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Democracy and Participation
Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 1, Topic 1
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Democracy
	A system of government in which political power lies with the people, exercised either directly or through elected representatives.

	Direct democracy
	Citizens make political decisions themselves, with no intermediary — e.g. referendums, initiatives.

	Representative democracy
	Citizens elect representatives to make political decisions on their behalf.

	Pluralist democracy
	A system in which power is dispersed among competing groups (parties, pressure groups, media), rather than concentrated in one body.

	Legitimacy
	The rightful use of power, typically because it derives from a democratic process such as an election or referendum.

	Mandate
	The authority given to a government to carry out its programme, derived from winning an election on a manifesto.

	Franchise / Suffrage
	The right to vote in public elections.

	Suffragettes / Suffragists
	Suffragettes (WSPU, led by Emmeline Pankhurst) used direct, sometimes militant action to campaign for women's votes; suffragists (NUWSS, led by Millicent Fawcett) used peaceful, constitutional methods.

	Participation crisis
	A perceived decline in political engagement, evidenced by falling turnout, party membership, and trust in politicians.

	Referendum
	A direct vote in which the electorate decides on a single policy question (e.g. Brexit 2016, Scottish independence 2014).

	Pressure group
	An organisation that seeks to influence government policy or public opinion without seeking to gain governmental power itself.

	Insider group
	A pressure group with regular, close access to decision-makers (e.g. CBI, BMA).

	Outsider group
	A pressure group without such access, relying on public campaigning (e.g. Fathers4Justice); some are outsiders by choice (e.g. Greenpeace), others by circumstance.

	Think tank
	An organisation that researches and promotes ideas on policy, often linked informally to political parties (e.g. IPPR, Adam Smith Institute).

	Lobbyist
	An individual or firm paid to influence legislators and officials on behalf of a client.

	Social movement
	A broad, often loosely organised collective of individuals and groups pursuing a shared social or political goal (e.g. Black Lives Matter, Extinction Rebellion).

	Digital democracy / e-democracy
	The use of digital technology (e-petitions, social media, online voting) to increase political participation.

	Democratic deficit
	A perceived shortfall in the accountability or representativeness of a political system.

	Human Rights Act 1998
	UK legislation incorporating the European Convention on Human Rights into domestic law.

	Rights
	Entitlements or freedoms, which may be legal (enforceable in law) or human (universal, moral entitlements).


2. Core Knowledge
Direct vs representative democracy
· Direct democracy: strengths — pure expression of popular will, high legitimacy, educates citizens, no distortion by representatives. Weaknesses — impractical at national scale, risk of “tyranny of the majority,” voters may lack expertise/information, low turnout can undermine legitimacy (e.g. AV referendum 2011 turnout ~42%).
· Representative democracy: strengths — practical for large, complex states; representatives are accountable and can be removed; allows for expertise and deliberation. Weaknesses — risk of representatives acting against constituents' wishes; parties may dominate over individual judgement; can feel remote from ordinary citizens.
· UK is predominantly representative but uses direct democracy for major constitutional questions (EU membership 1975 and 2016, Scottish independence 2014, Welsh/Scottish devolution 1997, AV 2011).
The UK's participation crisis
· Evidence for: general election turnout below 70% in most elections since 2001 (2001: 59.4%); falling party membership since the 1950s; declining trust in politicians (British Social Attitudes surveys); low turnout in devolved, local, and European elections.
· Evidence against: party membership has risen at times (e.g. Labour post-2015, Reform UK more recently); pressure group and campaign membership (e.g. 38 Degrees, RSPB) is far higher than party membership; digital/‘slacktivism’ (e-petitions, social media campaigns) shows a broadening, not just declining, of participation; the 2016 EU referendum saw turnout of 72.2%, higher than any general election since 1992.
· Proposed solutions: compulsory voting, votes at 16 (already used in Scottish/Welsh elections), online voting, electoral reform, better political/citizenship education.
Extension of the franchise (case studies)
· 1832 Great Reform Act: extended vote to more male property owners.
· Chartists (1838–1857): campaigned for six demands including universal male suffrage; largely unsuccessful at the time but influential later.
· 1918 Representation of the People Act: gave the vote to all men over 21 and women over 30 (with property qualifications).
· 1928 Equal Franchise Act: gave women the vote on the same terms as men (over 21).
· 1969: voting age lowered to 18.
· Ongoing debate: votes at 16 for UK general elections.
Pressure groups
· Typology: insider vs outsider; sectional (protect members' interests, e.g. trade unions) vs promotional/cause (promote a cause, e.g. Friends of the Earth).
· Methods: lobbying, direct action, litigation, media campaigns, working with sympathetic MPs, providing expert evidence to select committees.
· Factors affecting success/influence: financial resources, size and public sympathy, expertise/insider status, alignment with government's existing agenda, use of direct action and media coverage, the political and economic context.
· Case studies: Countryside Alliance (hunting ban campaign); Fathers4Justice (direct action); Stonewall (equal marriage campaign); BMA (insider influence on health policy); Extinction Rebellion (outsider, disruptive direct action).
· Key debate: do pressure groups enhance pluralist democracy (education, representation between elections, checks on government) or undermine democracy (unequal resources favour wealthy/elite groups, unelected and unaccountable, “hyperpluralism” can produce policy gridlock)?
Rights in the UK
· UK rights are protected through a mix of common law, statute law (e.g. Human Rights Act 1998, Equality Act 2010), and the Human Rights Act's incorporation of the European Convention on Human Rights.
· Unlike a codified constitution with entrenched rights, UK rights can in principle be overridden by a simple Act of Parliament (parliamentary sovereignty) — a key part of the ‘should the UK adopt a Bill of Rights/codified constitution’ debate.
· Debates around rights: civil liberties vs national security (e.g. surveillance powers, anti-terror legislation); collective/social rights vs individual rights.
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research one historical case (e.g. the Suffragettes) and one contemporary case (e.g. Extinction Rebellion) of direct action. To what extent are their methods and impact comparable?
· Data challenge: find UK general election turnout figures for the last five elections and local/devolved/EU election turnout for the same period. What pattern emerges, and does it support or challenge the ‘participation crisis’ thesis?
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes the UK should adopt compulsory voting,’ using evidence from at least one country that already uses it (e.g. Australia).
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the debate over pressure group influence connects to the concept of pluralism versus elitism as models of where power lies in a democracy.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 30-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘Evaluate the view that pressure groups enhance democracy in the UK.’
· Comparative extension: research how e-petitions and other digital democracy tools work in the UK Parliament (petition threshold for a Westminster Hall debate, and for government response) and evaluate their real impact on policy using a specific example.
· Primary source analysis: read extracts from the Chartists' ‘People's Charter’ (1838) and compare its demands with the current UK franchise — which demands have been met, and which (if any) remain unmet or contested?
4. Example Assessment Question
Evaluate the view that the UK suffers from a ‘participation crisis.’ (30 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Define ‘participation crisis’ and identify multiple forms of participation (voting, party membership, pressure group activity, digital activism) rather than focusing on turnout alone.
· Use specific, dated evidence for both sides (e.g. turnout figures, party membership statistics, pressure group membership data, the 2016 referendum turnout).
· Consider counter-arguments: is participation declining, or simply changing in form?
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· How Democracy Ends — David Runciman
· How Democracies Die — Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt
· Ruling the Void: The Hollowing of Western Democracy — Peter Mair
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes on democratic participation and its discontents
· The Rest is Politics
· A Level Politics Show
Websites and organisations
· UK Parliament petitions site (petition.parliament.uk) — to see live examples of digital democracy in action
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — analysis on constitutional and democratic reform
· The Hansard Society (hansardsociety.org.uk) — publishes an annual Audit of Political Engagement
· Full Fact (fullfact.org) — fact-checking relevant to participation and referendum debates
· Electoral Commission (electoralcommission.org.uk) — official turnout and registration data

