Knowledge Organiser
Political Parties
Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 1, Topic 2
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Political party
	An organised group of people who share similar political values and aims, who organise to win elections and hold governmental power in order to implement policies.

	Party system
	The pattern formed by the number and relative strength of political parties competing in a state, e.g. one-party, two-party, dominant-party, or multi-party systems.

	Two-party system
	A system in which two major parties dominate government and are the only realistic contenders for power, e.g. Labour and the Conservatives historically at Westminster.

	Dominant-party system
	A system with more than two significant parties, but in which one party consistently wins power over a long period, e.g. the SNP in Scotland since 2007.

	Multi-party system
	A system in which several parties have a realistic chance of winning power or forming part of a government, more evident in devolved and local elections.

	Catch-all party
	A party that broadens its policy appeal beyond a single class or ideology to attract the widest possible range of voters, e.g. New Labour.

	Party manifesto
	A document published by a party before an election, setting out the policies it would pursue in government.

	Mandate
	The authority a governing party claims to implement its manifesto, derived from winning an election.

	Faction
	An organised group within a party that holds distinct views, often to the left or right of the leadership, e.g. the European Research Group within the Conservative Party.

	One Nation Conservatism
	A paternalistic strand of conservatism, associated with Disraeli, that stresses social duty, pragmatism, and the responsibility of the wealthy towards the poor.

	Thatcherism / The New Right
	A free-market, socially conservative strand of Conservative thought associated with Margaret Thatcher, combining neoliberal economics with neoconservative social values.

	Old Labour
	The traditional, more socialist wing of the Labour Party, associated with public ownership, strong trade union links, and redistribution (Clause IV).

	New Labour / Third Way
	The modernised, centrist form of the Labour Party under Tony Blair, which accepted the market economy while pursuing social justice.

	Social democracy
	An ideological position that accepts capitalism but seeks to reform it through state intervention, redistribution, and a welfare state.

	Party funding
	The money used to run political parties, sourced from membership fees, donations, fundraising, and limited state funding (e.g. Short Money).

	Short Money
	State funding given to opposition parties in the House of Commons to support their parliamentary duties.

	Consensus politics
	A period in which major parties broadly agree on key policy areas, reducing ideological conflict between them, e.g. the post-war consensus (1945–1979).

	Adversarial politics
	A style of politics in which parties take sharply opposing positions and confront one another, reinforced by the UK's Westminster system.

	Minor / smaller party
	A party that regularly contests elections but wins relatively few seats nationally, though it may have significant regional influence, e.g. Plaid Cymru, the Green Party.


2. Core Knowledge
Functions of political parties
· Representation: parties articulate and aggregate the views of different groups in society, translating public opinion into policy programmes.
· Participation: parties provide a route for citizens to engage in politics, from voting to canvassing to standing for office.
· Recruitment of leaders: parties select and train candidates for public office, from local councillors to the Prime Minister.
· Policy formulation: parties develop coherent programmes of government, presented to voters as manifestos.
· Providing government and accountability: the winning party forms a government and can be held accountable at the next election; opposition parties scrutinise government.
The changing UK party system
· Two-party dominance: Labour and the Conservatives have won every general election since 1922 and have historically taken the large majority of seats and votes, reinforced by First Past the Post.
· Erosion of two-party dominance: combined Labour/Conservative vote share fell markedly from its post-war peak, with the rise of the Liberal Democrats, UKIP/Reform UK, the Greens, and nationalist parties (SNP, Plaid Cymru) fragmenting the vote.
· Devolved and multi-party politics: Scottish, Welsh, and Northern Irish elections (using more proportional systems) have produced genuinely multi-party outcomes, with the SNP forming a dominant-party system in Scotland since 2007.
· Consensus vs adversarial politics: the post-war consensus (1945–1979) saw broad agreement on the welfare state, mixed economy, and Keynesian demand management; this gave way to a more adversarial, ideologically divided politics under Thatcher, before a degree of renewed consensus emerged under New Labour and Cameron-era Conservatism.
The Conservative Party: ideological development
· One Nation Conservatism: traditional, paternalistic strand emphasising social duty, pragmatism, and gradual change (Disraeli, Macmillan).
· Thatcherism / The New Right: free-market economics (privatisation, deregulation, reduced trade union power) combined with social conservatism and a strong stance on law and order and national sovereignty.
· Cameron-era modernisation: attempts to detoxify the party's image (‘Big Society,’ environmentalism, social liberalism) before the Brexit referendum shifted the party's focus back to sovereignty and immigration.
· Post-2016 divisions: ongoing tension between economically liberal, socially liberal, and more populist/nationalist factions within the party.
The Labour Party: ideological development
· Old Labour: rooted in democratic socialism and strong trade union links, historically committed to public ownership (Clause IV of the party constitution, 1918).
· New Labour / Third Way: under Tony Blair, the party dropped Clause IV (1995), accepted the market economy, and pursued social justice through targeted intervention rather than large-scale nationalisation.
· Corbyn era: a return to more traditional, left-wing policy positions (renationalisation, higher public spending) between 2015 and 2020.
· Starmer era: a repositioning towards the centre ground and fiscal discipline.
Liberal Democrats and minor parties
· Liberal Democrats: formed in 1988 from the merger of the Liberal Party and the SDP; combine social liberalism with support for constitutional and electoral reform; entered coalition government with the Conservatives (2010–2015).
· Minor/smaller parties: the Green Party (environmentalism), Reform UK/UKIP (Euroscepticism, immigration control, populism), SNP and Plaid Cymru (nationalist, pro-devolution/independence parties) all shape debate and, in some cases, hold the balance of power regionally or nationally.
Party funding
· Sources: membership subscriptions, individual and corporate donations, trade union affiliation fees (Labour), fundraising events, and limited state funding (Short Money for opposition parties, Cranborne Money in the Lords, Policy Development Grants).
· Concerns: large individual/corporate donations raise concerns about undue influence (‘cash for honours’ and similar controversies); significant funding imbalances between larger and smaller parties.
· Reform debate: arguments for a cap on donations and increased state funding (to reduce reliance on wealthy donors) versus arguments against state funding (cost to taxpayers, reduced incentive for parties to build genuine grassroots support).
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research the Conservative Party's policy platform in 1979 and in the most recent general election. To what extent has its ideological position shifted?
· Data challenge: find the combined Labour/Conservative vote share at each general election since 1979 and plot the trend. Does this support the claim that the UK is becoming a genuinely multi-party system?
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes UK political parties should be funded by the state,’ using at least one international comparison (e.g. Germany's party funding model).
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the debate over party funding connects to wider concerns about pluralism, elitism, and equality of political influence.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 30-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘Evaluate the extent to which ideological differences between the Conservative and Labour parties have narrowed since 1979.’
· Comparative extension: research the SNP's dominance of Scottish politics since 2007 and evaluate whether this represents a genuine dominant-party system or a temporary phase driven by the independence debate.
· Primary source analysis: read extracts from two contrasting party manifestos from the same general election and identify where their policy positions converge and diverge.
4. Example Assessment Question
Evaluate the view that ideological differences between the Conservative and Labour parties have narrowed since 1979. (30 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Trace the ideological journeys of both parties (Thatcherism to Cameron/post-Brexit Conservatism; Old Labour to New Labour to Corbynism to Starmerism) rather than treating either party as static.
· Use specific, dated policy examples (privatisation, Clause IV, austerity, tax and spend commitments) rather than vague generalisations.
· Weigh periods of convergence (e.g. the New Labour/Cameron era) against periods of clear divergence (e.g. Thatcher vs Foot, or the 2017/2019 elections).
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· The Conservative Party after Brexit: Turmoil and Transformation — Timothy Heppell
· Why Labour Won (and various equivalent titles covering other elections) — Nuffield General Election Studies series
· The Rise and Fall of New Labour — Alan Finlayson (and similar retrospectives on the Blair/Brown years)
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes on party realignment and ideology
· The Political Party (Matt Forde) — long-form interviews with senior party figures
· Electoral Dysfunction
Websites and organisations
· UK in a Changing Europe (ukandeu.ac.uk) — research and commentary on party positioning post-Brexit
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — analysis of party funding and reform debates
· The Electoral Commission (electoralcommission.org.uk) — official data on party funding and donations
· Party websites and manifestos directly (conservatives.com, labour.org.uk, libdems.org.uk, etc.) for primary source policy comparison

