Lecture One: Political Parties
The ideal practice of democracy would be for each citizen to have a direct say on very policy that the government wanted to implement, which was the case in the ancient city states of Athens.

The size and complexity of modern government make this ideal a little difficult, to say the least.

Hence we have the rise of representative, as opposed to direct, democracy.

That is, we elect representatives to whom we delegate the responsibility for deliberating on these issues and talking decisions.

This clustering of elected representatives into majorities to form governments gradually developed into the more formal structure of the party system as we know it today.

It evolved into a set of rules, processes and procedures by which collective groups of citizens with similar interests contended for power.

These collective groups became the parties we know today. Is democracy possible without them?

The existence of an opposition – in essence, an alternative government – restrains incumbents. An opposition seeks to reduce the resources of the state available to office-holders, and to enlarge the rights of those out of power.
Over time in both new and revived democracies, conflict between the governing and opposition parties helps to establish democratic norms and rules.

Parties in decline?

You will frequently hear the view expressed that parties are in decline. Don’t be too hasty in accepting this as I don’t believe we will see their demise in our lifetimes.

The title of the text for the course is apt: Parties in Transition? Parties, like the societies from which they spring, are evolving and adapting (or failing to adapt as the case may be).

What we have seen and are seeing is partisan decline: a phenomenon apparent in all advanced democracies. Party memberships have dropped off, there is increased scepticism about partisan politics in general, and we are increasingly exposed to media images of party scandals and corruption.

Nevertheless, political parties play important roles in the democratic process, and the value of parties to democracy will ensure their continued survival.

However, I want you to think carefully in the context of this course about the role and perceptions of political parties: if they are in decline, what are the implications for contemporary democracies?
Over the next few weeks we shall see how parties are adapting to a ranger of societal changes, alerting how they connect with voters, organise themselves internally, manage electoral campaigns and even the ways in which they govern when elected.

In broader terms, these concerns also mirror changes in the ways in which democracy itself is changing. 

History
The literature on political parties is vast; the theoretical landscape is often dense sand complex. What follows is, necessarily, a very brief overview.
Party is a relatively recent term, replacing the older – and generally pejorative term – faction. 
 The father of modern conservative thought, Edmund Burke, defined parties nicely: 

Party is a body of men united, for promoting by their joint endeavours the national interest, upon some particular principle in which they are all agreed.

Burke, a wise man and an indispensable political thinker, came to see that parties could occupy a positive and necessary role in political life, but at his time of writing there was no theory around to lend support to his insight.

The slow transition from reviled faction to respectable party parallels the rise of pluralism – the slow and evolutionary transition from intolerance to toleration, from toleration to dissent and, with dissent, to a belief in (and acceptance of) diversity).

Parties did not become respectable because Burke said they were.

Rather, parties came to be accepted with the slow realisation that diversity and dissent are not necessarily incompatible with, or disruptive of, the political or social order.

But by no means everyone agreed with Burke.

At the time of the formation of the American nation, one of its influential founding fathers, James Madison, expressed a strong anti-party as well as anti-faction view:
By a faction I understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or minority of the whole, who are united and activated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community.

Of course, Madison’s major aim was nation building, and he saw this aim not just compromised but in fact threatened by the formation of factions or parties.

Main maintaining any sort of ‘party-free’ policy was Utopian in the extreme. A small group of rulers might just be able to agree, but not necessarily.

Once a broad mass suffrage was granted – and elections became real contests of not just personalities but of interests – then the development of modern parties was inevitable. (But as we shall see in the second lecture, this was not quite the case in Australia: the Australian colonies – that is, the polities that existed before Federation in 1901 - somehow broke the rule of the ‘rise of modern parties coincident with the mass franchise’.)
Once representative government came into being, with its broad base of electoral support as its legitimising function, then there were clearly strong incentives for associations of people with like minds, similar ideologies, common demands and needs, to attempt some form of organisation so as to influence – and ultimately to capture -  the institutions of representative democracy.

Political parties, therefore, were initially Western democratic, innovations; they came into being as part of the democratisation process with one specific – and that was to express the views of competing groups.

But it was not just in democratic, or democratising, states that parties were called into being. Authoritarian states, also, recognised their value, but for different purposes: to control, to  mobilise, to suppress opinions which were not wanted. 

What is a party?
Defining a party is not as easy as it might appear at first glance. We know one when we see it, but what is it? Is it defined by its ideology? Its structure? Its organisation? Its function?
There is a surprising diversity of opinion as to what constitutes a political party.

For example, Duverger, in his seminal study, left no doubt about his focus. Organisation was the determinant of party:

present day parties are distinguished far less by their programme or the class of their members than by the nature of the organisation. A party is a community with a particular structure. Modern parties are characterised primarily by their anatomy. (M. Duverger, 1967, Political Parties). 
However, we look at Epstein, and he attaches little importance to the issue of organisation:
…any group, however loosely organised seeking to elect governmental officials under a given label…(L. D. Epstein, Political Parties in Western Democracies, 1967).

Then there is the view of Jupp, writing in the context of Australian political parties:

…at the simplest level…any group…however organised, which calls itself a party, and which aims, however optimistically, at some degree of control over the political institutions of its society, must be regarded as a party…(Jupp, Political Parties, 1968)

Yet again there is the view of Richard Rose in which emphasis is placed on the purpose and the role of a political party:

A political party is an organisation concerned with the expression of popular preferences and contesting control of the chief policy-making offices of government. (R. Rose, The Problem of Party Government, 1974).

And in the words of Lipset and Rokkan:

Party has throughout the history of Western government stood for division, conflict, opposition within  a body politic. (Lipset & Rokkan, Party Systems and Voter Alignments, 1967).

It gets confusing, not unlike the philosopher who kept asking whether the glass of water he was contemplating was really a glass of water. He died of thirst.

Sartori pleads for a minimal definition:

A party is any political group identified by an official label, and is capable of placing through elections (free or unfree), candidates for public office. (G. Sartori, Parties and Party Systems, 1976).

But just to complicate matters a little further, a political party’s legal status under Australian electoral law is dependent on satisfying certain requirements of the Electoral Act and regulations of the Electoral Commission, such as number of members and structure.

What gave rise to parties? 
Lipset and Rokkan whom we met just a few minutes ago, hit on the idea some 40 years ago of cleavage structures. Traditionally political cleavages have been seen as representing the expression of social divisions through the electoral system.

These can take on a variety of forms: cleavages of religion, of race, of language, of tribal allegiance, of economic class, or even of region.

The differences between rural and urban populations have constituted a basis for cleavage in many countries, Australia included.  That’s why we have the Nationals today, the party once known as the Country Party.

But of course not all non-urban people support the Nationals. The concept of a rural group, like any other large group, opposing the rest of the country often conceals thye fact that most rural societies are as internally differentiated as urban areas between rich and poor, and into ethnic, religious and other groups.  

One of the recurring themes in this course will be looking at parties and asking to what extent those original cleavages that gave rise to them remain relevant today. If they are no longer relevant, or not as relevant as they were, what is the basis for party  allegiance and/or identification? Has there been a value shift that has changed the very basis, and the very nature, as to why people prefer one party over others? Is it about values rather then interests? We shall be asking this question often.

A changed role?
The Western world appears to have entered a new political phase, dating back roughly to the mid-1960s, and characterised by the emergence of what are termed “post-materialist issues” – for example, a cleaner environment, equal status for women and minorities, improvements in education and culture, a more permissive morality, and a greater emphasis on rights.

This has been identified by some scholars – and most notably the sociologist Daniel Bell – as a natural consequence of a “post-industrial revolution” which has introduced new sources of social and political cleavage.

This, in turn, has given rise to new parties – the Greens being one notable example – and rearranging the bases of support for the older ones.

Bell and others have sought to document the cultural effects of structural shifts that have dramatically increased the importance of knowledge-based and public-service occupations at the expense of production-related jobs.

Writers like Ronald Inglehart have pointed out that this structural shift has opened up new lines of cleavage between those involved with “materialist”, production-related issues and the increasing numbers of people employed in the post-industrial high-tech economy.

The latter are typical of what the neo-conservatives in both America and Australia have  derided as the New Class: that is, typically recipients of higher education who tend to place greater emphasis on “quality of life” issues, and hold progressive views on social and environmental issues.

Such values are difficult to institutionalise as party issues, but groups like the Greens, and  the now departed Australian Democrats, along with certain elements in traditional left-of-centre parties, have sought to capitalise on them.

Nevertheless, the old issues and cleavages derivative from “industrial society” still remain the more important sources of policy division and electoral choice, as the “materialistically oriented” workers such as the so-called “Howard’s battlers” and the self-employed make up a far greater proportion of the population than do the intelligentsia.

The biggest changes in party alignments have resulted from the perceived failures of the social-democratic welfare state to resolve key economic problems, which has produced a renewal of neo-liberal and laissez-faire approaches, sometimes presented by their advocates as solutions to quality-of-life issues as well. 
Those who oppose the idea of parties, such as Madison, see them as divisive, which of course they are.

But it can be argued that any free and dynamic society will have differences within it, just as any social group or other organised body of people. One way to articulate those differences is by warfare; another way is to establish peaceful mechanisms to resolve or at least accommodate differences.   
Parties then are the containers and vehicles of this division; they are the “democratic translation of the class struggle.” 

They institutionalise differences and conflict and contend within an organised political framework.

Surprising as it may sound, a stable and well ordered democracy requires the manifestation of conflict or cleavage so that there will be a struggle over, and contention for, positions of power and challenges to parties in power.

But the essential glue that holds these contending forces in some sort of cohesive whole is consensus – broad agreement abut the rules of the game.

Consensus may be defined as a political system which allows the peaceful “play” of power, the adherence by the “outs” to decisions made by the “ins”, and the recognition of the rights of the “outs”.

Without consensus there can be no democracy.

Cleavage, where it is legitimate, contributes to the integration of societies and organisations.

The social and political processes that set in train the modern political system were both violent and disruptive.
In a sense, the shock waves that emanated from a number of key events are still being felt:

· The Reformation and its religious wars;

· The Industrial Revolution and its remaking of society;

· The French Revolution and the demand for political rights

· And the Russian Revolution and the power of an idea. 

The Reformation and the industrial revolution which followed soon after saw a crisis in authority coupled with the breakdown of traditional society.

This confluence raised for the first time the difference between society and the state.

It also raised the key problem:

How can a society face continuous conflict among its members and groups and still maintain social cohesion and the legitimacy of state authority?

In other words, how can this inevitable disagreement over issues that characterises social affairs be managed without eroding social cohesion or compromising the authority of the state and the rule of law?
The answer is – parties.  

In fact, it has been stated – and it is a view that is widely held – that modern democracy as we know it is unthinkable without parties.

Seymour Martin Lipset, who has written extensively on parties, thought long and hard in his attempt to arrive at what he termed “a minimalist conception of democracy”.
In this he stressed the centrality of institutionalised party competition.

Democracy in a complex society may be defined as a political system which supplies regular constitutional opportunities for changing the governing officials, and a social mechanism which permits the largest possible part of the population to influence major decisions by choosing among contenders for political office. (S. M. Lipset, Political Man, 1960)

In this formulation there is a key role assigned to political parties. Lipset goes further: they are indispensable to the modern idea of democratic government.
Characteristics of a party
Well-established political parties, with representatives in parliament, share a number of characteristics. These include:

Ideology: Parties ‘stand for’ something; they represent a view of how they would like to see society organised and the means by which this can be achieved.

Discipline: Parties in parliament vote together, and the individual members have to accept that whatever their own personal feelings, the majority party view is the one that prevails and which must be supported.

Organisation: The party in parliament is assisted by supporters outside, know as the extra-parliamentary party or organisational wing. This body has some power, an independent existence and continuity.

Parties and democracy
The party system is generally regarded as democratic for the simple reason that we like to think of ourselves as a democratic society.

But if the parties are essential elements in a democracy, does it necessarily follow that they are, themselves, democratic in the way in which they organise and operate?

How democratic, for example, is branch-stacking?

How democratic is it for a head office to impose its preferred, often well-known candidate, over the choice of local party members and branches?

How democratic it is to threaten to disendorse a parliamentary member who follows her conscience and votes against the party’s collective position?

It was argued almost a century ago by the German sociologist Robert Michels that the structures of parties as organisations with the hallmarks of powerful executives and hierarchical bureaucracies means that they will inevitably become elitist institutions – elitist in the sense of ruled by the few.

It has become known as the Iron Law of Oligarchy.

Organisation implies the tendency to oligarchy. In every organisation, whether it be a political party, a professional union, or any other association of the kind, the aristocratic tendency manifests itself very clearly…As a result of organisation, every party becomes divided into a minority of directors and a majority of directed. – Robert Michels, Political Parties, 1915.
Despite these criticisms, however, the party system, has been the 20th century’s most distinctive contribution to politics, and it does not appear to be about to disappear or change radically.

Yet there is no shortage of contemporary criticism. For example:

· An end to ‘party bickering’ – the parties should sink their differences and ‘pull together for the good of all; or

· ‘a government of all the talents’ – why should the winner take all? Or\

· In an emergency, all powers should be given to a single strong leader who has the confidence of all.

These alternatives simply are not feasible, if only because of the entrenched nature of the party system.

Most citizens vote for a party candidate, the significant majority of people elected to parliament are members of one party or another, and parties provide the focus for political debate and the generation of policy options both inside and outside of parliament.

Party systems
Where we have parties we have party systems. That is:

A political system in which governments are formed as the result of an electoral contest between competing political parties.

Different types of party systems have developed, depending on the number of political parties represented in a legislature.

If a number of parties are presented, there will be a search for coalitions or alliances so that a majority grouping can form a government.

One-party systems
A one-party system occurs in situations where only one political party can effectively hold office. One party-states operate in countries where opposition parties are legally banned and only one party nominates candidates for office – as in China.

They also occur where minor parties are allowed to exist, but have no real chance of gaining power because of manipulation of the electoral system or practices such as patronage, vote-buying or the oppression of opposition political figures by the dominant party.
Two-party systems

Those systems in which two major parties are the only real contenders for office have been called two-party systems.

Other parties may exist, but are unable to win sufficient support to form a government in their own right.

In Australia we have a two-party system – but it has also been characterised as a two-and-a-half party system because of the usual need for the Liberals to rely on the support of the Nationals to forma government. The Greens, Family First and previously the Democrats all contended for office, but in no way challenged the dominance of the big two.
A two party system has a number of advantages.

· There is more stable government. A government can pass its legislation through the parliament because it has the majority of members (that is, except in systems such as ours that have a second chamber where the government might not have a majority).

· There is a better reflection of mainstream views. (This is because the parties tend to moderate their platforms, and may converge along similar policy lines, in order to attract a majority of the votes).

· It is easier for voters to choose between only two sets of policies.

· It is also easier for voters to judge the elected government (since it cannot blame dissident coalition partners for failure to deliver on its promises or for bad administration)

There are also some disadvantages.
· If the opposition is weak, the governing party may stay in office too long thereby preventing a healthy rotation of power.

· Of minorities are permanently excluded from government, they might not have their interests considered.

· An adversarial system may develop in which parties focus on discrediting their opponent rather than promoting alternative policies.

· Policies designed to attract the swinging voter may not be in the best interests of the broader public.

Multi-party systems

These are political systems in which a number of parties are represented, and two or more parties have to come together in a coalition to form a majority government.
The advantages are:

· A greater range of interests represented in the government.

· Coalitions have to balance their interests and develop consensus for change (meaning policies more like to have broad appeal).

· The policy-making process is open to greater scrutiny by minor parties shoes votes are needed to pass legislation.

There are also disadvantages:

· Greater volatility as allegiances shift.

· The greater the number of parties, the harder it is to find common ground.

· Parties may engage in “secret diplomacy” on policies and/or trade-offs

Cartelisation
A useful theme on which to conclude this very brief introduction is that of cartelisation – the process by which, it is claimed, the major parties have drifted away from their social roots and their former mass organisation - effectively detached from civil society – and become dependent on the state. This is especially so since the advent of public election funding. 

A second, but not unrelated, aspect of the cartel model that way in which major parties can operate in concert to shut out minor or emerging parties from the political mainstream.

Just like Richard Pratt stitched up a deal with his cardboard box rival to fix the market, so do, according to the cartel theory, to the Liberals and Labor collude on entry to the market. In the case of boxes it was illegal; but not so in the case of parties.

It is an argument we shall hear frequently, especially when we look at parties like The Greens.

Smaller parties such as The Greens will point to the apparent anomaly whereby they gain some 10 per cent of the vote but remain unrepresented in the lower houses unlike the Nations whose vote is far lower but who have lower house seats in both state and federal parliaments.

Quite clearly, the Greens, and the Democrats before them, would stand to gain under a system of proportional representation as is used to elect the Senate, but which neither of the main parties favours, for rather obvious reasons.

The cartel theory was first propounded by Mair and Katz in 1995 and has generated considerable debate, and this debate is continued in the Marsh textbook in relation to the Australian context.

In Thursday’s lecture, we shall look at the emergence and development of the party system in Australia. 

