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Neil McNaughton  
and Eric Magee

such politics has been completely transformed by these 
developments.

At first sight they represent an extension of democracy, 
an opportunity for people to engage in politics who would 
not normally become involved through the conventional 
channels of political parties and formal pressure groups. 
It is also increasingly true that younger people, who are 
notoriously apathetic about national politics, have become 
more politicised as they are more used to communicating 
and receiving information through social media. A closer 
investigation, however, can lead us to question this 
apparently obvious conclusion.

If we assume that democracy is always enhanced if 
pluralism is allowed to flourish, and if we also assume 
that pluralism is well served if people have a wide range of 
independent sources of information and opinion available 
to them, then we can look at social media positively. So far 
so good. A huge plethora of websites, campaign platforms, 
blogs and opportunities to express one’s views has grown up. 
The problem, however, is that there is no guarantee that any 
of these sources of information are accurate. Furthermore, it 
is becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish between 

During the last decade or so, the importance of the 
internet and social media, in terms of democratic 

politics, has grown exponentially. It could even be said that 

Neil McNaughton and Eric 
Magee suggest that the internet 
and social media will continue 
to have a growing impact on 
democratic politics in 2018  
and beyond

Edexcel: UK politics, The media

AQA: The politics of the UK, Media

WJEC: AS Unit 2, Use of the Media

Just before the 
2015 general 
election, 
Facebook lit up 
the London Eye 
representing 
the nation’s 
conversations Social media

Enhancing or threatening 
democracy?
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fact and opinion. We will review some of President Trump’s 
famous tweets below and we may find them either amusing 
or alarming, but they also demonstrate that he is expressing 
a fear that many share — the fear that media channels may 
not be giving us balanced and fair information.

This article will review the types of social media and 
internet activity that are available to those who may be 
interested in politics and political issues. It will also assess 
whether these developments do indeed enhance democracy 
or whether they may, in a variety of ways, actually threaten 
democratic society. 

E-petitions
E-petitions have grown in popularity and have become a 
common device by which campaign groups have sought 

to put pressure on decision makers. The government itself 
runs a site for such petitions and, if enough people sign up 
to them, Parliament will often debate the issue. Change.org 
and 38 degrees are further examples of platforms carrying 
e-petitions. Table 1 describes some prominent examples 
from last year.

At first sight e-petitions would seem to be an example 
of consultative democracy in its purest form. When we 
scratch the surface, however, we can find a number of 
problems. Table 2 compares the positive and negative 
aspects of e-petitions.

It would be a mistake to claim that the development 
of e-petitions has changed the political landscape 
significantly. It would also be simplistic to state that 
they enhance democracy, as we have seen above. 

Table 1 E-petitions with over 100,000 signatories in 2017

Issue Platform Detail

Campaign to restore the right of Uber taxis 
to operate in London after their licence was 
revoked by Transport for London

All major 
platforms

The licence was removed on the grounds of public safety. 
Millions of Londoners have come to rely on Uber taxis.
Some oppose Uber as it adds so much to traffic 
congestion and, it is claimed, mistreats its drivers. 
However, about 850,000 people signed the petition.

Campaign to oppose the repeal of the Human 
Rights Act

38 degrees 
and the official 
government site

A petition held mainly to protect the rights of EU citizens 
in the UK.

Campaign to end the cap of 1% on public 
sector workers’ pay increases

38 degrees This is part of a wider political conflict. The government is 
in the process of relaxing the cap.

Campaign to end the EU imposition of VAT on 
tampons (the so-called ‘tampon tax’)

Change.org This tax was said to discriminate against women. It was 
successful and the tax has been removed.

A campaign organised by Nobel peace 
prize winner, Malala Yousafzai, to extend 
funding from the UN’s Global Partnership for 
Education to pay for education for more girls 
globally, to 12 years

Change.org This is likely to be implemented.
It was partly the result of an earlier e-petition that Malala 
was awarded the Nobel peace prize.

A demand that there be a national 
referendum on the final terms of a Brexit deal

Government site Debated in Parliament in December 2017.

Table 2 E-petitions assessed

Positive aspects Negative aspects

They are a pure form of democracy, expressing clear opinions 
and they represent the balance of the weight of opinion. 

In most cases there is no opportunity for people to express 
the opposing view.

They can be aimed at local and sectional issues which 
normally receive little attention.

There is no guarantee that people who sign a petition 
understand the issues. They may vote purely emotionally and 
accept the premise of the petition uncritically. 

They can be organised at virtually no cost. This means campaign 
groups with limited funds may be able to make an impact. 

It may be too easy for people to sign up without giving an 
issue sufficient consideration.

They give opportunities for people to participate in political 
issues when they would not take part if a more active form of 
participation would be required.

There may be fraud in the sense that some participants may 
sign a number of times and so distort the numbers.

Young people especially are used to taking part in online polls 
in a commercial setting so political activity of this kind will be 
more accessible to them.

The wording used in an e-petition may be misleading.

They can promote political debate outside the normal forums 
such as Parliament. 

Petitions, like referendums, reduce questions to a binary 
nature, a simple yes or no, while most issues are actually 
more complex.

IT IS BECOMING 
INCREASINGLY 
DIFFICULT TO 
DISTINGUISH 
BETWEEN FACT 
AND OPINION
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Nevertheless, they may be 
serving to ‘politicise’ younger 
citizens and this may have a 
spill-over effect on voting and 
other forms of participation. 

Twitter, Facebook and other platforms
Here we are considering the various means by which people 
can communicate with large numbers of people quickly and 
in a very direct way. Concern is growing that such media 
pose a serious challenge to democratic politics. Some people 
have even warned that it is a threat to democracy.

We set the scene by considering some of the more dramatic 
tweets sent out by Donald Trump during 2017. Though we 
may consider them with some amusement, we should 
remember that they come from the most powerful individual 
in the world and that they are read, often uncritically, by 
many millions of people (Box 1). In November 2017, Trump 
caused international outrage by retweeting three videos 
posted by the far-right group Britain First.

During the 2016 EU referendum campaign, social 
media clearly made a significant impact. To illustrate this 
importance, several examples of media power can be quoted:

 ■ #brexit enjoyed over 20 million views and 600 retweets 
per hour.

 ■ #eu was seen by over 17 million viewers and was 
retweeted 117 times per hour.

 ■ In April/May 2016, 5.4 million tweets were recorded on 
the subject of the referendum. Twice as many of these tweets 
expressed anti-EU views as those that were pro-Remain.

 ■ A Twitter poll on 8 June 2016 predicted that Leave 
would win the referendum, a finding that gave a major 
boost to the Leave campaign.

Similarly, during the 2017 general election campaign, 
Theresa May had a bruising interview with Jeremy Paxman 
in May. This was followed by a ‘storm’ of Twitter messages 
which were negative towards her. Within a month the 
Conservative Party had declined from enjoying a large poll 
lead to failing to win a parliamentary majority.

Writing in the Washington Post in October 2017, Pierre 
Omidyar identified six dangers posed by social media sites:

 ■ They have become echo chambers of opinion, 
reinforcing one-sided opinions and creating communities 
of like-minded people whose prejudices become 
exaggerated.

 ■ There is no safeguard against false information being 
propagated. Famously, this has been described as fake 
news. The users of such media do not have enough 
information to be able to distinguish fact from opinion.

 ■ Social media may create a false impression of how 
popular a person or a view actually is. The impressive 
numbers generated when social media messages trend are 
a one-sided snapshot of a temporary wave of opinion.

 ■ Social media can be manipulated by states, campaign 
organisations, individual political actors or parties to 
create a groundswell of opinion which is an illusion. 
With resources and organisation, social media campaigns 
can be created without being grounded in any genuine 
expression of opinion.

 ■ Commercial methods, such as triangulation and 
algorithms, can be used to target particularly susceptible 
groups with political messages and so distort popular 
opinion.

 ■ It has become too easy to propagate messages containing 
anti-democratic material, such as intolerance, race hatred, 
religious bigotry and even incitement to violence.

All these problems create a challenge to democratic 
politics. Writing in August 2016 in Newsweek, Vyacheslav 
Polonski described a similarly pessimistic view:

‘ Our current political institutions are incapable of 
handling the dynamism and diversity of citizen 
opinions. They are susceptible to emotional bursts 
and intimidated by the power of internet users. ’Polonski goes on to state that the challenge is to 

distinguish between when a popular movement reflects 
the majority view, and when it is simply the grumblings of 
a minority opinion. Polonski and Omidyar were actually 
warning about the dangers of undemocratic populism. 
The point they make is not just that populism threatens 
democracy, but that social media has made it a much 
more potent force than it has been in the past. Table 3 
summarises the positive and negative impacts of social 
media on democracy.

Blogging
This is the practice of publishing more measured and 
complex opinions and commentaries on the internet than 

CONCERN IS GROWING THAT SUCH 
MEDIA POSE A SERIOUS CHALLENGE 
TO DEMOCRATIC POLITICS

Box 1 Donald Trump tweets

‘ Our country has been unsuccessfully dealing with North 
Korea for 25 years, giving billions of dollars & getting 
nothing. Policy didn’t work! ’ Oct. 9, 2017, 6:50 a.m.

‘ Being nice to Rocket Man hasn’t worked in 25 years, 
why would it work now? Clinton failed, Bush failed, and 
Obama failed. I won’t fail. ’ Oct. 1, 2017, 3:01 p.m.

‘ Kim Jong Un of North Korea, who is obviously a 
madman who doesn’t mind starving or killing his people, 
will be tested like never before! ’ Sep. 22, 2017, 6:28 a.m.

‘ We have made more progress in the last nine months 
against ISIS than the Obama Administration has made in  
8 years. Must be proactive & nasty! ’Sep. 15, 2017, 7:00 a.m.

‘ NBC news is #FakeNews and more dishonest than even 
CNN. They are a disgrace to good reporting. No wonder 
their news ratings are way down! ’Oct. 4, 2017, 10:47 a.m.

‘ MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN! ’ Aug. 23, 2017, 3:01 a.m.
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those represented by ‘instant’ social media. Some prominent 
examples of blogs which are regularly viewed by at least 
many tens of thousands of readers are shown in Table 4.

In addition to these, all political parties and major 
campaign groups publish regular blogs. Blogs correct many 
of the problems presented by more instant social media, but 
still have some drawbacks:

 ■ They may present opinions as though they are facts.
 ■ If their political stance is clear, they serve only to 

reinforce existing views and play little party in real 
political debate.

 ■ They are relatively unregulated so there is no guarantee 
that the information they include is accurate. This was 
a special problem during the EU referendum campaign 
when many blogs quoted unproven statistics on both sides 
of the argument.

Having considered these problems, however, there is 
little doubt that blogs are a significant way in which political 
information can be spread to a discerning audience.

Table 3 Social media and democracy: an assessment

Positive impacts Negative impacts

They give widespread opportunities for people to participate 
in politics. 

It is difficult to distinguish between truth and untruth or  
mere opinion.

They represent an ‘open highway’ for opinion to be 
disseminated. 

They may allow undemocratic views to be disseminated. 

They particularly help to politicise younger people who have 
been notoriously apathetic about politics. 

They may give the illusion of majority opinion which is  
not genuine.

They allow smaller groups with few resources to have their 
voices heard.

They may reduce complex issues to simple slogans and  
easy solutions. 

They encourage single-issue politics. It may be possible to manipulate social media to create 
illusions and to give the impression that some views are more 
widespread than they actually are. 

Twitter page for the Green Party

Table 4 Popular political blogs

Blog name General political stance

Guido Fawkes Right wing

Iain Dale Conservative

Left Foot Forward Left wing

Conservative Home Conservative

Nick Robinson Non-aligned

Liberal Conspiracy Centre-left

Huff Post Non-aligned
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John 
Rawls
Key thinkers must be referred to 
in all political ideas essays.

John Rawls was born in 1921 
and died in 2002.

View of human nature
Rawls was optimistic about each 
individual’s potential, and restated 
the liberal view that human nature 
is mainly rational. But he was 
keen to underline human nature’s 
‘empathetic’ dimension. Rawls also 
tempered the classical liberal idea 
that everyone was autonomous and 
self-determining: fate and ‘accidents of birth’, he argued, played a huge part in 
an individual’s prospects. 

View of society
Rawls argued that society comprised individuals who were born either lucky or 
unlucky in terms of health, intelligence, race, gender and economic circumstances. 
Rawls argued that, if placed in ‘the original position’ of being able to devise their 
‘ideal’ society, and if placed behind a ‘veil of ignorance’ (which prevented them 
knowing if they would be among the lucky or unlucky), most individuals would 

 key thinkers
choose a society where the unlucky were much better off 
than at present.

View of the state
Rawls used his conclusions about the ‘ideal’ society to 
restate modern liberalism’s support for ‘positive liberty’. 
Likewise, he argued the state should tax, spend and regulate 
more so as to grant better opportunities for society’s less 
fortunate individuals. Owing to his assumptions about 
what voters would choose in ‘the original position’, Rawls 
claimed such policies would reflect the liberal principle of 
government by consent.

View of the economy
As a modern liberal, Rawls supported a capitalist economy 
that involved a substantial amount of state intervention. 
However, he rejected any claim that this made him a 
‘revisionist’ socialist. In a free and individualistic society, 
he insisted, the economy must allow wide, and sometimes 
widening, inequalities of outcome. The key task was to 
ensure steady economic improvement in the condition of 
society’s poorest individuals, regardless of the gap between 
them and society’s richest members. 

Impact
In the context of the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries, Rawls is one of modern liberalism’s most 
important thinkers. As a US political theorist, he had a 
particular influence on the Democratic Party and politicians 
such as Bill and Hillary Clinton.

Box 1 Key points

Ideology: liberalism

Ideological strand: modern liberalism

Key work: A Theory of Justice (1971)

1 Evaluate the extent to which social media enhances or 
threatens democracy. (Edexcel-style)

2 ‘The role of the internet and social media in politics 
represents an extension of democracy, an opportunity 
for people to engage in politics who would not normally 
become involved through the conventional channels of 
political parties and formed pressure groups.’ Analyse and 
evaluate this statement. (AQA-style)

Exam focus 

in increasing the turnout among the young and galvanised 
support around Jeremy Corbyn.

There seems to be no reason why the internet and social 
media will not continue to have a growing impact on 
democratic politics in 2018 and beyond. 

Richard Kelly is co-author with Neil McNaughton 
of Political Ideas for A-Level published by Hodder 
Education.

Conclusion
The importance of social media and the internet reached new 
heights in 2014–17, a period when there were two elections 
and two major referendums in the UK. How much influence 
they had is open to question, though there is strong evidence 
to suggest that they did have the following impacts:

 ■ In the Scottish referendum, they encouraged large 
numbers of young people to take part — a feature that 
increased the ‘yes to independence’ vote, as the young 
were considerably more pro-independence than other 
age groups.

 ■ In the 2015 general election there was a major social 
media campaign warning people about the potential 
dangers of a Labour-SNP coalition. This may have 
encouraged some voters to shift their support to the 
Conservatives.

 ■ In the EU referendum it is acknowledged that the 
‘Leave’ campaign used social media more effectively than 
the ‘Remain’ camp.

 ■ In the 2017 general election the Labour Party ran a 
massively successful social media campaign that succeeded 

This is an edited version of a chapter in UK 
Government and Politics Annual Update 2018 
published by Hodder Education.
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The European Union’s 
four freedoms
The freedoms of goods, services, persons 

and capital are the cornerstones of the 
European Union’s single market. These ‘four 
freedoms’ were established as key principles 
in the 1957 Treaty of Rome. The creation 
of the customs union in 1968 saw customs 
duties and quotas abolished, but progress on 
removing ‘non-tariff barriers’ slowed until 
the launch of the single market programme 
in the 1980s. The single market is ‘an area 
without internal frontiers in which the free 
movement of goods, services, persons and 
capital is ensured’. Its creation required the 
removal of three main barriers to free trade:

 ■ physical barriers, e.g. border checks and 
customs controls

 ■ technical barriers, e.g. different national 
product standards

 ■ fiscal barriers, e.g. differing rates of VAT
Many of these barriers had been removed 

by the end of 1992, boosting trade and gross 
domestic product. But elements of the single 
market remain incomplete, for example the 
EU aims to establish a digital single market.

Harmonisation or mutual 
recognition?
Two models were possible for creating 
the single market: harmonisation and 
mutual recognition. In the former, the EU 
would harmonise standards for goods and 
services, establishing a single set of rules and 
ending differences in national regulation. 
This  approach has been followed in some 
areas with minimum standards set for various 
products (e.g. toys, cosmetics, medical devices 
and packaging) and qualifications (e.g. for 
health professionals). However, it proved 
difficult to agree on detailed measures 

so harmonisation has been restricted to 
essential requirements.

Instead, mutual recognition has been 
favoured. This principle was established by 
the European Court of Justice in the 1979 
Cassis de Dijon case. It ruled that a product 
lawfully marketed in one member state — 
in this case, a French blackcurrant liqueur 
which did not meet German standards on 
alcohol content — should be allowed to 
be traded in another without additional 
checks or standards being imposed. The 
principle of non-discrimination on the 
grounds of nationality underpins the four 
freedoms: goods, services, persons and 
capital from another EU state must be 
afforded the same treatment as those from 
the state itself.

The four freedoms
Free movement of goods
Member states cannot impose duties or taxes 
on goods from another EU state, or directly 
discriminate against them. Exemptions 
on the grounds of public health or security 
may be permitted.

Free movement of services
A service provider can (1) offer his/her services 
across the EU while residing in their home 
member state and (2) establish a business in 
another member state. But some services (e.g. 
health, gambling) were excluded from the 2006 
Services Directive. Professional qualifications 
from one EU state are recognised in others.

Free movement of people
Any national of an EU member state has 
the right to seek employment in another EU 

 UK focus on…

Philip Lynch is associate professor of 
politics at the University of Leicester.

state without discrimination on the grounds 
of their nationality. When in work, they 
have the same rights as national workers in 
recruitment, pay, social security and housing. 
After an initial 3-month period, EU citizens 
who are not in work may face restrictions 
on their residency (e.g. having sufficient 
financial means). 

States in the Schengen Area, which does not 
include the UK or Ireland, abolished passport 
and border controls for EU citizens, although 
some have re-imposed them in response to 
migration pressures or terrorism.

Free movement of capital
Many restrictions on capital movements 
between EU states (e.g. on buying currency 
and foreign investment) have been removed. 
Some exceptions are permitted: Greece 
introduced capital controls in 2015 to prevent 
a run on its banks.

Brexit and the four freedoms
The EU has made clear in the Brexit 
negotiations that the four freedoms are 
indivisible. The UK cannot retain all the 
benefits of the single market outside the 
EU, and membership of the single market 
requires acceptance of all four freedoms and 
the jurisdiction of the Court of Justice.

Theresa May has stated that the UK will 
leave the single market and wants a bespoke 
agreement with the EU. This rules out 
membership of the European Economic Area, 
in which Norway and Iceland are part of the EU 
single market and make financial contributions 
to it without having voting rights. May also 
wants a comprehensive free trade agreement 
with the EU that delivers frictionless trade. 
But questions about differences in regulatory 
regimes (e.g. environmental or working 
standards) and mechanisms for resolving 
disputes are complex.

Reaching domestic agreement on the 
future relationship with the EU is also 
proving difficult for the prime minister. Hard 
Brexiteers emphasise sovereignty, control of 
immigration and the ability to conclude free 
trade deals with non-EU states, all of which 
they regard as incompatible with single market 
membership. But soft Brexiteers focus on the 
perceived economic benefits of the single 
market and customs union, and favour full 
participation in them.
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Mark Bennister

R eflecting a month after her decision to call a snap 
election on 9 June 2017, Theresa May told the 

BBC that she thought it was ‘the right thing to do at 
the right time’. Yet she also admitted to ‘shedding a 
tear’ when the results came in — results that were ‘a 

The prime minister 
and cabinet
How effectively do PMs dictate 
events and determine policy?

Mark Bennister argues that the circumstances prime ministers 
find themselves in and their relationship with cabinet colleagues 
influence their ability to dictate events and determine policy

Edexcel: UK government, Prime minister and 
executive

AQA: The government of the UK, The prime 
minister and cabinet

WJEC: AS, Unit 1, How government works in the UK

Theresa May with her reshuffled cabinet, January 2018

complete shock’ to her. The decision and the subsequent 
campaign left her still in post as prime minister, but as a 
diminished figure, dependent on an arrangement with 
the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) to stay in power 
and unable to command full control and authority over 
her cabinet.

For a British prime minister, this is a highly unusual 
situation. In 1997 Tony Blair presided over a huge 
parliamentary majority and could lead and direct his 
government from a position of great strength. Twenty  years 
on, May, by comparison, appears a constrained prime 
minister, limited in her capacity to determine and 
deliver policy.
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The impact of circumstances
The ability of prime ministers to dictate events and determine 
policy is contingent on the circumstances in which they find 
themselves. Yet just as important is their relationship with 
cabinet colleagues. Even Tony Blair with his commanding 
parliamentary majorities had to deal with his chancellor, 
Gordon Brown, who developed his own policy capacity in 
the Treasury, to progress domestic policy. This often led to 
duplication and dispute with Number 10.

Prime ministers are dependent on favourable 
circumstances to be authoritative leaders, working with and 
through cabinet colleagues. When circumstances are less 
favourable, relationships with cabinet colleagues can be 
fraught and the ability to dictate policy limited. As Theresa 
May found out in the aftermath of the June 2017 election, her 
command of her own cabinet, rather than being enhanced 
with an election win, was constrained by having to manage 
a minority government.

So what tools are at the disposal of a prime minister and 
what resources can a prime minister deploy to ensure that 
policy can be determined and enacted?

Cabinet mechanisms
The prime minister chairs the weekly cabinet meeting, 
usually on a Thursday morning. This meeting ceased to 
be a formal decision-making forum some time ago. It is, 
however, a chance for the prime minister to allow some 
discussion, but more importantly to assert authority and 
set out a collective policy position. The formal meeting is 
preceded by a political cabinet, without officials present. 
The  formal cabinet under David Cameron had 30 attendees 
(full members plus a few as attendees only). Under Theresa 
May, this fell slightly to 27 in 2016 and rose to 29 after 
the 2017 election. This is still a large and rather unwieldly 
number — too big to take formal decisions. 

Cabinet committees
The hard graft of decision making generally takes place in 
cabinet committees. Prime ministers can create, abolish 
or continue cabinet committees as they want. They also 
choose the remit and membership of the committees — 
this can give a good indication of the importance attached 
to various policy areas. Tony Blair created several of them, 
but routinely bypassed the cabinet structures by preferring 
more informal ad hoc bilateral meetings in Number 10. 
Gordon Brown reinvented the cabinet committee with his 
National Economic Council, which was used to steer the 
response to the economic crisis. David Cameron signalled 
his intent on national security by setting up a National 
Security Council which he chaired, with his most senior 
ministers represented and which he planned would meet 
weekly. Cameron also set up taskforces — groups of 
ministers designed as the press release said ‘to monitor and 
drive delivery of the government’s most important cross-
cutting priorities’.

Theresa May established several Brexit-related 
committees and shifted the domestic economic emphasis 
from an industrial strategy. She presides over fewer cabinet 

committees, as she abolished several on becoming prime 
minister. As the Institute for Government noted, while her 
reasons for disbanding some of these were clear, her reasons 
for abolishing the committee on Health and Social Care in 
2016 and the cyber-security subcommittee in 2017 were less 
understandable given the public attention on and political 
challenges in those areas. With fewer cabinet committees, 
more work under this government appears to take place in 
subcommittees and taskforces such as on housing, digital 
infrastructure and immigration.

Membership of committees
Membership of committees is at the discretion of the prime 
minister and provides an opportunity to reward close cabinet 
ministers and involve junior ministers in decision making. 
Analysis of who chairs these committees demonstrated 
starkly the reach and remit of Damian Green, first secretary 
of state and de facto deputy prime minister, appointed after 
the 2017 election. Green, before his resignation in December 
2017, sat on all but two committees, subcommittees and 
taskforces and chaired more of them than any other 
minister, underlining his role as second-in-command to the 
prime minister. May herself chairs 8 of the 20 committees.

Use of committee system
The existence of such committees, subcommittees and 
implementation taskforces does not in itself mean policy 
is being rigorously argued, tested and agreed. Many of 
these committees may be for show, and others may simply 
not meet at all. Though hard to gauge, the indications are 
that May has attempted to use the committee system to 
revive discussion and establish a forum for settling policy 
differences between ministers.

Informality at the centre
Theresa May looked to establish a formalised system of 
decision making at the centre of government to enable 
collective cabinet decision making to function, particularly 
in relation to the government’s approach to Brexit. The reality 
has proved somewhat different. A prime minister with a 
strong electoral mandate, such as Tony Blair, was less keen 
on formal committee structures and preferred informality in 
decision making. David Cameron had to establish a formal 
system to cope with coalition government. May, on taking 
over from Cameron in the wake of the 2016 EU referendum, 
kept a tight rein and consulted little, preferring to trust her 
closest advisors to develop policy lines.

Role of key advisors
With May considerably weakened as a result of the snap 
election, losing seats and her slim majority in the process, 
keeping control of the decision-making process and 
directing ministerial colleagues has proved a challenge for 
her leadership. With her political advisors Nick Timothy 
and Fiona Hill to blame for many of the policy fiascos 
and removed straight after the 2017 election, May became 
dependent on Damian Green as her key cabinet enforcer. 
His resignation in the wake of sexual misconduct allegations 
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was a major blow to her ability to manage from the centre. 
The cabinet secretary, Jeremy Heywood, has remained as 
the most senior civil servant and provides some continuity 
in making sure policy direction is translated into policy 
implementation across the bureaucratic network.

Arrangement with the DUP
In contrast to the coalition government period from 2010 
to 2015, when formal cabinet mechanisms were expected to 
provide stability in an unusual arrangement of two parties 
making up the government, the arrangement with the DUP 
is one of confidence and supply. The DUP has no formal role 
in government, but has agreed to support the government in 
Parliament. Therefore, the constraints in cabinet on policy 
direction stem from the internal battles between cabinet 
ministers. That said, as part of the DUP deal the proposed 
changes to the triple lock on pensions and the winter fuel 
payments were dropped by the government.

Post-election blues
Political parties develop manifestos and then contest the 
general election on an agreed policy platform. The winning 
party, once in government, acts to deliver on the manifesto 
promises. In the case of the May government a whole 
raft of policies, including the ill-fated social care reforms 
dubbed in the campaign the ‘dementia tax’, were swiftly 
shelved once in power.

Such reticence to pursue a defined policy programme 
reflected not only a recognition of the unpopularity of many 
of the policies flagged up during the campaign, but also the 
likely difficulty in getting policy through cabinet and then 
through Parliament. The new parliamentary arithmetic saw 
May appeal to the opposition to work together on a range of 
domestic policy areas. Though rebuffed by the Labour Party, 
student finance and energy price caps have shown some 
policy convergence from the government’s side.

Patronage powers
In July 2016 the new prime minister 
used her patronage powers extensively 
in a wholesale reorganisation of the 

cabinet in which only four cabinet ministers stayed in post. 
Yet following the June 2017 election her ability to reshuffle 
was seriously hampered. In fact, the weakening of May’s 
authority has emboldened cabinet ministers.

At what is usually the prime minister’s strongest point 
— just after an election — she was unable to shape her 
cabinet as she wished and utilise her powers of appointment. 
As  such, Philip Hammond remained as chancellor and 
Boris Johnson and David Davis stayed in post. May has 
been further constrained by the forced resignations of not 
only Damian Green, but also defence secretary Michael 
Fallon and international development secretary Priti Patel. 
Though still limited in her ability to change the top team, 
May embarked on a cabinet reshuffle in January 2018. 
Jeremy Hunt refused to move from his health portfolio, and 
May’s plans unravelled as Justine Greening, another cabinet 
minister who refused to move, resigned.

Cabinet factions
In July 2017 May was forced into making a public warning 
to ministers to keep cabinet discussions private. Yet over 
Brexit, the key policy issue for her government, competing 
cabinet factions have emerged largely centred on foreign 
secretary Boris Johnson, chancellor Philip Hammond, Brexit 
secretary David Davis and Michael Gove, who was brought 
back into cabinet after the election. Asserting collective 
cabinet responsibility, whereby discussions in cabinet are 
kept private and a common position is agreed and adhered 
to, has simply not functioned since the election.

Cabinet and policy
Traditionally, the first Queen’s Speech after the general 
election sets out the legislative agenda for the forthcoming 
parliamentary session as agreed by the cabinet. It is here that 
it becomes evident which policies included in an election 
manifesto have been prioritised for parliamentary time, 
which need more work and which may have been abandoned 
altogether. With the 2017 Queen’s Speech containing seven 
proposed bills — including on customs, trade, agriculture 
and immigration — in addition to the EU Withdrawal Bill, 
which will provide the legal basis for Brexit and transfer EU 

THE WEAKENING OF MAY’S 
AUTHORITY HAS EMBOLDENED 
CABINET MINISTERS

The Queen’s Speech 2017
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law into domestic law, it is clear where the government’s 
policy priority lies (Figure 1). 

In other areas, potentially controversial proposals such 
as lifting the ban on new selective schools and manifesto 
plans to end free school meals for infants were abandoned. 
Uncertainty surrounds the progress of other policy areas, 
such as the third Heathrow runway and the constituency 
boundary review, which would reduce the size of the 
Commons from 650 to 600 MPs. It is reasonable to assume 
that the cabinet will have looked carefully at what was 
achievable within the constraints of a minority government 
and the competing imperatives of the negotiations over the 
UK’s withdrawal from the EU.

Cabinet divisions
Agreement around the cabinet table on policy priorities 
and direction is desirable for any government, but depends 
very much on the authority of the prime minister and 
the circumstances a government finds itself in. Tony Blair, 
for instance, felt little need to open up discussion around 
the cabinet table, while the other dominant figure Gordon 
Brown also avoided opening up policy debate. In May 2002 
Brown presented the cabinet with nearly 2,000 pages of his 
economic assessment on whether the UK should join the 
euro and no time to assess his evaluation.

Fast forward to 2017 and cabinet cannot be managed 
in such a way as to present a collective policy position. 
On Brexit, several newspapers identify various cabinet 
camps having emerged, each ready to brief and leak on their 
preferred policy direction. There is one group around the 
chancellor Philip Hammond favouring a gradual departure 
minimising economic risk, and one around Liam Fox (trade 
secretary) emphasising the benefits of leaving with a clean 
break. May and David Davis sit in between these two camps, 
while key player and obvious leadership contender, Boris 
Johnson, favours an approach closer to Fox. As evident from 

the slow progress in the negotiations with the EU, there is 
as yet no common cabinet position on what type of exit the 
UK wishes to pursue.

When cabinet ministers are openly expressing different 
views about policy direction, the prime minister and cabinet 
have little chance of shaping events. A situation inherited 
from the previous incumbent of Number 10 has been 
exacerbated by a failed attempt to shape the political terrain, 
when May unwisely sought to strengthen her position in an 
election that backfired.

Dr Mark Bennister is reader in politics at Canterbury 
Christ Church University.

Financial Times (2017) ‘Theresa May’s cabinet split three 
ways over Brexit transition’, 10 August:  
www.tinyurl.com/y7hbtc6l (subscription only)

Institute for Government (2017) ‘Cabinet committees show 
Damian Green is de facto Deputy PM’, 27 July:  
www.tinyurl.com/y9s9ctrl

Further reading 

1 Evaluate the extent to which prime ministers can 
effectively dictate events and determine policy.  
(Edexcel-style)

2 ‘The ability of prime ministers to dictate events and 
determine policy depends on the circumstances they 
find themselves in and their relationship with cabinet 
colleagues.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement.  
(AQA-style)

Exam focus 

✓ Schools national funding formula
✓ Social care
✓ Industrial strategy
✓ High Speed 2
✓ Housing

Brexit
Finance

Progressing

Bills Policies

Uncertain

Abandoned

Prisons and courts
Vehicle technology and 
aviation

✗   Local government �nance

■   Police funding formula
■   Universal credit
■   Social mobility
■   Third runway in southeast England
■   Boundary review
■   Devolution deals

✗   Abolish free school meals for infants
✗   Grammar schools
✗   Winter fuel payments
✗   Pension triple lock

✓

✓

?

✓

✗

Source: Institute for Government 2017 (www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk)

Figure 1 Policies and legislation: how is the government doing?
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Richard Kelly

In his Two Treatises of Government (1690), Locke set out to 
imagine what life was like before the state existed. And he 
did this by positing a ‘state of nature’: a life where men and 
women functioned without governments, written laws, or 
indeed any formal restraint. In short, Locke presented a 
vision of anarchy.

Locke’s anarchic state of nature, however, was not an 
original idea — it had been used by another English 
philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, in his historic work 
Leviathan 40 years earlier. Yet whereas Hobbes’s vision of 
anarchy was horrific — with life being ‘nasty, brutish and 
short’ — Locke’s was one of relative peace and harmony. 
Individuals were egotistical and self-serving, but they 
were also rational and respectful of others. Consequently, 
Locke’s state of nature was one where mankind enjoyed 
‘natural rights’ (such as the right to life, liberty and 
property), framed by ‘natural laws’ and ‘natural justice’. So 
Locke’s state of nature was far from ghastly or intolerable.

But if that were the case, why did such benign anarchy 
come to an end? Why would individuals in Locke’s state 
of nature, with their absolute freedom and natural rights, 
submit to the rule of formal authority?

If students are asked to cite liberalism’s core principles, 
a number of answers generally surface, such as an 

optimistic view of human nature, or a commitment to 
individualism (i.e. self-fulfilment and self-determination), 
or a faith in the power of rationalism, or a belief in natural 
rights and private property.

Yet none of the above principles is uniquely liberal. Indeed, 
all of them would fit comfortably into the philosophy of 
early US anarchists like Josiah Warren (1798–1874) or, 
more recently, anarcho-capitalists like Murray Rothbard 
(1926–95). In other words, most of liberalism’s core 
beliefs are equally applicable to another ideology: that of 
individualist anarchism.

What makes liberalism distinctive is its insistence that 
those core principles (particularly individualism) are best 
served by the existence of a state. Or, to be more precise, 
a certain kind of state. As a result, while it is insufficient to 
define liberalism as a ‘doctrine of individualism’ (for this 
makes it no different from certain types of anarchism), 
liberalism can instead be described as a doctrine of state-
sponsored individualism. It is this statist aspect of liberalism 
which forms the basis of this article.

Locke’s legacy
To grasp how liberalism became a pro-state ideology, it 
is necessary to recall the creed of its principal architect 
and original key thinker, John Locke (Box 1). Locke  was 
one of the most important figures to emerge from the 
Enlightenment — a period, stretching from the mid-
seventeenth to late eighteenth centuries, marked by rigorous 
inquiry into most aspects of the human condition. Locke’s 
own contribution was to focus on the nature of the state — 
and why we needed one.

Liberalism
The state it’s in

Richard Kelly examines how this 
pre-eminent ideology justifies and 
prescribes state power, and how 
liberalism’s view of the state leads 
to tension among liberals

Edexcel: Core political ideas, Liberalism

AQA: Political ideas, Liberalism

WJEC: A2, Unit 3, Liberalism

Box 1 Key thinkers and the 
liberal state

John Locke (1632–1704) The state must arise from a 
social contract, be limited by a constitution, disperse 
its powers and forever depend on the ‘consent’ of the 
governed. It should reflect the notion of ‘negative liberty’.

Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–97) Endorsed Locke‘s 
prescriptions, but also argued for a state that specifically 
enshrines the natural rights of women, as well as men.

John Stuart Mill (1806–73) Endorsed Locke and 
Wollstonecraft’s prescriptions, but also addressed 
problems of a state embracing democracy. Urged universal 
suffrage to be preceded by universal education, and 
backed representative (as opposed to direct) democracy.

John Rawls (1921–2002) Generally endorsed 
prescriptions of Locke, Wollstonecraft and Mill, but argued 
for positive liberty and a redistribution of wealth by the 
state.

Betty Friedan (1921–2006) Generally endorsed 
prescriptions of other four thinkers (especially Rawls), but 
linked the case for positive liberty to the state’s ‘liberation’ 
of women.

The ‘key thinkers’ are those cited in the new A-level specifications 
offered by AQA and Edexcel. A fuller analysis of each thinker can 
be found in R. Kelly and N. McNaughton  (2017) Political Ideas for 
A-Level, Hodder Education.
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The contractual state
Locke explained that, within his state of nature, there would 
still be clashes of interest between individuals pursuing their 
egotistical agendas. Although these clashes might not be as 
irrevocably gruesome as Hobbes envisaged, they would still 
be inconvenient and disruptive, and blight individuals’ quest 
for self-fulfilment and self-reliance.

Being a rational species, Locke argued, mankind would 
eventually recognise this, and the need for a mechanism 
that could effectively arbitrate the competing claims of 
individuals. As a result, Locke envisaged that individuals 
would then enter a rational agreement — a ‘social contract’ 
— whereby they would submit to the formal laws of a 
formal state, and surrender their natural right to resolve for 
themselves any dispute with others. The informal state of 
nature would thus give way to the ‘state’ as we understand it 
today — one that Locke dubbed the state of law.

For Hobbes, the main reason for entering this state of law 
had been safety and security. But for Locke and later liberals, 
their state of law brought additional benefits. The liberal 
state, Locke argued, would not just guarantee natural rights 
(via, for example, a bill of rights), but enhance those rights 
by ensuring that disputes among individuals were resolved 
more fairly and efficiently. So, in return for sacrificing their 
natural liberties, men and, to a lesser extent, women entering 
the state of law would reap significant rewards.

The consent-based state
This quid pro quo element connects to another key feature 
of the liberal state: the principle of government by consent 
which, during Locke’s time, was still a revolutionary 

concept. Hitherto, monarchical states had usually claimed 
a divine right to rule, with refusal to obey deemed not just 
treacherous but potentially blasphemous.

By contrast, the liberal state is portrayed as one 
where government is the servant — not master — of the 
governed, and where the governed are citizens not subjects. 
In accordance with social contract theory, the state only 
emerges because its future citizens rationally consent to 
create it. Furthermore, Locke insisted that the principle 
of consent was ongoing and not just foundational. So if 
citizens believed the original contract has been broken by 
governments, they were entitled to withdraw their consent 
and return to the state of nature (which might then seem a 
superior option to a corrupted state of law).

The constitutional (limited) state
For liberals, the social contract and government by consent 
are given tangible expression by a written (codified) 
constitution. Primarily, this constitution will clarify the 
rights and duties of governors and governed within the new 
state. But a liberal constitution will have wider implications 
for the state’s character.

First, the constitution will ring-fence the 
natural rights of its citizens by outlawing certain 
forms of state interference, particularly anything 
which threatens tolerance (such  as tolerance 
of religion or free speech). Second, liberal 
constitutions prescribe how the state should 
function and how its politicians should proceed. 
Liberal constitutions thus ensure that states 
operate on the basis of clearly recognised rules 

John Locke

THE LIBERAL STATE 
IS PORTRAYED 
AS ONE WHERE 
GOVERNMENT IS 
THE SERVANT — 
NOT MASTER — OF 
THE GOVERNED
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and procedures, and do not permit political power to 
be exercised randomly and arbitrarily (as was the case 
under medieval monarchies).

In short, liberal constitutions embed the principle 
of limited government — one that is limited both 
in terms of what it can do and how it can act. Yet, 
within liberalism, the limited state is not the same 
as the bare or passive state. Liberal states have a mass 

of institutions that profoundly affect society — such as 
a supreme court and a range of deliberative assemblies. 
Indeed, a belief in such numerous state institutions is 
what distinguishes liberals from libertarians, who advocate 
a stripped-down (‘minarchist’) state with a much 
narrower remit.

The fragmented state: justifications
The liberal state is also characterised by a wish to disperse its 
powers. There are a number of reasons for this: 

 ■ A stress on fragmented power recalls the very origins 
of liberalism. Locke and other Enlightenment thinkers 
repudiated the traditional state — where power was 
concentrated in the hands of absolutist monarchs — on the 
grounds it affronted natural rights and individual liberty. 

 ■ The dispersal of power accords with liberalism’s upbeat 
view of human nature. If individuals are generally rational 

and intelligent, it makes sense to empower politically as 
many individuals as possible.

 ■ Dispersed power reflects liberalism’s support for 
foundational equality, or the belief that all individuals 
are born equal and thus merit equal treatment and 
opportunity. Again, this would not square with a state that 
gave power only to ‘the few’.

 ■ If the state’s purpose is to promote the natural rights of 
individuals, on the basis of government by consent, it is 
logical to grant many individuals some say in how ‘their’ 
state functions.

 ■ Finally, liberals claim that dispersed power leads to 
better decisions. Libertarians are fond of quoting Lord 
Acton’s dictum that power ‘tends to corrupt’. Yet, for 
liberals, power in a liberal state tends to correct — because 
those with power in a liberal state are likely to have 
bad ideas corrected by extensive scrutiny and rational 
deliberation.

The fragmented state: checks, balances 
and structures
In order to check and balance political power, a liberal 
state is likely to employ various constitutional procedures 
— all of which will be familiar to students of US political 
history (Box 2). 

THE LIBERAL 
STATE IS ALSO 
CHARACTERISED 
BY A WISH TO 
DISPERSE ITS 
POWERS

Box 2 The American Way

The emergence of the USA offers several examples of 
liberal-state theory being put into practice:

• The American Revolution (1775–83) was a revolt that 
reflected Enlightenment principles, such as rejection 
of unaccountable Crown rule and taxation without 
representation.

• The subsequent Philadelphia Convention reflected 
Locke’s theory that contractual states emerged from 
rational discussion between enlightened individuals.

• The eventual US Constitution (1787) embodied the 
principles of limited government, citizenship and government 
by consent.
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For example:
 ■  a formal ’separation of powers’ between the executive, 

legislature and judiciary
 ■ a ‘separation of powers’ within the legislature itself 

(e.g. the bicameral US Congress)
 ■  a bill of rights, upheld by a supreme court whose 

decisions can negate those of the executive
 ■ a federal system, whereby government functions are 

delegated to the various states (e.g. California), which 
themselves disperse power within their own, sub-national 
constitutions

 ■  widespread democratic accountability, with both the 
head of state (e.g. US president) and the legislature’s upper 
house (e.g. US Senate) subject to regular election

A pervasive state?
Although liberals agree the state should be limited by 
constitutional procedures, they disagree about how much 
the state should interfere with the liberty of the individual. 
This touches on a fundamental dispute within liberalism 
over what individual liberty actually means.

For classical liberals like Locke and John Stuart Mill 
(Box 1), and neo-liberals like Friedrich von Hayek (1899–
1902), liberty is a negative concept, denoting an absence of 
restraint. As such, they argue that a liberal state should take a 
generally laissez-faire approach to society and the economy, 
minimising its laws, spending and taxation. To paraphrase 
one of the USA’s Founding Fathers (Thomas Jefferson), ‘the 
government that is best is that which governs least’.

Yet so-called modern liberals, like John Rawls and Betty 
Friedan (Box 1), see liberty as a positive concept, whereby 
individuals will be enabled by those with governmental 
power. For the likes of Rawls, a liberal state will empower 
its citizens through a range of public services, all 
facilitated by high state spending, progressive taxation and 
enlightened bureaucracy.

These differences are of huge political importance and 
help explain why different liberals end up in different 

political parties. In modern UK politics, for example, neo-
liberals wishing to ‘roll back the frontiers of the state’ are 
often drawn towards the Conservatives, while those with 
modern liberal tendencies may be drawn to the collectivist 
leanings of the Labour Party.

A democratic state?
The other dispute among liberals concerns the extent 
to which a liberal state should be democratic (Box 3). 
Although  the term liberal democracy is applied to most 
Western states, there is in fact a historic tension between the 
two concepts. Early classical liberals, like Locke, believed 
that political power should only be dispersed to property 
owners, while later classical liberals, like Mill, argued 
that only those with formal education should vote. In 
their different ways, both Locke and Mill feared that a 
state subject to the will of the majority would be one that 
compromised liberal values.

The liberal state’s checks and balances — as outlined 
earlier — represent the original attempt to prevent what 
Mill termed the ‘tyranny of the majority’. More recently, 
liberals have stressed their preference for a state involving 
representative democracy, as opposed to direct democracy 
(the former, perhaps, being a more diluted version). 
All this explains why today’s liberals have serious concerns 
about the widespread use of referendums: a state that is 
increasingly ‘democratic’, they fear, may be increasingly 
illiberal in its outcomes. 

Summary
 ■ Liberals agree that a certain kind of state is required if 

natural rights, equal opportunities and individualism are 
to be secured. 

 ■ Liberals agree that the best state is constitutional, 
underpinned by government by consent and the dispersal 
of political power.

 ■ Liberals disagree about how much a state should do.
 ■ Liberals are unsure if the state should be driven by 

public opinion and electoral majorities.

Richard Kelly is head of politics at Manchester 
Grammar School and co-author with Neil McNaughton 
of Political Ideas for A-Level published by Hodder 
Education.

1 To what extent do modern and classical liberals 
disagree about the nature of the state? You must use 
appropriate thinkers you have studied to support your 
answer and consider both sides in a balanced way. 
(Edexcel-style)

2 Analyse, evaluate and compare the arguments being 
made in the article about the liberal view of the state. 
In your answer, you should refer to the thinkers you have 
studied. (AQA-style)

Exam focus 
Box 3 Is democracy compatible with 
a liberal state?

Yes
• A democratic state complements individualism, allowing 
individuals to shape their lives via the ballot box.

• A democratic state chimes with government by consent.

• A democratic state helps avoid the concentration of 
political power.

No
• Democracy threatens certain individuals with the 
‘tyranny of the majority’.

• Liberal states seek to mitigate majority rule via assorted 
checks and balances.

• Classical liberals sought to restrict the franchise, while 
modern liberals endorse supranational bodies that lack 
democratic accountability (e.g. the EU).
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IPPs
Indeterminate Sentences 
for Public Protection (IPPs) 
were brought in as part of the 
Criminal Justice Act 2003 as 
a means of detaining people 
who might pose a risk to public 
safety. If such a person was 
given a prison sentence, an 
IPP would be added to it. This 
meant that these people could 
not be released until the parole 
board was satisfied that they 
no longer posed a risk. Despite 
the scheme being scrapped in 
2012, there are still 3,300 IPPs 
in force. 
 You can use IPPs as a 
synoptic example when 
writing an essay to make 
references and links to other 
topics in your course.

 synoptic links

PM and cabinet
IPPs were pushed forward by then home 
secretary, David Blunkett, against the advice 
of Home Office staff. Labour needed to 
be seen as ‘tough on crime’, so forced its 
political agenda onto officials. By the time 
IPPs came into force in 2005, Blunkett had 
been moved to another department. This 

meant no one person had overall control of 
the policy from beginning to end. 

Although IPPs were abolished in 2012, 
people already serving an IPP remained in 
prison. In 2017 Liz Truss was criticised by the 
Parole Board for not doing enough to deal 
with those left in jail.

David Blunkett talking to police officers
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Parliament
IPPs were introduced as a small part of a 
400-page Criminal Justice Bill in 2002 — too 
long for most MPs to read. At the time Labour 
had a huge majority and tight control over its 
MPs. The Conservatives and Liberal Democrats 

did not want to challenge the government over 
crime. The Lords felt unable to oppose a well-
supported bill from the Commons. As a result, 
the law was not scrutinised and Parliament 
failed to act as a check on the government.

Judicial conflict 
Former Supreme Court Justice, Lord Judge, 
argued that the rules on how to apply an 
IPP removed judicial independence, as 
an IPP had to be issued if any conviction 
from a set list was present. Government 
ministers argued that it was the judges 
who were overly keen to use IPPs and that 
they handed them out far more than the 
government had originally intended.

Pressure groups
The Prison Reform Trust has campaigned 
against IPPs. Through its work, IPPs were 
reformed in 2008 and abolished in 2012. 
The Trust continues to campaign for the 
release of all IPP prisoners. The group 
has been a check on the government and 
represented those without a voice.

Democracy
One reason why IPPs remain an issue is 
because a majority of the public support 
tougher sentences and the removal of 
people who may pose a threat. While IPPs 
are the sort of measure supported by a 
democratic majority, they show why liberal 
democracies require politicians to protect 
vulnerable minorities.

Rights
IPPs raise concerns for democratic rights, as 
they change the burden of proof. Instead of 
the prosecution having to prove a person is 
dangerous, it is up to the prisoner to prove 
they are not a danger, which is hard to do 
while serving a prison sentence. Effectively, 
IPPs make a person guilty until proven 
innocent.

Toby Cooper is head of politics at 
Caterham School and an experienced 
examiner.

A printable PDF of this poster is 
available: www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/politicsreviewextras
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In recent years, Democrats have faced an 
internal struggle over the policy direction 

of their party. On the one hand, there are 
progressive/liberal Democrats who take a 
more radical approach to policy making 
and have a strong desire to challenge social 
and economic inequality. On the other 
hand, moderate Democrats are more willing 
to accept the benefits of a low regulated 
economy or take a pragmatic approach in 
compromising with Republicans.

This battle was played out between the 
progressive, Bernie Sanders (Senator for 
Vermont) and moderate, Hillary Clinton, in 
the 2016 Democratic Party primaries. Clinton’s 
victory over Sanders and her subsequent 
loss of the presidency to Donald Trump has 
fuelled the debate about the direction which 
the Democratic Party should take. In addition 
to progressives and moderates, there are also 
conservative Democrats.

Progressive/liberal Democrats
Progressive (also referred to as liberal) 
Democrats are the more left wing or liberal 
of the main Democrat factions. They are seen 
as most determined in their desire to fight for 
social justice. This means that progressives 
have a stronger wish to regulate the economy, 
protect socioeconomically disadvantaged 
groups and fight for equality for minorities. In 
particular, progressives are associated with the 
protection of workers’ rights and the provision 
of a strong role for government in the form of 
policies such as free healthcare and education.

Congressional Progressive Caucus
Many progressives are organised within the 
Congressional Progressive Caucus which, 
at 75 members, is the largest organised 
Democratic faction. Key figures in this faction 
include its co-chairs Congressmen Raúl 
Grijalva (D–Arizona) and Mark Pocan (D–
Wisconsin) as well as Senator Bernie Sanders.

There are many prominent progressive 
Democrats who are not part of this caucus, 

such as Senator Elizabeth Warren (D–
Massachusetts). Some progressives have 
chosen to join this formal caucus and some 
have opted to operate outside it. This suggests 
that the names ‘progressive’, ‘moderate’ 
and ‘conservative’ could represent loose 
ideological movements within the party as 
much as an organised group.

Economic policy
In economic policy, progressives have been 
particularly vocal in their opposition to the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) — a trade 
agreement involving the USA and 11 other 
countries including Japan and Australia. 
Senator Warren said it ‘would tilt the playing 
field even more in favour of big multinational 
corporations and against working families.’ 
This has led to many progressives in the party 
attacking the position of President Obama, a 
keen advocate of TPP. Progressives are closely 
aligned with the USA’s largest trade union, 
the AFL-CIO, which opposes the trade deal 
— from which President Trump eventually 
pulled the USA.

Welfare policy
In welfare policy, progressives push for a 
greater government role in the provision of 
health and education benefits. Sanders ran 
on a 2016 platform which included free 
college tuition for all — a move which many 
Democrats do not support, typically stating 
excessive taxpayer cost.

Moderate Democrats
Moderate Democrats are less critical of the 
unregulated economy and levels of inequality. 
They do not call for such a strong role for 
government in trying to overcome inequalities. 
While they might support Obama’s Affordable 
Care Act and oppose Republican efforts in 
2017 to repeal or undermine it, they do not 
necessarily support more radical health 
proposals such as Sanders’ Single Payer Act 
(Box 1) or calls for free college tuition.

Democratic Party factions
Economic policy

In economic policy moderates are more likely 
to accept Republican Party arguments for 
lower taxes/lower federal expenditure. They 
are also more likely to support free trade 
agreements or defend stronger security policy 
than their progressive counterparts. Moderate 
Democrats supported TPP on the grounds that 
it increased the ability to sell US goods abroad, 
creating more American jobs. 

New Democrat Coalition
The moderate position is associated with 
senior Democrats such as Chuck Schumer, 
Senate minority leader, and Hillary Clinton. 
The most notable moderate caucus in Congress 
is the New Democrat Coalition which lists 
61 members in the House. Congressman Jim 
Himes (Connecticut), chair of the caucus, 
supports TPP, opposes free college tuition and 
has not endorsed Sanders’ Medicare for All 
Act. Their website describes the coalition as:

‘ forward-thinking Democrats who are 
committed to pro-economic growth, 
pro-innovation, and fiscally responsible 
policies. New Democrats are a 
solutions oriented coalition seeking 
to bridge the gap between left and 
right by challenging outmoded partisan 
approaches to governing. ’Conservative Democrats

Historically, the party had some very 
conservative attitudes, being opponents of the 
ending of slavery and advocates of separate 
facilities based on race. These southern 
Democrats became a declining force as 
the party transformed, leading the way on 
racial minority rights, but a conservative 
wing remains today.

Moral and social issues
While it no longer supports segregation, this 
group is conservative on moral and social 
issues more than economic ones. This faction 
tends to oppose the dominant view of their 

 US focus on…
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party by supporting gun rights and being 
less supportive of gay rights or abortion. 
Many  conservative Democrats (39 in total) 
opposed Obama’s Affordable Care Act, 
although some cited its abortion provisions as 
a major reason for this.

Blue Dog Coalition
The main conservative faction is represented 
by the Blue Dog Coalition which saw 18 House 
members elected in 2016. Congressman Dan 
Lipinski (Illinois) is a co-chair of the group 
and also the chair of the bipartisan pro-life 
caucus in Congress. He opposed federal 
recognition of same-sex marriage.

Senator Joe Manchin
There are other conservative Democrats 
who are not part of the Blue Dog Coalition. 
Senator Joe Manchin (West Virginia) is a pro-
life, pro-gun politician who opposes abortion. 

Manchin was one of only three Democrat 
senators who supported Trump’s nomination 
of Gorsuch to the Supreme Court. Manchin 
represents a Republican state, with only 26% 
of voters supporting Clinton over Trump in the 
2016 elections. Only a conservative Democrat 
has a realistic chance of electoral success here. 

The Trump effect
In recent decades there has been a rise in 
partisanship, often characterised by a party 
in Congress uniting in opposition to the party 
controlling the White House. Under President 
Obama the Republican Party unified in its 
opposition to the presidential agenda with 
the GOP having record levels of party unity, 
refusing to compromise with Obama’s goals.

Unity
There is evidence to suggest that a similar 
process is now occurring with Democrats and 

Andrew Colclough is head of politics 
and head of teaching and learning 
(sixth form) at d’Overbroeck’s, Oxford.

Box 1 Single payer

Single payer is a policy which would ensure 
that all Americans have health insurance, 
paying into a single insurance fund which is run 
by the federal government. Health provision, 
such as prescription drugs and hospital 
treatment, would be free for the individual 
when using them. In September 2017 Bernie 
Sanders unveiled a Medicare for All Act, 
moving US citizens from a market place of 
private health insurance to a federal health 
insurance plan, with additional taxes on 
corporations and high income earners to pay 
for it. This progressive movement developed 
momentum within the Democratic Party in 
2017, with virtually every candidate linked with 
running for the presidency in 2020 endorsing 
Sanders’ policy (Senators Kirsten Gillibrand, 
Cory Booker and Warren are all co-sponsors of 
the bill). Single payer appears to be part of a 
Democratic consensus.

But do all Democrats really support this 
policy? Presidential hopefuls want to secure 
votes from active progressive voters who 
can influence the outcome of Democratic 
primaries in 2020. Other (particularly 
moderate and conservative) Democrats are 
not supporting the bill. Many Democrat 

senators facing re-election in moderate 
states in 2018 are content to protect Obama’s 
Affordable Care Act rather than going further. 
Manchin is one of these senators, saying that 
he is ‘sceptical that single-payer is the right 
solution’. Congressional leaders Pelosi and 
Schumer did not endorse single payer.

The Democratic Party is divided on this issue. 
What Democrats are in agreement about, 
however, is the desirability of good quality 
healthcare and low insurance costs for all. In 
this area at least, what unites them is greater 
than what divides them. 

Bernie Sanders at the announcement of 
the Medicare for All Act

Trump. They are united in their opposition to 
the Republican agenda, being 100% opposed 
to replacing the Affordable Care Act with 
the Republican American Health Care Act 
in 2017, for example. Increased partisanship 
among Democrats has led to a decrease in 
the importance of factions. Parties appear 
to be more united when they are trying to 
block an alternative agenda than trying to 
push their own.

Division
To a lesser extent, the Trump presidency 
has caused divisions among Democrats. 
Trump  has struck some deals with senior 
Democrats, which worries progressives. 
His desire to spend $1 trillion on infrastructure 
has met with welcome support from some 
Democrats, including Schumer who said that 
he would work with Trump on such policies.

In September 2017, Schumer and 
Pelosi agreed a budget deal with Trump, 
allowing an extension to the debt ceiling, 
avoiding another government shutdown 
and providing funding for relief money for 
those affected by Hurricane Harvey. They 
then met Trump to discuss immigration 
reform. This has added to the concerns of 
some progressives who have been cautious 
in their support for Schumer. Grijalva, 
co-chair of the Congressional Progressive 
Caucus, warned against ‘proceeding toward 
normalizing him’ [Trump].

Conclusion
Factions, then, have an important part to 
play in the Democratic Party. While it can 
be difficult to place some individuals within 
one group, there is clearly a conflict over the 
ideological direction of the party. Are the 
Democrats more united than divided? Given 
that almost all Democrats voted for the 2017 
budget deal, this suggests that the party is not 
hugely divided over this specific deal at least.
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Geoffrey Evans

minister’s nemesis. Instead of attaining an expected 
100 or so majority, she went from a small majority to 
a hung parliament, with the government dependent on 
the uncertain support of Northern Ireland’s Democratic 
Unionist Party. From a position of modest electoral comfort, 
the Conservatives suddenly looked highly vulnerable. 
The  prospect of Jeremy Corbyn as a prime minister in 
waiting hovered over their party conference like a spectre.

Yet the election also saw 82% of all votes cast going 
to the Conservative and Labour parties — both of whom 
increased their support, the Conservatives by 5.5% and 
Labour by 9.6%. There was a corresponding collapse of 

The 2017 general election was remarkable in many 
ways. The campaign saw a transformation in political 

fortunes unheralded in modern Britain. What had looked 
like an inevitable electoral coup de grâce by the government 
of the enfeebled opposition became instead the prime 

Voting in the 2017 
general election
A Brexit election?

Geoffrey Evans argues that, while the 2017 general election can 
be seen as a Brexit election, instability is the order of the day
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support for UKIP (down from 12.6% to 1.8%) and the Green 
Party (down to 1.6% from 3.8%). This is the highest level 
of two-party support seen in a British election since 1970. 
But unlike in those long ago days of Harold Wilson and 
Edward Heath, the remnants of class-based politics — of 
working-class Labour versus middle-class Conservatives — 
were supplanted by two newly powerful sources of voting: 
education and age. It is the more highly educated who now 
tend to vote Labour, along with the young. Voting is now 
shaped differently.

How did this all happen? First, an intense Remain–Leave 
divide was produced, or revealed, by the EU referendum and 
its result. This provided a basis for the Conservative Party 
to adopt a firm pro-Brexit position and in doing so attract 
many formerly UKIP-supporting Leave voters. Second, 
the campaign saw Labour recover some of its temporarily 
wavering supporters, as well as non-voters and Green and 
even Liberal Democrat supporters, in part due to Jeremy 
Corbyn’s highly effective performance in the campaign, 
which contrasted with Theresa May’s dismal showing.

The impact of Brexit
The outcome of the 2016 EU referendum was a seismic shock 
to the British political system:

 ■ within a day, the prime minister David Cameron had 
resigned

 ■ within a week, UKIP’s leader Nigel Farage had done the 
same and Jeremy Corbyn was facing a leadership challenge

 ■ within a month we had a new prime minister
 ■ within a year, the political map of Britain was redrawn

To illustrate the extent of this redrawing, in June 2017 
Kensington & Chelsea — perhaps the most affluent and 
cosmopolitan constituency in the country — fell to the 
Labour Party for the first time ever. Stoke-on-Trent South, a 
poor area in a struggling former industrial city, went from 
Labour to the Conservatives — again for the first time ever.

The origins of this dramatic change can be traced to the 
first post-Brexit speech made by Theresa May, following her 
success in the Conservative leadership contest, in which she 
made it clear she intended to push ahead with leaving the 
European Union: ‘Brexit’, as she famously and repeatedly 
pointed out, ‘means Brexit.’ In October she made clear that 
the UK would control immigration, make its own laws, 
and strike trade deals with third countries: for her Brexit 
meant hard Brexit. 

The political rationale behind this was not difficult to 
ascertain. UKIP’s self-proclaimed role as ‘guard dog of Brexit’ 
became redundant. To make matters worse, its major donor 
Arron Banks withdrew his funding. In the 2015 general 
election, UKIP had contested nearly every seat and won 
13% of the vote (although it only returned one MP). In 2017 
it only contested just over half of all seats — 377 out of 650. 
UKIP’s voters were up for grabs.

These pronouncements were also made as the predictions 
of job losses and recession made in the referendum 
campaign proved to be false. Even when the pound fell 
precipitately immediately following the referendum, it was 
easy for proponents of Brexit to point out that things were 

nowhere near as bad as had been forecast. 
On 2  February 2017, moreover, the Bank 
of England upgraded its economic growth 
forecast for the second time in 6 months. 
There  was also evidence that public opinion 
was shifting towards acceptance.

In 2017 a YouGov poll revealed that, in 
addition to the two tribes that emerged from the referendum, 
a third could be added. While 45% of respondents had 
backed Brexit and expected the government to take Britain 
out of the EU, and 22% had voted to remain and believed 
the government should ignore the result or seek to overturn 
it in a second referendum, a third group of 23% — branded 
‘ReLeavers’ — who had backed Remain now believed that 
the government had a duty to act on the basis of the outcome 
of the referendum. By 20 March, when Theresa May wrote 
to the president of the European Council to announce her 
intention to trigger Article 50 implementing the process 
of leaving the EU, 69% of the public held this latter view. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly then, shortly afterwards (18 April) 
she called the snap general election.

The shifting centre ground
Yet Brexit was not the only new aspect of politics. In the 
2010 and 2015 elections political debate had centred 
round the need to reduce the country’s financial deficit. 
The Conservatives’ winning ticket was their proclaimed 
competence at doing this compared with Labour. All this 
began to change with the election of Jeremy Corbyn as 
Labour leader in September 2015. Corbyn was committed to 
a series of radical policies — proposing a massive expansion 
of state control of the economy, direct and indirect, 
including the reversal of several of the major Thatcher-era 
privatisations.

Theresa May’s first speech as prime minister also marked 
an abrupt departure from the language of austerity, with its 
references to ‘burning injustice’, to ordinary working-class 
families who can ‘just about manage’, to creating a Britain 
‘that works for everyone’ and to a government ‘driven not 
by the interests of the privileged few.’ The 2017 manifesto 
declared that Conservatives ‘do not believe in untrammelled 
free markets. We reject the cult of selfish individualism. 
We  abhor social division, injustice, unfairness and 
inequality’. Spectator magazine labelled Theresa May the 
most left-wing Conservative leader in perhaps 40 years.

Again, it is not difficult to see why this line was adopted. 
Labour looked ripe for the taking. Its leader’s popularity 
among his own members seemed inversely correlated with 
his appeal to the public at large (polling by Ipsos Mori in 
August 2016 had even revealed that Theresa May was more 
popular with Labour supporters than Corbyn). The party 
struggled to come up with a clear line on 
either Brexit or immigration.

As a result, in an attempt to woo working-
class Labour voters who might have defected 
to UKIP, the prime minister made it clear 
she would proceed with hard Brexit that 
would control immigration, but she also laid 

THE CAMPAIGN SAW A 
TRANSFORMATION IN 
POLITICAL FORTUNES 
UNHERALDED IN 
MODERN BRITAIN

THIS IS THE HIGHEST 
LEVEL OF TWO-PARTY 
SUPPORT SEEN IN A 
BRITISH ELECTION 
SINCE 1970
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out a new economic agenda, based on using the power of 
government to ‘stand up for the weak’ and ‘restore fairness’, 
making the Conservatives the party of ‘ordinary working-
class people’. It was the first time any Conservative leader’s 
speech had contained an explicit appeal to the working class 
since the middle of the last century (Evans and Tilley 2017).

So how did this all play out with the voters? Surveys 
tracking voter movements between 2015 and the start of the 
2017 campaign show that the Conservatives had won 69% 
of their new 2017 voters by the start of the general election 
campaign, more than double the 33% that Labour attracted 
(Mellon et al. 2018). Much of this Conservative success 
was linked to a belief that now they were unshackled by 
EU membership, the Conservatives would be effective in 
reducing immigration (Evans and Mellon 2017).

When it came to the election campaign itself, however, 
personality mattered as much as policy. Dubbed the 
‘Maybot’ following her Dalek-like repetition of the slogan 
‘strong and stable’ leadership, May’s rigid insistence that 
‘nothing has changed’ after her U-turn on social care further 
undermined her reputation. In comparison, Jeremy Corbyn’s 
easy manner, passion and authenticity stood in stark contrast 
to Theresa May. He redeemed himself in the voters’ eyes in 
a way unparalleled in previous elections. We can see this 
from the British Election Study, which followed over 1,000 
people a day throughout the campaign, and which captured 
an incredible nose dive in May’s popularity matched by a 
similarly meteoric rise in Corbyn’s (Figure 1).

Changing voting intentions
Polls of voting intentions showed similar patterns of change. 
When the election was called only around 25% of people 
intended to vote Labour, but by the end of the campaign 
40% had done so.

Jeremy Corbyn’s appeal was particularly pronounced 
among the young — his triumphal presence at Glastonbury 
being a memorable feature of the campaign — especially 
when compared with Theresa May, who was unpopular with 
younger voters even before she became the prime minister 

(Evans and Mellon 2017). And Labour won far more of the 
youth vote: 60% among 18–24-year-olds according to Ipsos-
Mori’s post-election poll. Ipsos-Mori also estimated turnout 
by 18–24-year-olds at 54%, 11% up on 2015 (though still far 
short of the 71% among the 65 and overs). Students were 
particularly keen on Labour — YouGov found that 64% 
voted for the party.

These changes were unlikely to have been just about 
leaders, however. After years of austerity, the Labour manifesto 
tapped into a widely felt desire for change, promising more 
spending on public services, the NHS, education and an 
end to university tuition fees. Anti-austerity and leadership 
dominated the campaign. Labour  was therefore relatively 
successful at winning the support of those who did not vote 
in 2015. Just over a quarter (27%) of non-voters in 2015 
turned out and voted Labour in 2017, roughly four in ten of 
the votes the party gained. And many people who moved 
to vote Labour in 2017 had left-wing values and wanted the 
government to reduce inequality (Curtice 2017a). 

A Brexit election?
Yet even then Brexit continued to influence votes. In polls 
conducted by ICM immediately prior to the election being 
called, 53% of Leave voters said that they intended to vote 
for the Conservatives, compared with 38% of Remain 
supporters. And this gap widened during the course of 
the election campaign to 58% and 33% respectively — 
a 10% increase. Similarly, support for Labour increased 
over the campaign among both Remain and Leave voters, 
but increased disproportionately among the former. A 15% 
difference between Remain and Leave voters at the start of 
the campaign had grown to 22% by the end. Mellon et al. 
(2018) likewise found that while the campaign vote flows 
were not as strongly structured around Brexit as had been 
the case before then, in 2015–17 switching as a whole was 
still structured strongly along lines of the EU referendum.

As a result, between 2015 and 2017 Conservative support 
in England and Wales increased by 10% in constituencies 
where, according to estimates made by Chris Hanretty of the 
University of East Anglia, Leave won over 60% of the vote 
in the EU referendum. But dropped by 2% in seats where 
the Leave vote was less than 45%. Labour, in contrast, saw 

Figure 1 The changing popularity of the party leader 
during the 2017 election campaign  
(0 = strongly dislike and 10 = strongly like)
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its vote increase by 12% in seats where the Leave vote was 
lowest, but by only 9% where it had been highest.

On balance, it was Labour, not the Conservatives, who 
were arguably better aligned with the electorate on Brexit. 
By moving the party towards the mildly eurosceptic centre 
— accepting the triggering of Article 50 and the end to 
freedom of movement — Labour may well have managed 
to blunt the Conservatives’ appeal in Leave-voting Labour 
areas, while capitalising on growing fears among Remainers 
at Theresa May’s hard Brexit rhetoric (Ford, Goodwin and 
Sobolewska 2017). As a result, Labour benefited from a 
swing across Remain areas sufficient to overturn huge 
Conservative majorities in Battersea, Enfield Southgate and, 
as we saw at the start of the article, Kensington & Chelsea, 
to slash them in others, while remaining strong enough in 
Leave-voting Labour heartlands to prevent the Conservatives 
from turning too many of these seats blue. 

Reshaping social divisions
These changes still managed to reshape the social divisions 
underlying politics, however. As Curtice (2017b) has pointed 
out, because Leave voters were disproportionately working 
class (Evans and Tilley 2017), it was in predominantly 
working-class constituencies that the Conservatives gained 
the most. The Conservatives are traditionally the party 
of the middle class, but Ipsos-Mori’s post-election poll 
found its support was up 12% among working-class ‘DE’ 
voters compared to 2015, but was only 4% higher among 
professional and managerial ‘AB’ voters. Similarly, the party 
increased its vote by 9% in the 30% most working-class 
seats in England and Wales but by only 1% in the 25% most 
middle-class seats. This in itself at least partly explains the 
remarkable volte-face in Stoke-on-Trent South mentioned at 
the start of this article.

The impact of Brexit weakened what was left of traditional 
patterns of class voting in British elections. In its place 
education, with its close connection with the social and 
cultural values that were so relevant to voting to remain 
or leave in the EU referendum (Evans and Menon 2017), 
became more important: YouGov’s post-election survey 
found that 49% of people with degrees voted Labour, while 
only 32% voted Conservative.

Conclusion
Overall then 2017 was a Brexit election, but with the 
campaign seeing a Labour renewal under Corbyn’s 
leadership, with that party winning support in particular 
from its 2015 voters who had defected or had decided not 
to vote. Whether the Conservative party can keep its new 
Brexit-supporting voters as it tries to negotiate Brexit against 
the backdrop of a hung parliament remains to be seen. 
For Labour, it is unclear how long its Brexit balancing act 
can remain credible.

A year after the referendum the British Election Study 
found no sign of a decline in the ‘very strong’ sense of 
identification of being a Leaver or Remainer (Evans and 
Menon 2017). This is substantially more important to voters 
than their party identities. So when problems arise, as they 
will as the government’s tortuous negotiations progress, 
we can expect to see voters once again switching to parties 
that best represent their views on Brexit. Instability is the 
order of the day.

Professor Geoffrey Evans is the official fellow in 
politics at Nuffield College, Oxford, and director 
of the 2015 British Election Study and the 2016 EU 
Referendum.
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presidency) or a divided Congress (when one 
party controls the House while the other party 
controls the Senate). For example, in 2015 
President Obama’s appointment of Loretta 
Lynch as attorney general took 167 days 
from her appointment to her confirmation 
due to partisan deadlock by the Republican-
controlled Congress. This is longer than 
the last seven attorneys general combined. 
Lynch was eventually confirmed by a vote of 
56–43 in the Senate.

President Obama had a tougher time when 
he tried to replace Supreme Court Justice Scalia, 
who passed away in February 2016. Obama’s 
nominee Merrick Garland was not even 
considered by the Senate judiciary committee 
after Mitch McConnell had argued that the 
next president should be the one to nominate 
a replacement to the court — referring to the 
‘Thurmond rule’ as a precedent for the Senate 
resisting appointments in the final months 
of a presidency.

Weak party discipline
Gridlock does not only occur during times 
of divided government but can also arise due 
to weak party discipline. President Trump’s 
American Healthcare Act (AHCA) failed even 
to reach a vote in the House of Representatives 
in March 2017 due to lack of support from 
a number of Republican groups, including 
the Freedom Caucus of about 30 hard-line 
conservatives. Although the AHCA passed the 
House of Representatives by 217–213 in May 
2017, it did so without support from a single 
Democrat. However, it faced a much tougher 
challenge in the Senate where a number of 
Republicans opposed the bill, leading to it 
being defeated 49–51.

Last-minute talks failed to drum up 
the support of Senators John McCain  
(R–Arizona), Lisa Murkowski (R–Alaska) and 
Susan Collins (R–Maine). A slimmed down 
version of the bill also failed to secure the 
necessary support for a vote in the Senate on 
26 September 2017 when four Republican 
senators refused to support it. The problem 
of weak party discipline is worsened by the 
complicated and lengthy legislative process 
by which those who want to pass bills must 
win at every stage.

Is gridlock an inevitable consequence of the US system of government?

Government shutdown
Gridlock is especially problematic with 
spending bills. In April 2017 Congress had to 
introduce a stop-gap spending bill to avoid 
the government shutting down after the 
parties failed to agree the appropriations bill. 
Democrats refused to support the budget 
bill unless it made no reference to building 
a wall on the Mexican border and allowed 
for an Obamacare provision that paid health 
insurance companies to help keep medical 
costs down for low-income Americans. As 
the Senate has the power to filibuster, and 
the bill needed support from both the House 
and the Senate, Democrat support was 
necessary. Eventually, the bill passed 382–30 
in the House and unanimously in the Senate.

In October 2013 no such agreement 
was made. Parts of the federal government 
shut down for 16 days when Republicans 
demanded the spending bill included 
provisions to strip funding from Obamacare 
or delay its implementation. National 
monuments and parks were closed and 
hundreds of thousands of government 
workers put on unpaid leave. In August 2017 
Trump threatened to shut government down 
if Congress fails to provide him with the 
funds to build the wall.

 debate

Emma Kilheeney teaches politics at 
Manchester Grammar School.

YES
Partisanship
In recent years, the increasing partisan 
divisions within Congress have made it 
very difficult to pass legislation, especially 
in relation to highly divisive issues such as 
gun control. In June 2016 Chris Murphy’s  
(D–Connecticut) 15-hour filibuster led to a vote 
on the expansion of federal background checks 
on gun sales and a ban on sales to individuals 
on the government’s terrorist watch list.

However, both proposals failed due 
to highly partisan voting. Mark Kirk  
(R–Illinois) was the only Republican to vote in 
favour of both gun control measures and four 
Democrats voted against their party on one or 
both amendments.

Appointments
The Senate can also cause gridlock with 
regards to appointments. This was such 
a significant problem in April 2017 and 
November 2013 that the Senate majority 
leaders changed the filibuster rules to ensure 
that appointments could be confirmed. 
In  April 2017, Jeff Merkley (D–Oregon) 
and other Democrats filibustered President 
Trump’s nominee to the Supreme Court, 
Neil Gorsuch. It was the first time in history 
that a Supreme Court nominee had been 
filibustered. Senate majority leader Mitch 
McConnell (R–Kentucky) triggered a 
legislative manoeuvre known as the ‘nuclear 
option’ requiring only a simple majority vote 
to confirm the Supreme Court nominee.

In November 2013, the then Senate 
majority leader Harry Reid (D–Nevada) also 
used the nuclear option to change the Senate 
rules requiring only a simple majority, rather 
than 3/5, for senior judiciary and executive 
appointments after 79 of Obama’s nominees 
had been blocked by filibusters, compared 
with 68 in the entire history of the USA.

Divided government
Gridlock is more likely to occur during times of 
divided government (when one party controls 
Congress while the other party controls the 
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Is gridlock an inevitable consequence of the US system of government?

NO
Landmark legislation is still 
passed
It is true that passing legislation in the USA 
is difficult, but it is important to note that 
Congress has successfully tackled many of 
the big issues facing the country in recent 
years. Just 3 days after 9/11, Congress 
overwhelmingly voted for the Authorization 
for Use of Military Force against those 
responsible for the attacks, and then quickly 
passed the USA PATRIOT Act by 357–66 
votes in the House of Representatives, and 
98–1 in the Senate.

In response to the financial crisis in 
2008, rapid action was taken in the form 
of the Emergency Economic Stabilization 
Act, authorising the $700 billion Troubled 
Asset Relief Program (TARP), while the 
Dodd-Frank Act of 2010 reformed Wall 
Street and improved consumer protection. 
After  Barack Obama was elected, he was 
able to deliver on his flagship healthcare 
reform in the Affordable Care Act.

Passing bills at the federal level in a nation 
of over 300 million people should never be 
simple, and often requires bipartisanship 
and compromise, but Congress rises to the 
challenge when required. 

Gridlock is caused by partisanship, 
not the system of government

Gridlock is not a permanent state of affairs, 
and the so-called gridlock of the period since 
2010 is a consequence not of the system of 
government but of politics — and especially 
increased partisanship, most notably of 
Republicans. The ‘Hastert Rule’, for example, 
means that a Republican speaker of the 
House of Representatives should not allow 
a bill to be brought to a floor vote unless 
a majority of Republican members of the 
House support it — in other words, bills that 
need Democrat votes to pass are not brought 
to a vote, preventing bipartisanship.

This rule can be blamed for the 
government shutdown in 2013, and 
for the failure to pass meaningful 
immigration reform. It is not, however, 
an actual rule, and cannot be found in 
the constitution — it is just simply what 
Republicans choose to do, and continue 
to do under the speakership of Paul Ryan  
(R–Wisconsin). A different political climate 
would elicit more bipartisan behaviour, and 
though such a climate is difficult to foresee 
in the Trump era, it is not a product of the 
system of government, but rather of the 
current era of hyper-partisanship.

The role of the White House
Focusing on Congress provides plenty of 
evidence of gridlock, and the low productivity 
of the legislative body (a  historically low 
total of 272 bills were passed by both 
houses in the 112th Congress from 2011 
to 2013) has led the Washington Post to dub 
it the ‘do-nothing Congress’. However, this 
ignores a fundamental principle of the US 
system of government: the separation of 
powers. This ensures that other branches of 
government can also bring about change.

It is true that Congress has so far failed 
to enact immigration reform. The DREAM 
Act has been introduced several times, but 
failed to pass in the face of opposition. 
However, President Obama was able to 
bypass Congress in 2014 with an executive 
order that gave temporary legal status to 
millions of illegal immigrants, as well 
as protection for young immigrants who 
arrived as children, via the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program.

Similarly, Congress may not have been 
able to agree on gun control, but Obama again 
used an executive order to close loopholes in 
background checks to ensure that online gun 
retailers and gun shows are properly licensed. 
This may not be the wide-ranging reforms that 
some liberals want, but it is hardly gridlock.

The role of the Supreme Court
The judiciary also retains the ability to respond 
to public opinion and promote change when 
Congress is gridlocked. There is no doubt that 
the Republican-controlled 114th Congress 
would have resisted any attempt by the 
Obama administration to persuade it to vote 
for same-sex marriage. Indeed, the Respect for 
Marriage Act had been introduced at various 
times since 2011, but got nowhere.

The Supreme Court, however, stepped 
in and declared in Obergefell v Hodges 
(2015) that the right to marry for same-sex 
couples is guaranteed in the constitution 
by both the Due Process Clause and the 
14th Amendment. It also helped stop the 
gridlock caused by Republicans seeking to 
halt the implementation of the Affordable 
Care Act, by making clear it was permitted 
by the constitution in National Federation of 
Independent Businesses v Sebelius in 2012.

Change comes from the states
Alongside the separation of powers, the 
principle of federalism ensures that the 
states can enact change, sometimes far more 
effectively than Congress. For example, use 
of cannabis remains illegal under federal law, 
and there is little doubt that even a Democrat-
controlled Congress would struggle to liberalise 
those laws, given the small but important 
conservative bloc of Blue Dogs Democrats, 
and the opportunities for any senator to use 
the filibuster. However, eight states have so far 
legalised the licensed sale and possession of 
cannabis for medical and recreational use.

In addition, while Congress gets nowhere 
on immigration, Governor Jerry Brown of 
California signed a bill allowing migrants 
living in the state without papers to obtain 
drivers’ licences. The federal government in 
DC may well be prone to gridlock at times, 
but the US system of government provides 
for change to take place at state level via 
federalism very effectively indeed. 

Nick Axon is assistant head of sixth 
form at Cheadle Hulme School.
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of world politics so profoundly that the international 
approach to its study, in which world affairs boils down, 
essentially, to relations between and among states, has 
been rendered  redundant.

However, most accounts of globalisation focus on 
changes that have occurred in the economic or political 
spheres, and have thus reflected on what are termed 
economic globalisation or political globalisation. This has 
meant that the cultural impact of globalisation has often 
been overlooked, something that is surprising in view of the 
wide-ranging and far-reaching developments with which 
it has been associated. This article asks: ‘What is cultural 
globalisation?’ It then examines some of the major ways in 
which cultural globalisation has reshaped world politics.

Since the 1980s, it has been impossible to examine 
world politics without considering the impact of 

globalisation (Box 1). So-called ‘hyperglobalists’, indeed, 
have argued that globalisation has changed the contours 

Andrew Heywood examines 
some of the major ways in 
which cultural globalisation 
has reshaped world politics

Edexcel: Global politics, The state and globalisation
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Globalisation 
Has cultural globalisation 
reshaped world politics?
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What is cultural globalisation?
Cultural globalisation is the process whereby information, 
commodities and images produced in one part of the world 
enter into a global flow that tends to ‘flatten out’ cultural 
differences between nations, regions and individuals. Cultural 
globalisation is therefore seen to promote homogenisation 
— the production of what is, in effect, a global monoculture. 
Nevertheless, as with globalisation in its wider sense, cultural 
globalisation is a highly complex phenomenon. Although 
it embodies a clear tendency towards cultural ‘flattening’, 
it is also linked to diversity and polarisation. Cultural 
globalisation thus fosters both sameness and difference.

Cultural globalisation is closely related to economic 
globalisation and the communication and information 
revolution. Cultural globalisation underpins the spread 
of global capitalism by propagating appetites, values and 
lifestyles that make market economies appear natural and 
unchallengeable. Cultural globalisation and economic 
globalisation can therefore be seen as two sides of the same 
coin. In the case of the latter, the volume and speed of global 
cultural flows have been greatly enhanced by the advent 
of television, mobile phones, computers and the internet, 
as well by the emergence of media empires, such as AOL-
Time Warner, News Corporation, Viacom, Disney, Vivendi 
Universal and Bertelsmann AG. 

Spread of consumerism
Cultural globalisation has most commonly been manifest in 
the worldwide advance of a culture of consumer capitalism, 
sometimes seen as ‘turbo-consumerism’ (Box 2). One aspect 
of this has been what is called ‘Coca-Colonisation’, a process 
first highlighted by French Communists in the 1950s. Coca-
Colonisation refers, on one level, to the emergence of global 
goods and brands (Coca-Cola being a prime example) that 
have come to dominate economic markets in more and more 
parts of the world, creating an image of bland uniformity. 
However, at a deeper level, it also captures the psychological 
and emotional power that these brands have come to acquire 
through highly sophisticated marketing and advertising, 

allowing them to become symbols of freedom, youthfulness, 
vitality, happiness and so on.

Although consumerism is sometimes seen as nothing 
more than evidence of deep-seated material appetites 
that reside within human nature, supporters of the anti-
globalisation or anti-corporate movement have portrayed it 
in a much more sinister light. The anti-globalisation critique 
of consumerism has at least three strands. First, consumerism 
is portrayed as a device used by transnational corporations 
(TNCs) to expand their influence and profitability, ensuring 
their ascendancy within the new globalised economy. In No 
Logo (2000), Naomi Klein, the Canadian journalist, author 
and anti-corporate activist, thus drew attention to what she 
called the tyranny of ‘brand culture’.

Second, consumerism has been condemned as an 
assault on local, regional and national distinctiveness. 
A world in which everything looks the same and everyone 
thinks and acts the same way is a world without a sense of 
rootedness and belonging.

Third, consumerism and materialism have been 
associated with a process of manipulation that distorts 
values and denies happiness. This occurs through the 
tendency of advertising and marketing to create false needs 
that, in effect, keep people in a state of constant neediness, 
aspiration and want.

Advance of individualism
Cultural globalisation has been associated not only with 
economic appetites but also with political values. This has 
been particularly evident in relation to the seemingly global 
advance of individualism (Box 3). In traditional societies, 
there has typically been little idea of individuals having their 
own interests or possessing personal and unique identities. 
Rather, people have been seen primarily as members of the 
social groups to which they belong: their family, village, 
tribe, local community and so on. Their lives and identities 
have therefore been largely determined by the character 
of these groups, in a process that changes little from one 
generation to the next.

Box 1 Globalisation 

Globalisation is a complex, elusive and controversial 
term. Most simply, it can be seen as the emergence of 
a complex web of interconnectedness that means that 
our lives are increasingly shaped by events that occur, 
and decisions that are made, at a great distance from 
us. The central feature of globalisation is therefore that 
geographical distance is of declining relevance and that 
territorial borders, such as those between nation-states, 
are becoming less significant. By no means, however, 
does globalisation necessarily imply that ‘the local’ and 
‘the national’ are subordinated to ‘the global’. Rather, it 
highlights the deepening as well as the broadening of 
the political process, in the sense that local, national 
and global events (or perhaps local, regional, national, 
international and global events) constantly interact.

Box 2 Consumerism

Consumerism is a psychological and cultural 
phenomenon whereby personal happiness is equated 
with the consumption of material possessions. It is often 
associated with the emergence of a consumer society 
or of consumer capitalism. Consumer capitalism was 
shaped by the development of new advertising and 
marketing techniques that took advantage of the growth 
of the mass media and the spread of mass affluence. 
A consumer society is one that is organised around the 
consumption rather than the production of goods and 
services. Whereas productionist societies emphasise the 
values of discipline, duty and hard work (the Protestant 
work ethic, for example), consumer societies stress 
materialism, hedonism and immediate rather than 
delayed gratification.
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This started to change as a result of the establishment 
of industrial capitalism as the dominant mode of social 
organisation, first in Western societies and, thanks to 
globalisation, in other parts of the world. In confronting 
people with a broader range of choices and social possibilities, 
industrial capitalism encouraged them, perhaps for the first 
time, to think for themselves, and think of themselves in 
personal terms.

The spread of individualism has been linked to 
developments ranging from the advance of democracy 
(by  2003, 63% of the world’s states exhibited some key 
features of liberal-democratic governance) to the wider 
acceptance of human rights as the dominant normative 
principle of international affairs. Nevertheless, the rise of 
individualism should not be overstated.

Individualism has been embraced most eagerly in the 
Anglophone world, where it has been most culturally 
palatable given the impact of Protestant religious ideas 
about personal salvation and the moral benefits of 
individual self-striving. By contrast, Catholic societies 
in Europe and elsewhere have been more successful in 
resisting individualism and maintaining the ethics of social 

responsibility. However, the best examples of successful 
anti-individualist societies can be found in Asia, especially 
Japan, China and Asian Tiger states such as Taiwan, South 
Korea and Singapore. Some have argued that this reflects the 
capacity of so-called Asian values to provide an alternative 
to the individualism of Western liberal societies.

Cultural imperialism
Many critiques of cultural globalisation emphasise that 
the cultural flows that characterise the modern world take 
place between unequal partners, and so allow powerful 
states to exert domination over weaker states. In this view, 
cultural globalisation is a form of cultural imperialism. 
This imperialism tends to have either a markedly Western, or 
more specifically American, character. The ‘Westernisation’ 
model of globalisation derives from the fact that the West 
is the home of consumer capitalism and industrial society, 
and is backed up by the belief that the ethic of material self-
seeking is a specifically Western value, stemming as it does 
from Western liberalism.

The ‘Americanisation’ model of cultural globalisation 
reflects the disproportionate extent to which the goods and 
images that dominate modern commerce and the global 
media derive from the USA. US norms and lifestyles therefore 
overwhelm more vulnerable cultures, leading, for instance, 
to Palestinian youths wearing Chicago Bulls sweatshirts. The 
economic and cultural ascendancy of the USA is also reflected 
in the ‘McDonaldisation’ of the world, making the expansion 
of US-style consumer capitalism appear unstoppable.

Local cultures and the cultural backlash
Nevertheless, cultural exchange is by no means a top-down 
or one-way process. Instead, all societies, including 
economically and politically powerful ones, have become 
more varied and diverse as a result of the emergence of a 
globalised cultural marketplace. Western societies have been 
influenced by non-Western religions, food (e.g. soy sauce, 
Indian curry spices, tortillas), medicines and therapeutic 

Box 3 Individualism

Individualism is the belief in the supreme importance of the 
individual over any social group or collective body. As such, 
individualism has two key implications. First, each individual 
has a separate, indeed unique, identity, reflecting his or 
her inner or personal qualities. This is reflected in the idea 
of individuality, and is linked to the notion that people are 
self-interested and largely self-reliant creatures. Second, 
all individuals share the same moral status as persons, 
irrespective of factors such as race, religion, nationality, 
gender or social position. The notion that individuals are 
of equal moral worth is reflected in the idea of rights, and 
especially the doctrine of human rights.

Box 4 Key concepts

Americanisation: either or both the political and economic dominance of 
the USA, or the spread of American cultural values to other parts of world.

Asian values: values that supposedly reflect the history, culture and 
religious backgrounds of Asian societies: examples include social 
harmony, respect for authority and a belief in the family.

Brand: a symbolic construct, typically consisting of a name and a logo 
or symbol, which conveys the promise, ‘personality’ or image of a 
product or group of products.

Cultural imperialism: the displacement of indigenous cultures by 
the imposition of beliefs, values and attitudes, usually associated with 
consolidating or legitimising economic and/or political domination.

Culture: beliefs, values and practices passed on from one generation 
to another; culture is distinct from nature.

Economic globalisation: the process through which national economies 
are, to a greater or lesser extent, absorbed into a single global economy.

Homogenisation: the tendency for all parts or elements (in this case 
countries) to become similar or identical.
Human rights: rights to which people are entitled by virtue of being 
human; human rights are universal, fundamental, indivisible and absolute.
Hyperglobalism: the view that new, globalised economic and cultural 
patterns became inevitable once technology such as computerised 
financial trading, satellite communications, mobile phones and the 
internet became available.
Indigenisation: the process through which alien goods and practices 
are adapted to local conditions and needs.
McDonaldisation: the process whereby global commodities and 
commercial and marketing practices associated with the fast-food 
industry have come to dominate more and more economic sectors.
Political globalisation: the process through which policy-making 
responsibilities have been passed from national governments to regional 
or international organisations.

PolRev_27.4_Print_gk.indd   28 26/02/2018   12:34



29www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview

practices (e.g. acupuncture, yoga, Buddhist meditation) and 
sports (e.g. judo, karate, kick-boxing).

Cultural globalisation may, moreover, adapt to local 
circumstances or strengthen local cultures. In developing 
states, for example, Western consumer goods and images 
have been absorbed into more traditional cultural practices 
through a process of ‘indigenisation’. Examples of this 
include the Bollywood film industry and the Al Jazeera 
television network. The process of cultural borrowing by 
which local actors select and modify elements from an 
array of global possibilities has been described by the UK 
sociologist Roland Robertson as ‘glocalization’.

Where economic and cultural globalisation have 
imposed values and practices deemed to be starkly alien 
and threatening, a radical backlash has sometimes been 
provoked. This can be seen in the US political theorist 
Benjamin Barber’s image of a world culture shaped by 
symbiotic links between what he has termed ‘McWorld’ and 
‘Jihad’. He claimed that McWorld (called after corporations 
including Macintosh and McDonald’s) is pressing nations 
into a single ‘commercially homogeneous theme park’, 
creating a ‘shimmering scenario of integration and 
uniformity in which people everywhere are mesmerised 
by fast music, fast computers and fast food’. However, in 
certain parts of the Muslim world, the encounter with 

McWorld has stimulated abhorrence and helped to foster 
the belief that the West in general and the USA in particular 
are morally bankrupt and the enemies of Islam. In this 
light, cultural globalisation can be seen as one of the key 
factors that has contributed to the rise of militant Islam.

1 Examine the extent to which cultural globalisation has 
reshaped world politics. (Edexcel-style)

Exam focus 
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Non-Western sports such as karate and kick-boxing 
have become popular in Western societies

Key thinkers must be referred to in all political ideas essays.

Locke was born in 1632 and died in 1704.

View of human nature
Locke argued that mankind was egotistical and driven by 
self-interest. Human beings, he claimed, had an ‘eternal 
longing’ to be self-fulfilled, independent and masters of their 
own destiny. His view of human nature was also optimistic: 
mankind was rational, intelligent and respectful of others.

View of society
Central to Locke’s philosophy was the assertion that a ‘natural 
society’ predated the state and formal authority. Locke’s 
‘natural society’ was geared to individualism (i.e. the pursuit 

of self-fulfilment, self-realisation and self-determination) 
and the exercise of ‘natural rights’ (particularly the right 
to private property). This was made possible by mankind’s 
rational and respectful nature, which allowed ‘natural laws’ 
and ‘natural justice’ to regulate human behaviour.

View of the state
Locke argued that the state should be based on a ‘social 
contract’ between governors and governed: in return for 
submitting to its authority, individuals would expect the 
state to protect and promote their ‘natural rights’. Linked 
to this was the principle of ‘government by consent’: the 
state would only endure as long as individual ‘citizens’ felt 
it served their ‘natural rights’. To help achieve this, Locke 
insisted that the state should be ‘limited’ by a constitution 
which imposed strict rules on governments. He argued that 
state power should be dispersed, not concentrated, with 
‘checks and balances’ in the constitution.

View of the economy
Consistent with his belief that private property was a natural 
right, Locke was comfortable with an economy based on 
private enterprise, competition and individual choice.

Impact
Locke is widely recognised as the father of liberalism, 
whose ideas had a profound impact on England’s Glorious 
Revolution of 1688, the American Revolution of 1775 and 
the subsequent constitution of the USA.

John Locke
 key thinkers

Box 1 Key points

Ideology: liberalism

Ideological strand: classical liberalism

Key work: Two Treatises of Government (1690)
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federal governments so as to ensure their interests are 
represented when policy decisions are made. They will 
often employ professional lobbying firms, many of 
which are concentrated on K Street in Washington, DC. 
At the beginning of 2009, the Obama administration 
and Congress were moving towards the passage of the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), a 
large-scale economic stimulus package. Many of the new 
technology companies lobbied policymakers, seeking to 
ensure that some of the funding was allocated to the 
development of a high-tech infrastructure. 

Explaining pressure group activity
Why are there so many pressure groups in the USA? 
The  answer is that, in large part, the US political system 
invites and encourages group activity and lobbying by firms 
and other interests.

Bill of Rights
The guarantees provided by the Bill of Rights and in particular 
the First Amendment (which the courts have understood 
broadly) ensure that groups can exercise their right of 
expression fully through, for example, television advertising.

Nature of US political parties
The principal political parties, the Democrats and 
Republicans, are relatively weak as organisations. 
For  example, members of Congress and state legislatures 
are chosen through primaries, run their own campaigns 
and solicit their own funds. This weakness provides 
opportunities for outsiders.

The larger groups and interests may well contribute 
funds or, perhaps through super-PACs, run their own semi-
independent campaigns for or against election candidates. 
The US Supreme Court’s 2010 ruling in Citizens United v 
Federal Election Commission explicitly permitted companies 
and groups to run their own campaigns providing they 
were ‘independent’ of a candidate’s official campaign. 
Critics,  including public figures such as Jon Stewart and 
Stephen Colbert, have questioned just how ‘independent’ 
such campaigns really are in practice.

When travelling through the USA in the 1830s the 
French observer Alexis de Tocqueville was struck 

by the number of voluntary groups and organisations 
in the still-new country. The USA was, he said, ‘…a 
nation of joiners’. Much the same could be said today. 
Although Robert Putnam suggested in an article he wrote 
in 1995, ‘Bowling Alone’, that individuals were retreating 
from membership of organisations and becoming much 
more individualistic (thereby ‘bowling alone’ rather 
than participating in organised bowling leagues), there 
are still countless voluntary groups, organisations and 
campaigns.

Not all of these can be considered pressure groups. 
Many might be called self-help or support groups. In his 
1994 book, Sharing the Journey, Robert Wuthnow noted that 
71 million adult Americans met regularly for mutual help. 
Alcoholics Anonymous alone had 1 million members and 
17 million people belonged to neighbourhood crime-watch 
groups (Riessman 1995). 

Types of pressure group
A significant proportion are pressure groups, however. 
Unlike most self-help organisations, they seek to influence 
the making of public policy, although unlike political 
parties they generally do not stand candidates for office. 
Some groups, for example People for the Ethical Treatment 
of Animals (PETA), also lobby companies — in this case, by 
pressing them to end experimentation on animals.

Alongside the highly visible and well-known pressure 
groups such as PETA, and formal organisations seeking 

to advance their own interests 
such as the National Association 
of Manufacturers, large companies 
will at times lobby local, state and 

US pressure groups
Do they help or hinder pluralist 
democracy in the USA?

Edward Ashbee discusses whether US pressure groups erode democracy or 
put limits on government power and bolster popular participation

Edexcel: Government and politics of the USA, 
Interest groups in the USA

AQA: Government and politics of the USA, 
Pressure groups
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Numerous ‘access points’
The US political system offers large numbers of ‘access 
points’ enabling outside groups to influence decision-
making processes. All three branches of the federal 
government (including the judiciary) offer opportunities 
for lobbying. The particularly complex structures of 
the executive branch, whereby there are overlapping 
spheres of responsibility between departments, bureaus 
and agencies, provide multiple openings. Groups that 
find Washington, DC, unreceptive can turn to one or 
more of the 50 state governments and seek to influence 
policymaking at that level.

Role of political appointees
The upper echelons of the federal government are staffed 
by political appointees rather than career civil servants. 
They serve at the most for 4 or 8 years. Their knowledge 
and experience provides lobbying firms and groups with 
an invaluable resource. While restrictions are periodically 
imposed, such individuals can provide a bridge between 
pressure groups and the machinery of government and 
thereby make group activity more of a viable proposition. 

‘Special interests’
Many commentators have been profoundly critical of 
pressure groups, disparagingly dubbing them ‘special 
interests’. They are seen as inherently anti-democratic. As a 
presidential candidate, Donald Trump pledged to ‘drain 
the swamp’. By this he meant that Washington, DC, had in 
effect been captured by powerful and well-placed pressure 
groups. His many criticisms of Hillary Clinton included the 
claim that she was beholden to ‘special interests’. By this, he 
was probably thinking of financial institutions and some of 
the groups traditionally aligned with the Democratic Party 
such as lawyers, the trades unions, green energy companies 
and ideological groups such as EMILY’s List which seeks 

to increase the number of ‘pro-choice Democratic women’ 
serving in different tiers of government.

Public Choice theory
Others have suggested that pressure group activity is choking 
democracy. Public Choice theory, which is associated 
with the work of James Buchanan, suggests that lobbyists 
working on behalf of companies or powerful groups of 
producers (including unions) can secure ‘favours’ from 
government relatively easily. In particular, they can win 
subsidies, protectionist measures that curtail imports, or the 
imposition of new rules and regulations that will limit the 
ability of competitors to challenge established firms.

Such companies may well fear that if they do not win 
advantages from government a rival company will do so 
instead. The ‘capture’ of government in this way will, it is 
argued, often be largely hidden because most voters do 
not follow political processes very closely. Indeed, this 
approach suggests that because one individual can make 
little difference on his or her own, such ignorance is rational.

Public Choice theory is associated with a section of the 
conservative right. The US left has, however, been bitterly 
critical of the way in which powerful groups (particularly 
the big companies) can shape public policy and seemingly 
hold much more influence than voters. When Senator Bernie 
Sanders launched his bid to win the Democratic Party’s 
presidential nomination in May 2015, he denounced special 
interests (in particular the Super-PACs that on behalf of 
interests run ‘independent’ advertising campaigns during 
elections) and proclaimed: ‘Today, we 
stand here and say loudly and clearly 
that enough is enough. This great 
nation and its government belong to all 
of the people, and not to a handful of 
billionaires, their super PACs and their 
lobbyists.’ (Beckel 2016)

A protest by the animal rights group PETA

THE US POLITICAL SYSTEM 
INVITES AND ENCOURAGES 
GROUP ACTIVITY AND 
LOBBYING BY FIRMS AND 
OTHER INTERESTS
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Eroding democracy?
Not all pressure groups are equal of course. There is 
little comparison between the resources held by a small 
campaigning group (or even networks of groups such as 
the ‘Occupy Wall Street’ movement that occupied Zuccotti 
Park in New York City during 2011 so as to protest against 
the big banks and income inequality) and those of large 
corporate interests.

The larger interests, it is said, undermine and erode 
democracy. The claim recalls the fears of some of the 
authors of the US Constitution. James Madison warned 
of the ‘mischiefs of faction’, although he maintained 
that the constitution’s dispersion of power would 
prevent such factions creating a ‘general conflagration’. 
Contemporary  critics of pressure group activity make the 
principal claims outlined below.

Disproportionate influence
Interests can, through contributions to campaigns and 
political action committees (PACs) as well as lobbying, 
exercise a disproportionate influence over legislators at 
both federal and state level. There is evidence that they 
have used this influence to amend legislation as it is being 
considered by Congress and the state legislatures. Over the 
past 40 years, the American Legislative Exchange Council 
(ALEC), an umbrella group funded by commercial interests, 
has successfully drafted model bills (based on free market 
economics) that state legislators are then encouraged to 
introduce and pass (The Economist 2013). At its simplest, 
pressure groups ‘buy’ politicians.

Because such groups have a disproportionate influence 
they thereby reduce the influence of the ordinary voter. 
Elections and the commitments made by candidates are, it is 
said, less important than contributions and lobbying. 

The ‘free-rider problem’
Particular interest groups have an advantage over others and 
therefore dominate the lobbying process. Mancur Olson 

called this the ‘free-rider problem’. Many 
people may support a large ‘cause group’ 
(e.g. Greenpeace) seeking broad social 
goals, but each individual participant is 

unlikely to gain much by joining the group (The Economist 
1998). Conversely, if a group is small and seeking benefits 
confined to its own membership, each participant has much 
to gain, and is likely to be fully committed. Thus, narrow, 
self-serving groups have a significant advantage over the 
broad and loose ones that focus on social goals.

‘Hyperpluralism’ and ‘demosclerosis’
Political commentators such as Jonathan Rauch have talked 
in terms of ‘hyperpluralism’. Increasing group activity 
(and heightened expectations across much of the public) 
is strangling the process of governing. Each group seeks 
to secure gains from government and outdo other, rival 
groups. Government grows in size as it seeks to address 
all the different demands made by groups, thereby 
impeding the efficiency of the economy. There is thus ‘an 
escalating game of beggar-thy-neighbor that damages the 
economy and chokes the government’. For Rauch, there is 
now ‘demosclerosis’ — in other words, the USA’s political 
‘arteries’ are blocked (Rauch 1994).

Or a ‘bulwark’?
There is another side to the argument. Tocqueville’s 
enthusiasm for voluntary associations was noted above. 
Such groups, he reasoned, put limits on the powers of 
government and thereby bolstered popular participation. 
Indeed, they served ‘as a bulwark against expanding state 
authority’. Beyond this, there are other reasons why pressure 
group activity could be seen in positive terms:

An essential line of communication
Although there are frequent elections in the USA at both 
federal and state level, many of these are uncompetitive 
(Poloni-Staudinger & Wolf 2016). If an incumbent is standing 
for re-election, she or he is almost certain to be re-elected. 
Given this, pressure groups provide an essential line of 
communication between the electorate and policymakers. 

Bring issues to attention
In a two-party system, the principal parties necessarily have 
a broad character. While the US parties have substantially 
narrowed the range of policies with which they are associated 
(so that Republicanism is now firmly tied to free market 
policies and cultural traditionalism) there are still many 
issues that remain largely unaddressed. Pressure groups 
bring these issues to the fore.

Social capital
In charting what he saw as the decline of voluntary 
organisations (by which he meant both self-help groups 
and those pressure groups that had an open membership 
structure), Robert Putnam believed that the USA’s social 
capital was being diminished (Putnam 2000). Social 
capital refers to the networks, ties and relationships 
between individuals. Democracy will be strengthened 
and a society will prosper if there are close connections, 
interdependencies and processes of mutual cooperation. 
From this viewpoint, activity by pressure groups and other 

The ‘Occupy 
Wall Street’ 
movement in 
2011 was a 
mass protest 
against income 
inequality
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References and further reading References and further reading

1 Evaluate the extent to which pressure groups help or 
hinder pluralist democracy in the USA. (Edexcel-style)

2 ‘Pressure groups undermine pluralist democracy in the 
USA.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement. (AQA-style)

Exam focus 

civic organisations should not be curtailed but instead 
nourished and encouraged. 

Social reforms
Pressure group activity has at times led to important social 
reforms and the extension of democracy. The groups that 
constituted the civil rights movement (such as the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) played a pivotal part 
in the campaigns that culminated, in August 1965, in the 
passage of the Voting Rights Act that removed many of the 
barriers that had, for almost a century, prevented African 
Americans from voting in local, state and national elections.  

Conclusion
It is difficult to generalise about pressure groups. Those who 
are critical of pressure group activity generally focus on the 
smaller ‘producer’ groups that have narrow, self-interested 
goals and appear — because they have command over 
extensive resources and employ professional lobbyists to 
work on their behalf — to have a disproportionate ‘behind 
the scenes’ influence over legislators and those who serve 
in the regulatory agencies and bureaus that constitute the 
executive branch. In contrast, those who describe pressure 
group activity in much more positive terms seem to be 
thinking of broad and open campaigning organisations. 
If, however, as Olson suggests, the smaller, narrower, self-
interested groups have a significant built-in advantage and 
thereby much more political influence, the critics may have 
the upper hand in the argument.
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Box1 Kim Il-Sung (leader 1948–94)

• Was part of a Korean guerrilla campaign 
against Japanese imperial rule in the 1930s.

• Trained in the USSR and joined the 
Communist Party.

• Fought with Soviet forces against the 
Japanese during the Second World War.

• Became the first leader of the DPRK when 
it was established in 1948.

• Attempted to unify the Korean peninsula by 
invading South Korea in 1950, but intervention 
by UN forces (including the USA and Britain) 
resulted in North Korea almost being 
overwhelmed. His regime was only saved by 
the involvement of the Chinese, who pushed 

the UN forces back down to the 38th parallel, 
where a demilitarised zone (DMZ) between 
North and South Korea was established. Today, 
the DMZ is 160 miles long and 2.5 miles wide.

• Created the state ideology of juche or 
‘self-reliance’, in which North Korea seeks to 
develop economic and military independence 
with the help of songun or ‘military-first 
policy’ and the ‘Great Leader’.

• There are an estimated 34,000 statues of 
Kim Il-Sung across the country.

• The success of his personality cult was 
evident following his death, as the nation 
engaged in a 10-day period of mass mourning.
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North Korea is a nation in a perpetual 
state of war. The Communist 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) was created from the ruins of the 
Second World War, but has been defined by 
the Korean War which started in 1950 and 
has never formally ended.

North Korea’s near obliteration in 1950 
led it to develop a ‘military-first’ doctrine 
and a ruthlessly totalitarian regime. The end 
of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union left it internationally isolated, and its 
inclusion in George Bush’s 2002 ‘axis of evil’ 
speech led to increased efforts to develop a 
nuclear capability in the hope of deterring 
US-backed regime change (as happened in 
Iraq in 2003 and Libya in 2011).

North Korea’s ruling dynasty has 
consisted of Kim Il-Sung (Box 1), Kim 
Jong-Il (Box 2) and Kim Jong-Un (Box 3).

Life in North Korea
For ordinary North Koreans, life must be 
grim indeed (Box 4). The product of their 
labour flows to the leadership and the 

military, while they struggle to combat 
poverty and malnutrition. Censorship and 
constant propaganda deny them any chance 
to understand the outside world.

Hatred of Westerners is developed early 
in life as young children learn mathematics 
using sums based on killing US soldiers. There 
is no internet in North Korea (other than a 
few government-run websites), and radios 
and televisions are pre-set to state channels.

Informers watch for any infractions or 
signs of disloyalty: as a result, an estimated 

Box 2 Kim Jong-Il 
(leader 1994–2011)

• Presided over a famine in the mid-1990s. 
Some estimates suggest up to 1 million people 
died, and there were reports of cannibalism.

• Committed to freezing the North Korean 
nuclear programme in 1994, but continued 
to develop a nuclear capability in secret, 
before going public in 2002 and expelling 
UN weapons inspectors.

200,000 people, some of them children, 
are suffering gruelling conditions in labour 
camps. Economic sanctions risk tipping the 
population into famine.

North 
Korea

Box 3 Kim Jong-Un 
(leader 2012 to present)

• A younger son, with no previous military 
or political experience, he was not expected 
to succeed his father.

• He became leader aged 27 or 28 years 
old (exact date of birth unknown).

• Accelerated North Korea’s nuclear 
programme, running a series of 
provocative nuclear tests while adopting a 
confrontational approach to US president 
Donald Trump.

• Believed to have ordered the killing of 
two potential rivals: his uncle and former 
mentor, and his half-brother Kim Jong-Nam.

• Protected by the elite Guard Command 
security organisation (an estimated 100,000 
strong).

Box 4 North Korea 
key facts

• Population: 25 million

• Life expectancy: 70.4 years (66.6 years 
for men, 74.5 years for women)

• Gross national income (GNI) per capita 
(2016 estimate): $1,342

• 40% of the population are 
undernourished; more than 70% of the 
population depend on food aid (UN figures)
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