system.


	
•  They are internally democratic, with members playing a role in decisions and choosing officials.


	
•  They have formal membership.








The role of parties in the UK political system


In carrying out their functions, political parties influence the way in which the political system operates, which can be positive or negative.




Positive aspects




	
•  They provide open opportunities for people to become active in politics.


	
•  They are inclusive and make few demands on members.


	
•  They make political issues coherent and help to make government accountable.


	
•  They help to make elections and the operation of parliament effective and understandable to the public.










Negative aspects




	
•  Adversarial party politics denies the creation of consensus and reduces issues to false, simplistic choices.


	
•  Parties claim legitimacy through their electoral mandate even when they are elected to power with a minority of the popular vote.


	
•  Parties sometimes become elitist so that small leadership groups can dominate policy making to the detriment of internal democracy.
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Linked concept


Parties are a fundamental part of the process of representative democracy in the UK and therefore have a direct impact on how effectively democracy operates. (See pages 6–10.)


Parties also target voters and provide choice, both of which are key elements of elections and the way in which people choose to cast their votes. (See pages 28–29 and 33.)
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The funding of UK political parties


Parties are currently funded in a number of ways:




	
•  collecting membership subscriptions from members


	
•  holding fundraising events such as fetes, festivals, conferences and dinners


	
•  receiving donations from supporters


	
•  raising loans from wealthy individuals or banks


	
•  the self-financing of candidates for office


	
•  up to £2 million per party is available in grants from the electoral commission. In addition, ‘Short money’ and ‘Cranborne money’ are funds given to opposition parties for research — the amount depends on the party’s size in Parliament and the number of votes it won in the previous general election







Why is party funding controversial?




	
1  The income of parties varies considerably, as shown in Table 11. This means that larger parties have a huge advantage over smaller parties.





Table 11 Income of parties reported in 2020 (central funds)








	Party

	Income from all sources (£ millions)










	Labour

	14.5






	Conservatives

	15.4






	Liberal Democrats

	  4.1






	Scottish National Party

	    1.45






	Green Party (of Great Britain)

	  2.0






	Plaid Cymru

	  1.6









Source: Electoral Commission




	
2  Funding by large donors, both individuals and companies, may give those donors unaccountable influence.


	
3  Some party donations undermine the reputation of the political process as they may be given in the hope and expectation that the donor be given an honour such as a peerage or a knighthood.


	
4  As party memberships (and membership subscriptions) have been declining, parties rely more heavily on donations from rich benefactors.
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Knowledge check 5


Name three types of state funding for political parties that already exist in the UK.
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Exam tip


Try to remember a few statistics to illustrate the current inequality in party funding.
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What measures have been proposed to solve these party funding problems?




	
1  Impose restrictions on the size of individual donations to parties. To be effective the cap would have to be relatively low.


	
2  Impose tight restrictions on how much parties are allowed to spend. This would make large-scale fundraising futile.


	
3  Restrict donations to individuals, i.e. outlawing donations from businesses, pressure groups and trade unions.


	
4  Replace all funding with state grants for parties, paid for out of general taxation.





You need to be able to evaluate these proposed reforms for party funding by considering the arguments for and against each. Table 12 summarises the arguments on either side of the debate about state funding for parties.


Table 12 Should UK parties receive state funding?








	Arguments for

	Arguments against










	It will end the opportunity for the corrupt use of donations.

	Taxpayers may object to funding what can be considered to be ‘private’ organisations.






	It will end the possibility of ‘hidden’ forms of influence through funding.

	It will be difficult to know how to distribute funding. Should it be on the basis of past performance (in which case large parties will retain their advantage) or on the basis of future aspirations (which is vague)?






	It will reduce the huge financial advantage that large parties enjoy and give smaller parties the opportunity to make progress.

	Parties may lose some of their independence and will see themselves as organs of the state.






	It will improve democracy by ensuring wider participation from groups who have no ready source of funds.

	State funding may lead to excessive state regulation of parties.
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Linked concept


Any change to the nature of party funding would be a constitutional reform and the arguments surrounding it are closely related to those of democracy and representation. (See pages 6–9.)
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Established political parties




Left-wing and right-wing politics


Commonly, political parties are placed on a spectrum from left to right that helps describe their views in relation to each other. Table 13 shows the kinds of policies typically associated with left-wing and right-wing political ideas:


Table 13 The distinction between left- and right-wing political ideas








	Left-wing ideas

	Right-wing ideas










	Redistributing income from rich to poor through taxation and welfare

	Low levels of taxation to encourage private enterprise and create incentives to work






	Strong support for the welfare state

	Acceptance of private sector involvement in the provision of public services






	Support for workers’ rights and trade union power

	The state should not interfere with the working of the economy save for exceptional circumstances






	The state should support industries which are vital to society and the economy

	Support for free markets in goods, finance and labour, including reducing trade union power






	Support for measures designed to create equality of opportunity

	Keeping welfare benefits relatively low as an incentive for people to find work and not become too dependent on the state






	A stress on equal rights for all groups in society

	A strong position on law and order and on national unity and patriotism









Left wing A political position, often associated with socialism and social democracy, mainly concerned with creating more equality between different groups in society.


Right wing A political position, often associated with conservatism, mainly concerned with conserving the best elements of the past and tradition.


The policies of political parties do not always fit neatly into a left–right spectrum. However, we can identify which parties are generally left-wing in their views, which are right-wing and which are in the centre of the political spectrum. Parties which are not very left-wing may be described as centre-left, and on the other side parties may be described as centre-right. Figure 1 shows where UK parties fit into the left–right scheme.
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Exam tip


Try to keep up to date with party policies. Focus on policies relating to the economy, welfare, law and order, and foreign affairs.
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Figure 1 Parties and the left–right spectrum








The generally accepted three established parties are the Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Democrats. Specific policies constantly change and it is vital to keep up with these developments, but central ideologies tend to be more consistent. The principal policies of the three parties as they were for the December 2019 general election are outlined below.
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