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Political ideas 

Developing AO3 skills in political 
ideas essays 
This article should be read alongside the Debate (pp.10–11). It focuses on AO3 and how to 
bring this essential element into your Edexcel political ideas essays. 

The most difficult skill in A-level Politics is Assessment Objective 3: Evaluate aspects of politics and 
political information, including to construct arguments, make substantiated judgements and draw 
conclusions. The difficulty lies in the need to ensure evidence of evaluation throughout your essay, in 
every paragraph including the introduction. It is not enough to provide your judgement in the 
conclusion — the examiner cannot wait that long! Do not ‘sit on the fence’ in your essay by suggesting 
that there are two equally balanced sides. You need to be opinionated and state your view, and this 
must be supported by evidence. You must show that some arguments are weak and others are 
strong. 

Think about the following essay title: 

To what extent do liberals believe in state intervention? 

Read the Debate in issue 4 with two highlighters to hand. Pick out in one colour the areas of broad 
agreement over the role of the state between all liberals, for example in the importance of individual 
liberty. Then use the other highlighter to pinpoint the areas of disagreement, for example over welfare 
provision. These will form the basis of your essay plan. 

Now you need to match up the areas of agreement and disagreement in a logical way to form each 
paragraph. Political ideas essays are short: you only have around 25 minutes to write, so three 
paragraphs plus an introduction and conclusion is realistic. Make a decision — what is your line of 
argument? Then make this view clear in every paragraph. 

I have decided that liberals do agree on the role of the state, and I need to argue that consistently. 
You could adapt the table shown below to argue the opposite view — that the role of state is an area 
of major disagreement between liberals. 

Agreement Disagreement Reaching a judgement 

All liberals agree that there must 
be a limited state. The most 
important principle for liberals is 
freedom and liberty — the ability 
to make choices without 
restriction. The state must be 
limited by a constitution with 
checks and balances, as all 

Classical liberals: the limited 
state — any state intervention 
restricts individual freedom (in 
the negative sense) and puts 
obstacles in the way of liberty. 

Modern liberals: an enabling, but 
still limited, state. The state 
needs to enable the free 

Modern liberalism slowly 
adapted liberal values to a 
changing world as the impact 
of free-market capitalism came 
to be better understood. The 
enabling state is still limited. It 
is a ‘hand up not a hand out’, 
and exists to help individuals 
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liberals believe that power 
corrupts human nature. 

Key thinker: Mary Wollstonecraft 
believed that women were rational 
and free individuals like men, able 
to manage their own affairs and 
make decisions without 
interference. 

individual to be free in a positive 
sense, to achieve goals and 
develop and improve 
themselves. 

be free in both a positive and 
negative sense and to have 
genuine choices. Therefore, all 
liberals today do believe in 
some form of restricted state 
intervention. 

Liberals agree that freedom and 
choice are fundamental political 
values and the state’s role is to 
uphold them and to protect 
individual rights. They are 
individualists rather than 
collectivists — the self-seeking 
individual is more significant and 
meaningful than the group. All 
liberals believe in personal 
responsibility as a core value. 

Key thinker: John Locke believed 
that if the state restricted the 
freedom of the citizens, they had 
the right to revolt and break the 
social contract. 

Classical liberals: welfare 
creates dependency culture and 
laziness. The free individual 
must be able to help 
themselves. Welfare also 
restricts the freedom of those 
who have to pay taxes towards 
it, punishing success. 

Modern liberals: welfare is 
necessary to create a level 
playing field, as free-market 
capitalism does not create equal 
starting points and leads to 
exploitation. 

Key thinker: John Rawls 
believed that if we were behind a 
‘veil of ignorance’ we would 
choose to create a society 
without a large gap between rich 
and poor and with redistribution. 

Modern and classical liberals 
are individualists. Although 
they disagree over the extent 
of welfare, they do agree that 
individuals are of equal value 
and that the state needs to 
create some form of equality, 
through intervention. This will 
allow us to operate freely within 
it and have choices and 
opportunities for personal 
development and fulfilment. 

Liberals agree that there should 
be a capitalist free-market system. 
Any other form of economy is an 
imposition on freedom and choice. 
The state must limit its 
intervention in the economy. 

Classical liberals: there must be 
no restrictions and regulations 
on the free market. Rational 
individuals are free to enter 
transactions with others. This 
ensures freedom and liberty and 
creates profit and efficiency. 

Modern liberals: some state 
intervention in the economy, 
such as progressive taxation, is 
necessary to provide welfare to 
those who need it. Laissez-faire 
economics prevents those at the 

Liberals agree that there 
should be limited intervention 
by the state in the free market. 
They all support capitalism as 
an essential element of liberal 
democracy. Although modern 
liberals believe there must be 
redistribution and intervention, 
such as progressive taxation, 
this is to enhance individual 
freedom and does not aim to 
control the economy in a 
collectivist or socialist way. 
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bottom from positive freedom. 
They are restricted by poverty 
and ignorance and will be easily 
exploited. 

Activity 
Make essay plans for the following topics, using the structure of the table above. Start by deciding 
your line of argument, then pick out three points of agreement and three of disagreement in relation to 
the question. Match them up to form a plan for three paragraphs, and add an AO3 conclusion to each 
paragraph. Finally, add three key thinkers in appropriate places. 

1. To what extent do socialists believe in an equal society? 

2. To what extent do all conservatives believe in the concept of organic society? 

3. To what extent do liberals believe in a free-market economy? 
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