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Preface

This is the second volume from the project on “The Future of Party Govern
ment.” For a general introduction to the project, the reader should consult 
the introduction to the first volume.

Volume II of the series, “European and American Experiences”, is by its 
very nature closely connected to volume I, “Visions and Realities of Party 
Government.” Whereas volume I raised general questions about party gov
ernment, volume II deals with eight selected countries. Each chapter by itself 
may give an adequate analytic description of the country which is its empiri
cal subject, but at the same time each is a part of a realistic analysis of the 
various forms of democratic party government. We have tried to describe 
these eight countries not like single pearls on a string but rather as important 
elements of a mosaic representing today's ruling formula of the organization 
of power in democracies. The chapters are at the same time “empirical” and 
“theoretical”. Without volume I, this book could not have been written as it 
has been written; without volume II, present day realities of party govern
ment would have been treated only as an abstract conceptualization.

Volume III, which is scheduled to appear shortly, will try to answer more 
explicitly the questions of whether and to what extent the institutional set-up 
of party government, in all its rich variety, influences policies. We know gen
erally that “institutions” shape “behavior”, that is, in our context, that they 
shape “policies” in general, However, it is necessary to be more specific and 
to illustrate this process with examples from important policy fields.

We ask for the reader’s tolerance that the problematic of party govern
ment is treated as a “palimpsest”, that each of the succeeding volumes is based 
on, or connected with, its predecessors, but, at the same time, provides a fur
ther contribution to intensified insights. This mode of work, however, is 
based on a specific line of theoretical reasoning.

The individualistic school of political science looks for a (single) “theory” 
(and we may be criticized for not delivering such a theory). It very often tries 
to explain macro phenomena with individualistic theories, falling into the trap 
of the individualistic fallacy and reduction. However, we believe that the ex
isting organization of power, namely party government* can never be ex
plained by just one individualistically based theory, but that different theoret
ical and methodological approaches coordinated into a conceptualization are 
necessary to understanding the problematic. It is also wise to remember that 
“the art of governing” is an art at least as much as it is a science.
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The director of the project would like to express his gratitude to the indi
vidual authors for their scholarly engagement, and to Richard Katz specif
ically for his strong hand in editing this book. He also supported me consid
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From the beginning, the staff of the Badia rendered its valuable services to 
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when I left the EUI, it was the staff of my chair in Mannheim who had to 
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Party Government and Its Alternatives

R ic h a r d  S. K a tz

Contents

I. Party Government as a Legitimizing Myth
II. Concepts and Problems

III. Varieties of Party Government
IV. Alternatives to Party Government
V. Ironies of Party Government

One who took the titles of many books and articles published in the 1970s 
seriously could only be relieved that the western democracies appear all to 
have survived ta  the middle of the 1980s. Phrases such as The Crisis of 
Democracy (Croz'ier, et al., 1975), Must Canada Fail? (Simeon, 1977), or 
“Italy — Ungovernable Republic” (Allum, 1974) suggested an air of immedi
ate danger ancha possibility of precipitate collapse that has proven to be un-I 
founded. Indeed, far from old democracies disappearing, new democracies 
have arisen in Mediterranean Europe.

Nonetheless, while the degree of alarmism reflected in such titles has 
proven to be excessive (and often the works themselves were far more sober 
in their assessments of the dangers to, and potentials of, democracy than their 
titles suggest), the problems to which they pointed usually were real enough. 
The range of activities which government is expected not only to regulate but 
actively to advance has mushroomed. Unemployment and inflation, standards 
of education and health care, transportation and broadcasting systems, and 
provision of public services such as telephone and electricity, to name only a 
few, now all are regarded as regular objects of government control (cf. Fry, 
1979). In many cases, these are joined by the likes of the manufacture of steel 
and automobiles or the marketing of televisions and refrigerators. In the most 
extreme example, in 1981 over 65 % of Sweden’s gross national product 
passed through the government’s hands, up from only 31 % twenty years be
fore. With this tremendous growth of functions, democratic governments 
have experienced corresponding growth in size and complexity. If the result
ing problems of information, coordination, and control have not brought 
democracy to its knees, neither have they been “solved”.

1
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Other problems and challenges noticed in the 1970s — e. g., lower levels 
of public respect for the institutions and officers of government, fostered by 
an apparent anti-establishment bias in the media of mass communication, in-* 
creased international constraints of the freedom of national governments,  ̂
rapidly evolving social change, the rise of “new politics” groups outside of 
and opposed to established norms — have persisted, sometimes in intensified 
and sometimes in attenuated form, into the 1980s. Moreover, if the possibility 
that democracies would collapse precipitately was overstated, the more insidi
ous possibility that various reactions or adaptations to such pressures — the 
further development of “neo-corporatism” or “technocracy” are two often 
mentioned possibilities — will sap political systems of their democratic vital
ity also must be taken into account. It is premature to write the obituaries for 
democracy, but its future is not secure beyond question.

This is the second volume in a series directed at the questions of how 
party government — the dominant institutional form of modern democracy 
— functions and copes, or does not cope, with these challenges. (For an ex
tended discussion of these problems and a full description of the “Future of 
Party Government” project, see Wildenmann, 1986) In the first volume 
(Castles, Wildenmann, 1986), members of the project team tried to resolve, yo 
or at least to map out, the conceptual and theoretical problems fundamental 
to such an endeavor. Here, the concepts and ideas developed on a theoretical 
basis in that book are applied in empirical studies of eight democracies.

Notwithstanding the title of this volume, the eight countries have just been 
called “democracies” rather than “party governments” for good reason. In 
the loosest sense of common usage, all modern polities that would be called 
“democracies” are also “party governments”. Indeed, they are called “demo
cracies” precisely because their principal public officials are chosen, either di-"*'"' 
rectly or indirectly, in elections conducted along party lines. Although non
partisan elections are possible logically, and are found in practice for some 
local governments, at the national level competitive parties appear to be a 
prerequisite for popular representative government. In this respect, party 
government is a synonym for representative democracy.

To make this equivalence, however, is to risk losing sight of the tremen
dous variability in the institutions of representative democracies, and in 
particular of the tremendous variability in the organization, operation, and 
even relevance of their parties. In some cases, parties clearly are the lynch- y 
pins of the political system; in others, it sometimes seems to be pressing a 
point to suggest that parties exist except in name. Just as calling all systems 
with hereditary monarchs “royal governments” would risk confounding royal 
absolutism and figure-head monarchies, to call all governments with political 
parties “party governments” risks confounding systems in which parties are 
the central locus of power with those in which parties exist only in form.
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I. Party Government as a Legitimizing Myth

Whatever their real variability, at least in western Europe and for western 
Europeans, “party government” is the dominant legitimizing myth of the re
presentative mass democracies. The notion of a legitimizing myth is akin to 
the distinction between the dignified and the efficient parts of a constitution 
(Bagehot, 1867). Both point to the importance of the perceived conformity of 
real political institutions to the normative standards of society and both also 
point to the possible difference between the way in which it is widely per
ceived that a political system should and does operate and the way in which it 
works in practice. In Bagehot’s case, the dignified part of the British constitu
tion was the monarchy, and one could say that the principle of “limited mon
archy” was the legitimizing myth of the Victorian system notwithstanding the 
fact that power already had shifted decisively to a cabinet accountable not to 
the monarch but to Parliament. Because of the reverence with which the 
monarchy was regarded, however, the myth of royal power contributed im
portantly to the legitimacy of the cabinet system. In most modern democra
cies, this legitimizing function is performed by belief in party government.

Before considering the content of the party government myth and its rela
tion to principles of democratic legitimacy, it is important to note that legiti
mizing myths may be true; their status as myths stems from the reasons^tKe)T 
are believed rather than from their falsehood. That some institution of gov
ernment is surrounded by the trappings of dignity does not mean that it nec
essarily is without efficient power as well. Further, because legitimacy itself is 
a valuable political resource, and because legitimacy rests in large measure on 
perceived conformity to the myth or on the reverence with which the digni
fied parts of the constitution are regarded, even as a fiction, constitutional 
theory may impose significant constraints on the wielders of efficient power. 
Assessing the degree to which the party government myth is realized, or con
tinues to be important politically even if it is more honored in the breach than 
in the observance, in the eight countries studied here is one of the tasks of 
this volume.

The party government myth is the assertion that a particular variety of) 
democracy has in fact been implemented through the agency of a particular 
variety of institutions and organizations. It represents a highly simplified andj 
generalized version of the “responsible parties” model of democracy (Ran- 
ney, 1962). In place of rule by a monarch and ministers responsible to him, or 
rule by ministers responsible only to a small class, democracy means rule by 
officials responsible to the whole citizenry. Democracy means popular con
trol of the government rather than direct and continuous popular participation 
in the process of governing. The people may, and in some views ought to, be„: 
involved actively in political discussion and debate, and they may attempt to 
influence decisions by argument and “legitimate” pressure brought to bear on 
officials, but the actual decisions are to be taken by representatives account-
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able to the people and not by the people themselves. Democracy in a mass 
society requires leadership (Schumpeter, 1950); the problem is to assure that 
leaders ultimately are controlled by the people. Furthermore, this accounta
bility of control must be collective, rather than individual. As Woodrow Wil
son (1885: 93) put it, “The more power is divided, the more irresponsible it 
becomes.”

In the party government ideal, total control of the government is turned 
over to a team of leaders who are entitled to exercise power by virtue of hav
ing obtained the approbation of a majority in a freely contested election. On 
one hand, this allows the people to determine the direction of government 
policy by putting into office those leaders whose proposals they prefer and 
gives to those leaders sufficient power to put their proposals into effect. On 
the other hand, it allows the people to dismiss from office incumbent govern
ments whose stewardship they judge to have been unsatisfactory. An impor
tant corollary is that, since elections give mandates to teams of leaders, voters 
should decide primarily on the basis of their evaluations of the competing 
teams, and only secondarily, if at all, on the basis of individual parliamentary 
candidates. The questions of whether voters’ evaluations ought to be based 
on specific policy proposals p r on general confidence in a group of leaders or 
general sympathy with their philosophy or approach and of whether the con
trol exercised by the electorate ought primarily to be prospective or retro
spective distinguish specific subtypes of party government theory.

The party government myth is that the political parties found in present 
day democracies provide teams of leaders like those in the ideal model. Elec
tions are conducted along party lines and the party (or coalition of parties, al
though there is a strong bias in the party government model in favor of single 
party governments) that wins an election assumes complete control over the 
government. The system is democratically legitimate because its decision 
making and implementing functions are controlled by a party or parties that 
have been authorized specifically to rule by the people. There are, thus, three 
crucial elements to the party government myth: that there are free elections 
among parties; that each party represents a coherent whole; that the party 
that wins the election can, in fact, control the government. The possibility, if 
not the actuality, of alternation in office (whether government is by coalition 
or by a single party) also is fundamental to the party government model and 
myth.

The twin central functions of political parties in the party government 
model thus are to rule and to take responsibility for ruling. This does not_ 
mean, as is sometimes supposed, that they must formulate policy or actively 
aggregate interests through their own internal processes — they might simply 
choose among alternatives proposed by others — but it does mean that they 
must make the choice of policy. Similarly, it does not mean that all decisions 
must be made and implemented by party members, but it does mean that 

j party officials must be able to control, and thus to take responsibility for the
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actions of, all those who exercise public power. Implicitly, it is the function of 
the party or parties out of power to provide an alternative government so that j  
the threat of withdrawal of popular support can be credible.

These are the central functions of parties, and the only functions that are 
their exclusive domain. Their performance, and the placement of parties at 
the center of the institutional framework of representative government, may 
involve them, however, in other activities as well. Thus, parties may be in-] 
volved in political recruitment, in the articulation and aggregation of inter
ests, in political communication, in mobilizing and channeling mass political 
participation. These functions will be shared with other organizations, but 
only parties exercise legitimate political power; for the other organizations, 
the objective must be to influence the party, or one of the parties, in power. 
Obviously, this kind of complete party monopoly of decision making power 
is notto  be found in any real world political system. Indeed, were it to be too 
closely approximated, serious doubts would be raised about the continued vi
ability of free competition (would an omnipotent party allow its competitors 
free rein if it thought it might be defeated?), and the system might more likely 
be called an elective dictatorship than a democratic party government. None
theless, the myth that it is found is one of the ways in which real institutions 
and processes are reconciled with the norms of democratic legitimacy in 
those systems which accept the party government ideal.

Finally, a word must be said about democracy itself. All modern concep
tions of democracy are founded on compromise between two often “clashing 
and antagonistic principles” (Dahl, 1956: 4). On one hand, democracy is*v 
closely identified with the principle of majority rule. On the other hand,*,^ 
modern democracy is also rooted in hhaafeiv> that is in the principle that " 
government, including government by the majority, must be restrained so as 
to protect the basic rights and interests of the minority. If, however, a distinc
tion may be drawn between “popular sovereignty” democracy, the view that 
primacy should be given to the implementation of the popular (usually 
equated with the majority) will, and “liberal” democracy, the view that . 
democracy primarily involves the protection of private and group interests, 
then the party government ideal clearly is of the former type.

The main concern of the popular sovereignty view, like the party govern
ment ideal, is that “the people” as a whole control and direcJLthe activities of 
“the government” as a collective entity. Implicit in this conception is the idea 
of government as an active ^g?j)t or tool of the people, solving social prob
lems, fostering economic development, and so forth. In contrast, the liberal 
view is more concerned with individual or group vetoes over government 
than with positive popular control, with setting limits on government rather 
than determining its direction, with securing effective representation for 
many viewpoints rather than assuring that a popular majority always is in 
charge. The liberal view tends to see government as regulatory and reactive-)} 
rather than as initiating, and as set apart from and potentially hostile to the
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aggregate interest of the community rather than as a tool of the community 
in the achievement of its common aims. (For an extended discussion of these 
two types of democratic theory as well as "participationist” and "communi
tarian” democracy, see Katz, forthcoming.)

This distinction is crucial because it suggests that political systems may be 
legitimized as democratic without adhering to the party government myth. In 
particular, it explains Morris Fiorina’s observation in his chapter on the 
United States that that country clearly is not a party government (i. e., scores 
low on "partyness of government” as defined below) and yet that no one is 
terribly upset by this fact. The United States is one of the world’s foremost 
adherents of the liberal democratic ideal, while endorsement of the party 
government model makes sense only to the extent that one endorses the pop
ular sovereignty view of democracy as well.

II. Concepts and Problems

The authors of the seven country chapters in this volume have attempted to 
assess the degree to which party government is a reality in each of the coun
tries studied, to account for its presence, or absence, and to consider its im
plications for the capacities of their governments to cope with the social and 
economic changes and pressures confronting them; to solve, resolve, or dis
solve problems; and to survive. Before any of this could be done, however, a 
number of theoretical and conceptual problems had to be dealt with. While 
this was the primary task of the first volume of this series, it is worthwhile 
summarizing its approach and conclusions here.

The first necessity for such assessments is a clearer notion of what "party ^  
government” means. Providing an explicit definition proved to be both more 
necessary and more difficult than originally thought. In general, the problems 
were of three types. The first was simply the status of party government as$ 
the dominant legitimizing myth of European democracies. This implied, es
pecially for the Europeans, a great emotional investment in three further 
propositions: that all governments accepted as democratic are in fact party 
governments; that the alternative to party government cannot be democracy; '  
and that party government is necessarily desirable. The second problem ■- 
stemmed directly from the Bagehot distinction between the dignified and effi
cient parts of a constitution. Given that parties, or at least politicians with 
party labels, appear everywhere to hold the major offices of government, and 
given the emotional and ideological charge of the party government myth, 
there was great reluctance to accept that partisan election might not be a suf
ficient condition of party government. In terms of the concrete example that 
kept arising in project discussions, if the United States is a democracy, which 
everyone accepts that it is, and if Democrats and Republicans between them 
hold virtually all the major public offices, does not this necessarily mean that
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the United States is an example of party government? The answer, as indi
cated clearly in Morris Fiorina’s chapter on the United States and reflected in 
Karlheinz Reif s discussion of the regime des partis of Third and Fourth 
Republic France, hinges on the third problem in defining party government: 
the definition of party itself.

The definitions of party and party government on which we eventually 
settled — not, it should be noted, with unanimity, as reflected in the opening 
pages of Gunnar Sjoblom’s chapter on Sweden and Denmark — were framed 
in such a way as to fit into a “rationalistic” framework of explanation, and 
thus especially reflect the methodological individualism of that approach. The 
definitions themselves are derived most directly, however, from the role of 
party government as a legitimizing myth. The objective was to arrive at 
definitions that would be useful in empirical research while at the same time 
capturing the normative import of the party government myth.

Like most democratic theories, the party government model is an ideal 
type. As with other ideal types, it is not realizable, and when one speaks of a 
real system as a party government, one means only that it sufficiently approx
imates the ideal that it makes more sense to call it a party government than 
anything else. But, of course, the ideal can be approximated more or less 
closely. This, fact gives rise to the concept of “partyness of government” as a 
potentially continuous variable indicating the degree to which any particular 
system fulfills the requirements of the party government ideal type. As origi
nally formulated (Katz, 1986), these requirements were three in number, but 
as adapted by several of the authors in this volume they have been subdivided 
into five:
1. Decisions are made by elected party officials or by those under their

control;
2a. Policy is decided within parties which 
2b. then act cohesively to enact it.
3a. Officials are recruited and 
3b. held accountable through party.

These conditions are intended to apply to the bureaucracy as well as to 
elected officials. They are “violated to the extent that bureaucrats exercise in
dependent policy making authority”, (Katz, 1986: 43) i. e., the bureaucracy is 
assumed either to be under direct party domination as in a patronage-based 
system or else to be totally neutral and loyally subservient to whatever party 
is in power. (The latter possibility is not equivalent to assuming a complete 
separation between politics and administration, although it is compatible with 
that assumption.) It is evident that, to the extent that these conditions are sat
isfied, parties truly would be in control of the government. Obviously a prior 
condition for all of this is that there be parties capable of satisfying the re
quirements of the party government model. Thus, for example, according to 
Reif, the crucial change between the Fourth and Fifth French Republics
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which allows the latter, but not the former, to qualify as an example of party 
government, was the development of “real” parties at the bourgeois end of 
the political spectrum. But again, the “party” of the party government ideal is 
itself an ideal type, thus giving rise to the underlying continuous concept of 
“partyness” of an organization or group, defined by three characteristics:

1. Exhibiting team-like behavior;
2. in attempting to win control over all political power;
3. and basing claims of legitimacy on electoral success.

To these may be added two further concepts. The first, “party government- 
ness”, refers to the degree to which parties, as defined above, actually are in 
charge, not just of the formal government apparatus, but of social power 
overall. This concept was suggested to take account of the possibility that, as 
the role of government in the management of society expands, the total 
power of parties might increase even as their proportionate hold on the gov
ernment decreased. The second concept, introduced and discussed at greater 
length in Gunnar Sjoblom’s chapter in this volume, is “partyness of society”, 
and refers to the extent of party penetration into nongovernmental institu
tions such as the media or trade unions.

With these concepts in hand, several conclusions become obvious and 
these lead to a series of questions. First, party government evidently is a char
acteristic of which a political system can have more or less, rather than a 
category into which all existing democracies (with the possible exceptions of 
the United States and Switzerland) happen to fit. What factors contribute to 
higher or lower levels of party government? Second, to call a system a party 
government, as to call a system a monarchy, is only to say who rules, not to 
evaluate the quality of rule, except perhaps in the terms of a normative theory 
that values a particular organization of power (e. g. democracy) for its own 
sake. Just as the cure for an ineffective monarchy may be less monarchy, not 
more, so the prescription for an ineffective party government may be not to 
increase the power of the parties, but to improve the quality of the parties or, 
indeed, to give more power to some other group or individuals. What factors 
make party governments more or less effective or capable? Third, there evi
dently can be more than one set of institutional arrangements or more than 
one party system compatible with any given level of party government. In 
particular, what factors contribute to the emergence of one form rather than 
another, and is one form more likely to be effective than another? Fourth, 
party governments are considerably more complicated in reality than in the 
legitimizing myth, the parties are never without rivals for power, and many 
other institutions of modern government have their own legitimizing norms, 
often in conflict with the norms of party government. What impact do prob
lems such as these have for the legitimacy, capacity, and durability of party 
governments?
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As the preceding discussion implies, two other concepts of central import
ance are the capacity and the survival of party government. The two are re
lated. Thus Sjoblom (1986: 100) offers the working hypothesis that “party 
government (in some form) is likely to persist if and only if it has a high de
gree of problem-solving capacity”, while Gordon Smith (1986: 216) finds it 
“reasonable to hold that the survival or breakdown of party government de
pends on the effectiveness of its performance.” As with “party government”, 
however, it turned out to be easier to posit apparently plausible hypotheses 
using the terms than it was to specify exactly what they mean.

Sjoblom defines a problem as “a discrepancy between what is and what is 
desired” (p. 76). He further identifies three types of problems of particular 
relevance to the study of party government. “A societal problem is a discrep
ancy between the actual living conditions of people in a society and some ex
pected standard of living conditions . . . A policy problem is a discrepancy be
tween a desired state of affairs and the ‘social technology5 available for bring
ing about the desired state of affairs . . .  A governance problem is a discrep
ancy between what is normatively and functionally expected of public gov
ernance and the actual performance in this respect” (pp. 84 — 85). From these 
definitions, there follow two important conclusions. First, problems may be 
“dissolved” rather than being “solved”, by altering desires or expectations 
rather than by altering the actual state of affairs. Conversely, problems may 
be created by stimulating expectations. Second, the translation of societal 
problems (unfortunate visitations of Nature) into problems with which the 
government is expected to deal, and conversely — in other words, control of 
the political agenda — is an important element of problem management.

In order to deal effectively with problems, Sjoblom (p. 80) suggests that 
parties must be able to make three kinds of assessments: the “matter-of-fact” 
assessment of the likely consequences of alternative actions; the “value” as
sessment relating those consequences to the desired state of affairs; and the 
“strategic” assessment of the consequences of the actions on the political po
sition of the parties. In a similar formulation, I suggested (Katz, 1986: 
46 — 47) that problem solution capacity consists of four elements: the ability 
“to get a specific policy implemented”; the ability “to frame policies that will 
produce the desired . . . results”; the ability “to choose the ‘right5 aims or poli
cies”; and the will to bear the costs of formulating and implementing policy. 
In the first volume, several arguments were advanced concerning the capacity 
of party governments: that the logic of party government puts limits on the 
ability of parties to control expectations (Katz, 1986: 67 — 68); that expansion 
of the functions of government would strain the capacity of parties (thus im
plying a possible inverse correlation between party governmentness brought 
about by growth of government and the partyness of government) (Katz, 
1986: 67 — 68); that party governments, in general, should score particularly 
high (or low) on problem solution capacity (Sjoblom, 1986: 72—1 19). How 
able are party governments to do all of the things that contribute to problem
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solution capacity, and are there systematic differences among types of party 
government?

If a party government does not perform adequately, and it must be re
membered that at least three factors — the absolute capacity of the system, 
the difficulty of the problems confronted, and the level of expectations of the 
citizens — contribute to determining adequacy, its survival presumably is in 
jeopardy. As Smith pointed out, however, this does not necessarily mean col
lapse is imminent, for two reasons. On one hand, in the absence of an attrac
tive alternative or a precipitating crisis, a party government may slide into im- 
mobilistic incapacity. From that state, it may be supplanted should a crisis or 
alternative arise, but it equally may recover, or remain immobile for some 
considerable time. Indeed, if one focuses on "problem handling” rather than 
problem solution, “immobilistic features can have a positive value, for under 
certain conditions immobilism in the short run may be a key to longer-term 
effectiveness” (Smith, 1986: 220). Although ineffective party governments are 
at risk, they may survive nonetheless. On the other hand, in adapting to 
changing circumstances, the extent of party government may be reduced. 
"Supersession, in the sense of becoming redundant and giving way to a supe
rior form, accurately conveys the way in which party government might 
come to be replaced by a new type of regime” (Smith, 1986: 221); there 
would be no sharp break and the institutions of party government might well 
remain, but their effective power would be lost to other institutions. Thus, ef
fectiveness by itself is no guarantee that party government is secure, since it 
might have been purchased at the price of partyness of government itself.

Presumably, if party government were to be superseded, ultimately the 
new regime (Smith suggests a kind of "super corporatism” as an example of 
an extreme form of succession but others are also conceivable) would develop 
its own legitimizing myth. As Giorgio Freddi (1986: 143—177) observed, 
however, even in party governments, the party government myth is not uni
versally accepted. In particular, some political institutions may have their own 
standards of legitimacy which are at variance with those of party government. 
The case with which Freddi dealt was the bureaucracy, but a similar argu
ment might be applied to other institutions, such as the banks, the judiciary, 
or the military. Legitimacy based on rational expertise, adherence to the law 
as an abstract ideal, or tradition and honor may replace legitimacy based on 
loyality to the party chosen in an election.

This may have three effects. First, adherence to these norms may limit the 
degree to which these institutions voluntarily submit to partisan control. Un
der this heading would fall bureaucratic obstructionism justified by the great
er wisdom of the bureaucrats, bankers counteracting government fiscal poli
cies in order to defend the "sacred” value of money, judicial twisting of 
legislation to fit established legal theories, or military insubordination or in
surrection in the name of national honor. Second, effective party government 
in the modern era requires that the parties in power have access to and use of
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the technical expertise embodied in these institutions. Although these alterna
tive legitimizing principles based on the shared values of structured commu
nities of experts are compatible with the total separation of policy-making 
from policy-implementation implicit in the party government myth, they all 
make it inappropriate for permanent officials to give, or party leaders to re
ceive, practical political advice. Third, to the extent that these competing 
norms are accepted by the people, they may undermine the legitimacy of the 
party regime, making “democratic statesmanship” appear instead to be “petty 
partisan bickering”. One possible reaction is then for the people to turn to a 
“regime of experts (or generals)” as a legitimate government to solve social 
problems.

Finally, although, as was noted earlier, the definitions of “partyness of 
government”, “party governmentness”, etc., as well as many of the questions 
addressed in the country chapters, were developed explicitly within the 
framework of the rational choice paradigm, it would be an exaggeration to 
say that this approach has been adopted fully by any of the authors repre
sented here. Nonetheless, the central elements of this approach permeate 
their analyses. Thus, for example, goals rather than functions underlie their 
explanations; parties and politicians act as they do because circumstances give 
them incentives to do so, not because maintenance of the system “requires” 
that they do.

Perhaps the greatest shortcoming of most rational choice theories of poli
tics is that they are predicated on unrealistic assumptions about goals. The 
common assumption that politicians are single-minded office seekers is an ex
ample. Such assumptions are understandable — only if assumptions about 
goals are made is deductive theorizing possible in the rational choice para
digm — and often quite powerful, but they omit much of the richness of poli
tics. The chapters which follow are inductive and explanatory rather than de
ductive; to the extent that the rational choice approach has been adopted, it 
has been as a guide to interpretation. Thus assumptions about the specific 
goals of specific actors have not been made. Nonetheless, it is worthwhile to 
distinguish three general types of goals: policy goals concerned with chang
ing social outcomes, for example bringing about industrial development or 
preserving the environment; organizational goals concerned with the well
being of various institutions, for example maintaining a dominant electoral 
position for one’s party; and personal goals concerned with the well-being of 
the particular actor in question, for example assuring his own reelection. The 
problems, as suggested in the first volume and illustrated by the country 
chapters here are: first, that different actors may have conflicting goals — 
environmentalists will conflict with industrial developers, those interested in 
bureaucratic autonomy will conflict with those interested in partisan control 
over the bureaucracy, etc.; second, that the goals of a single individual may 
be in conflict — e. g., a policy may be realizable only at the expense of party 
losses; and third, that what appears to be good for actors in the short run
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may be bad for the system in the long run. As the country chapters show, it is 
on the basis of the interplay of conflicts such as these that party government 
(and any other form of politics) must be explained.

III. Varieties of Party Government

As we have defined them here, “party government” and related terms refer to 
the relative importance of political parties in the governing of a country. 
They say nothing directly about the institutional or constitutional structures 
through which parties rule (beyond of course requiring the existence of free 
elections and the dominance of those chosen in them), the nature of the party 
system, or the dynamics of such processes as government formation and 
maintenance. Moreover, the definitions themselves are multifaceted, so that a 
variety of different combinations of elements theoretically could result in the 
same overall “party government score.” Thus, even within the group of sys
tems that would be called “real” party governments, there may be many dif
ferent subtypes.

Of the eight countries discussed in detail in this volume, six — France, 
Italy, Germany, Great Britain, Denmark, and Sweden — would be placed 
within this group. The order in which they have been listed appears to corre
spond to their relative partyness of government, but the differences between 
the dominating role of parties in these six countries and the far less centrally 
controlling role of parties in Switzerland and, especially, the United States, 
make the differences in partyness within this group appear of secondary im
portance. Nonetheless, although these systems all are party governments, the 
ways in which these systems work, and the consequences of party dominance 
of their governments vary widely.

At one level, of course, each system is unique. Elaborating on the distinc
tion between “type A” and “type B” party governments made by Reif in his 
chapter and with particular reference to the relationship between the party 
government model and the popular sovereignty ideal of democratic theory, 
however, it is possible to suggest three general varieties of party government 
based on the role played by the electorate in determining the partisan colora
tion and leadership of the government.

In the first type, typified by two party systems but not necessarily re
stricted to them, and corresponding to Reif’s “type A”, elections serve as di
rect referenda on the government. By giving a majority to one party or the 
other, the voters “not only decide about the composition of parliament and 
about the rapport des forces of the various parties in parliament, but they also 
decide (indirectly) about the party composition of the government and about the 
individual head of government” (Red, this volume). Great Britain, with its tra
ditional two-party system is, of course, the prototype for this form of “bipo
lar party government”, although trends suggesting the possibility of coalition
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or minority governments and the likelihood of governments supported by less 
than a majority of those voting in a general election leave France in the early 
1980s as, perhaps, the best example. Among the other countries considered 
here, Germany and Sweden also fit basically into this category, although the 
often pivotal role of the FDP in Germany and the fact that the bourgeois pole 
of the Swedish party system is occupied by three parties rather than one 
somewhat weaken their fit.

The other two types are substantially different variants of Reif’s “type B”. 
In each case, elections generally do not give a majority to a single party or 
predetermined coalition; “coalitions often are formed after elections rather 
than before or in elections, and the head of government is designated after 
elections and not before.” In the second type, no party occupies a dominant 
position, so that there can be real alternations in office, but because govern
ments are formed on the basis of interparty negotiations, whether among 
leaders of the parliamentary or extraparliamentary parties, it is not necessar
ily the case that gains in voting strength will increase a party’s chances of be
ing included in the cabinet. While Israel may provide the best current exam
ple of this type, which might be called “coalitional party government”, Den
mark represents a European approximation. Finally, in the third type, there is 
no substantial alternation of parties in office because there is one party which 
must be the senior partner in every conceivable coalition. While shifts in elec
toral support may lead to marginal changes in the composition of cabinets 
and the policies they pursue, the ouster of the dominant party is possible only 
in theory. On the other hand, especially if the leadership of the dominant 
party is fragmented, the choice of head of government, as in coalitional party 
government systems, will be one of the subjects of inter-, as well as of intra-, 
party negotiations and generally will be made only after the election results 
are known. This system of “dominant party government” is exemplified in 
Europe by Italy.

In each case, election results are important, but their role is quite different 
between bipolar systems, on one hand, and coalitional or dominant systems, 
on the other. In the first case, elections determine party control of the govern
ment and choice of its head; in the second and third cases, they merely deter
mine the strategic situation in which politicians subsequently will make these 
decisions. The difference has at least three important consequences.

First, governments in bipolar systems are more secure. The legitimacy of 
the government, which flows directly from its electoral success, is high; no 
other government could have been formed on the basis of those election re
sults. While one may challenge the wisdom of their decisions, it is hard, espe
cially for people like bureaucrats, to challenge their right to make them. Cab
inet crises, which only can occur as a result of disunity within the current 
majority, are infrequent. Governments are able to consider reasonably long 
term plans with some confidence that they will be in office long enough to 
implement them.
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Second, when political crises do occur, whether they be brought about by 
defections within the governing majority or by challenges from outside of 
parliament (e. g., by political strikes), the way in which they are handled dif
fers. In bipolar systems, recourse is likely to be had to a new election. Thus, 
the British miner’s strike of 1974 led to a general election called precisely to 
resolve the question, “Who rules Britain?” Similarly, the immediate response 
of a French President of the Republic facing a hostile national assemby is to 
call for new elections. On the other hand, in coalitional or dominant party 
government systems, the first response to a crisis is more likely to be a reshuf
fling of the government. Since in these systems any government formed is 
only one of several that might equally have been formed, it may be possible to 
form a new government that can deal with, or at least temporarily gloss-over, 
the cause of the crisis.

The tendency of coalitional or predominant party government systems to 
deal with crises by coalition reshuffles rather than elections is heightened by 
the third difference. Elections, when called, are more likely to resolve crises 
in bipolar systems than in the other types. The hallmark of bipolar elections is 
that somebody definitively wins, whether it be the government or the erst
while opposition. In a coalitional or predominant system, even if there is a 
relatively large shift in vote percentages from the previous election, the 
fundamental political situation is likely to remain unchanged. Although a few 
old coalition possibilities may be foreclosed or a few new ones opened, there 
is still no government with a clear-cut and unambiguous mandate.

While the role of elections in allowing the people directly to select the 
head of government distinguishes bipolar party government from coalitional 
or dominant party government, the possibility of alternation distinguishes the 
last from the other two types. As comparison of Gianfranco Pasquino’s anal
ysis of Italian politics with the other chapters shows, this has important ef
fects both on the dynamic processes of the dominant party and on the rela
tionship it has with the larger society.

Internally, dominant parties appear to suffer from two debilities. The first 
is that they have difficulty renewing their leadership in the absence of the 
stimulus that occasional electoral defeats provide. Instead, the “stakes” are 
raised and the cost of turnover increased since turnover in party leadership 
means turnover in government office as well. This has three interrelated con
sequences. The first is that ambition for high office must be displaced from 
the interparty arena to within the confines of the dominant party. The second 
is that emergence of a single dominant leader — whose leadership might well 
be for life — becomes intolerable; as a result, the top leadership of the party 
is divided among mutually competitive elites. The third is that since these 
elites, although in competition with one another, fundamentally are renewed 
only through death, the party career structure becomes blocked, with only 
limited opportunities for real political or governmental talent to be advanced. 
The result is a party gerontocracy, cut off from new social trends, whose
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tenure is likely to be challenged only when it becomes so costly that the 
party’s dominance is threatened.

The problem of isolation from social forces also stems from the nature of 
the relationship between a dominant party and society at large. As particu
larly the chapters on Italy and the two Scandinavian systems show, the impact 
of high partyness of society depends on the competitive position of the parties 
in question. On one side, effective penetration of civil society by parties can 
provide them with valuable political resources. Party controlled media can fa
cilitate effective communication from party leaders to their followers and 
give the party much greater control over the political agenda than they would 
enjoy were the media all “independent”. Party affiliated trade unions, and 
other associations, can be mobilized for (or deterred from) strikes, demon
strations, and other forms of direct action as well as for electoral purposes. 
Such organizations also can provide important channels for the articulation 
of demands from the mass level.

On the other side, however, excessive control over civil society can be 
dangerous for a system of party government in the long run, even while these 
advantages make it attractive to leaders in the short run. To be forced to re
spond to demands keeps a party’s leadership in touch with current social 
forces and problems, but also imposes short term restraints and costs on 
them. In many cases, especially when they are presiding over a fragile intra
party coalition, rather than responding to demands with new and effective 
policies, leaders would prefer to choke off the demands altogether. Excessive 
penetration of civil society by a dominant party allows them to do this, be
cause there are no alternative channels through which demands can be ex
pressed. The long term result, as Pasquino shows, is likely to be failure to 
make necessary reforms and failure to adapt to social, economic, and cultural 
changes.

The distinction among these three types of party government is of rele
vance to three additional considerations. The first is the relationship between 
performance and legitimacy. Two hypotheses generally advanced are that the 
legitimacy of a political system will be directly correlated with its capacity to 
solve/resolve/dissolve problems and that the support of a particular party will 
be directly correlated with the capacity which it displays when in office. Not
withstanding their close connection, these are not equivalent hypotheses, and 
the interaction between them may be of great importance. In bipolar systems, 
it is relatively easy to attribute responsibility to a particular party or coalition; 
the normal response to unsatisfactory results is not to withdraw allegiance to 
the system, but to change parties. In a coalitional system, the separation be
tween what should be blamed on the system and what should be blamed on 
particular actors is less clear, while in a dominant party system there may 
come to be a subjective identification of the system of party government with 
the rule of the particular dominant party. Especially in the last case, pro-
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longed unsatisfactory performance is likely to reduce support for the system 
as well as for a particular party.

The second effect is on the relationship between government and bu
reaucracy and on the general power of permanent officials. In bipolar sys
tems, the loyalty of the bureaucracy to changing political administrations is 
essential. In Britain, this has been attempted through the political emascula
tion of the civil service; in Sweden, by the organizational separation of policy 
making ministries from policy implementing bodies; in Germany, by pension
ing off high official with ties to the opposition. In no case is the bureaucracy 
made politically irrelevant, but in each of the bipolar systems the political ex
ecutive is in a strong position vis-à-vis the civil service with regard to policy 
making, while the state service retains substantial autonomy with regard to 
implementation. This balance is much less likely to be achieved under either 
of the other systems. In coalitional systems, the instability of cabinets puts 
them in a weak position to perform their policy making function, which then 
tends to devolve on bureaucrats. As Freddi argued in our first volume, how
ever, the orientation of bureaucrats is quite different from that of politicians, 
tending to define as important problems inconsistencies in the law rather than 
societal conditions in need of reform. Further, with frequent turnover in min
isterial office, the kind of trust that would allow bureaucrats to provide valu
able expert-political advice to politicians is unlikely to develop. The problems 
of dominant party systems are the mirror image of those of coalitional sys
tems. Instead of excessive bureaucratic autonomy, the danger is that the bu
reaucracy will be so thoroughly colonized by the party in power that it will 
lose its expert qualifications. Administration becomes infected with partisan 
favoritism and efficiency is sacrificed as the state service is transformed into a 
machine for creating and distributing patronage.

The third area of concern is the relationship between party office and 
ministerial office. One of the strengths of the bipolar system is that it tends to 
involve the fusion of party leadership with executive office. While not invar
iably the case, as Rudolf Wildenmann’s chapter on Germany illustrates, it is 
the norm for the leader of the majority party to become head of the govern
ment as well, and when this is not the case, the position of the head of gov
ernment is markedly weakened. This kind of fusion is unlikely to take place 
in dominant party systems, for the reasons just cited. It is also less likely in 
coalitional systems. On one hand, the leader of one party may not be accept
able as a prime minister to other parties with which a coalition must be 
formed. On the other hand, each party may wish to keep its distance from its 
coalition partners, both to maintain flexibility in forming other coalitions and 
because they will be enemies at the next election; in this case the party leader 
himself may not want executive office. Again, however, the farther removed 
the members of the cabinet are from the leadership of their parties, the less 
they and their coalition partners can depend on party support, and the 
weaker the cabinet will be.
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Why does one type of party government prevail rather than another? The 
simple answer, of course, is that the type of party government is dictated by 
the number of parties, their relative strengths, and their propensities to form 
coalitions. These, in turn, depend on a variety of social and political institu
tions and forces. As several of the chapters which follow make clear, one of 
the most important of these is the parliamentary electoral system, expecially 
when, as in the case of France, it is combined with an analogous system for 
selecting the chief executive. Two aspects of the electoral system appear to be 
especially important. The first is the distinction between single member sys
tems, whether plurality as in Britain or two-stage majority as in France, and 
all varieties of proportional representation. The second, which is relevant for 
the PR systems, is the threshold of representation, for which these cases sug
gest there is a critical “cutting point” somewhere between the 2 % threshold 
found in Denmark and the 4 % threshold in Sweden (with the Italian thresh
old even lower than in Denmark and the German highest of all). Single mem
ber systems appear to exert the strongest pressure toward bipolarity, closely 
followed by high threshold PR, while low threshold PR, by allowing (or en
couraging) party fragmentation, tends toward a coalitional or dominant 
party type.

At the same time, the effects of electoral systems are strongly constrained 
by the political and social systems in which they operate. The early experi
ence of continental countries with single member systems shows that bipolar
ity need not result from these systems if multiple political cleavages find terri
torially based expression. In this respect, many PR systems may be seen more 
accurately as the effect rather than the cause of multipartism. Bipolarity de
pends on what Smith (1984: 12) calls a “homogeneous” social system (that is, 
one divided by only one politically relevant cleavage). No electoral system 
can cover over a division that is felt with sufficient intensity. On other other 
hand, the electoral system has a strong bearing on how intense a cleavage 
must be before it becomes politically relevant. As the example of France in 
moving from the Fourth to the Fifth Republic shows, electoral expediency 
can be a powerful incentive encouraging previously divided politicians to 
compose their differences.

Beyond this, the level of interpartisan hostility and the level of support of 
anti-system parties play an independent role by limiting the range of coalition 
possibilities. The Austrian Nationalrat of the 1920s was numerically quite 
similar (one small and two large parties) to the German Bundestag of the 
1960s, but with quite different results. The moderation of the PCF and its ac
ceptance as a junior partner in government was a necessary precondition for 
bipolarity in France, while the dominant position of the DC in Italy is main
tained less by its own strength than by its position between an anti-system 
right wing party and the PCI, each of which is strong enough to prevent any 
coalition that did not include the DC from obtaining a majority.
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IV. Alternatives to Party Government

Although party government is the dominant legitimizing myth of modern Eu
ropean democracy, it is not the only form of “democratic” government that is 
advocated or possible. As one can distinguish three sub-types of party gov
ernment in the cases studied here, so one can distinguish three alternatives to 
party government, one as a tendency apparent in several of the systems that 
currently would be considered to be party governments and the other two in 
relatively pure form. In each case, organizations calling themselves parties 
play a role in politics, but one that is significantly different from that played 
by parties in the party government model.

The first of these alternatives is neo-corporatism, discussed at some length 
in Herbert Doring’s chapter on Britain but also of relevance in Germany and 
Scandinavia. The essence of the neo-corporatist system is that, rather than 
being made by cohesive parties in government, policies are set by negotiations 
between the directly affected interests — usually labor and management, but 
conceivably groups representing the opposing sides of any question. The 
form of party government may remain, not least of all because the neo-cor
poratist system depends on a government strong enough to enforce the deci
sions agreed upon by the affected parties, but it is no longer the real locus of 
decision. Instead, neo-corporatism is characterized by the establishment of a 
panoply of governmental or (formally) quasi-governmental institutions in 
which representatives of officially recognized interest organizations play the 
leading role in making legally binding decisions. It is, in particular, the insti
tutionalization of these bodies, the officially sanctioned and monopolistic po
sition of the interest organizations, and the legal status of their decisions 
which distinguishes neo-corporatism from ordinary liberal interest group pol
itics.

While government participates in intergroup negotiations as the represen
tative of the public interest, it is at best one party among three, and because it 
is expected to play the role of “honest broker” as well as active participant, 
and because the interests of the public are, by definition, more diffuse and 
less intensely felt than those of the directly affected parties, its influence is 
weak. In these negotiations, government generally must rely on moral ap
peals, rather than on its standing as sovereign representative of the people, 
and indeed the legitimacy of decisions reached rests of their having been 
agreed by the major affected interests rather than on their endorsement by 
parties that have been victorious in an election.

Neo-corporatism can be seen as an ideal type which, with its emphasis on 
“hierarchy, monopoly, non-competitiveness, compulsory membership, con- 
certation” (Smith, 1984: 66), would be an alternative to liberal democracy as 
currently conceived. (Whether it would be democratic in any other reason
able sense is a question that need not be addressed here.)
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So long as government reserves the effective rights both to overturn deci
sions made by neo-corporatist bodies and to change the very rules and struc
tures under which those bodies operate, neo-corporatism will represent no 
more than a tendency, albeit one which is in some respects, especially formal
ized systems of consultation with officially sponsored and sectorially hege
monic interest organizations, sometimes quite strong. It often arose as a 
stratagem of party governments seeking to anticipate and defuse challenges 
by potentially disruptive interests, to coopt their leaders into the established 
elite, and to avoid taking direct responsibility for contentious decisions, espe
cially in cases where the prime interest of government lay in reaching some 
decision, rather than in reaching a particular decision. At this level of devel
opment, it may be a necessary accommodation to the power of organized in
terests or, as Wildenmann suggests with regard to the German system of Ta
ñ í Autonomie or the economic power of the Bundesbank, even a positive 
feature of party government. However, as Dóring’s discussion of Britain 
shows, it can also represent a real challenge to both the authority and the le
gitimacy of party government. More fully elaborated and with neo-corpora
tist bodies gradually taking responsibility for ever more general socio-eco
nomic policies (as, for example, in Austria), a further slide toward neo-corpora
tism may represent the most likely route by which party government would 
be superseded. In particular, as the pattern of neo-corporatist decision-mak
ing becomes more ingrained, parties may find it increasingly difficult and 
costly to exercise the government’s reserved rights.

The second alternative to party government apparent in the countries ex
amined here is the system of pluralist democracy found in the United States. 
Its key feature is that, notwithstanding surface appearances, there are no par
ties in the sense of the party government model. Correspondingly, each 
elected official regards himself, and is regarded by them, as individually re
sponsible to his particular electorate. The party platforms do not even bind 
the presidential candidates for whom they were drafted, while congressional 
leaders have neither the ability, nor often the inclination, to impose unity on 
their copartisans. Legitimization is primarily negative; in a system designed to 
maximize the number of points at which a policy proposal can be defeated, 
one which clears all the hurdles may be presumed to have no strongly com
mitted opponents. (As the urban riots of the 1960s and current anti-abortion 
violence attest, this presumption is not always justified.) There is no device 
encouraging the people to speak with one voice; rather the problem of poli
tics is to orchestrate the cacophany of overlapping electorates in a federal 
system. Majorities are formed on an ad hoc basis, one decision at a time.

Representation of many divergent interests and individual accountability 
of elected officials has several consequences for the operations of the system. 
Congressional committees are subject to little, if any, central coordination 
and the committee structure tends to reflect the structure of district interests 
and the electoral needs of committee members. These often are particularis-
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tic, and pork-barrelism is one of the primary instruments of coalition build
ing. Bureaucrats are responsible primarily to the relevant substantive and 
budgetary committees of the Congress, and thus also without effective cen
tral coordination.

The third alternative is the referendum democracy found in Switzerland. 
Day-to-day government is in the hands of party officials, but legitimacy 
stems less from the fact that their parties won an election than from the fact 
that any decision they take can be challenged in a referendum. Indeed, the 
Swiss federal system of government by grand coalition means that in one 
fundamental sense partisan elections are irrelevant. Barring electoral change 
of landslide proportions (to be sure, the theoretical possibility of such a 
change means that elections are significant), the same parties, that is all the 
major parties, will continue to share executive office no matter how dissatis
fied the electorate may become. But in the Swiss system, unlike in systems of 
party government, holding office does not guarantee the authority to make 
binding decisions. Every decision of the government can be overturned by a 
referendum and so, as Franz Lehner demonstrates, much of the activity of 
Swiss politicians is directed toward securing the agreement, or at least the 
acquiescence, of every organized group that might sponsor a referendum. 
Only when this effort fails is recourse had to majority decision-making, and 
even then governments attempt to secure overwhelming majorities in order to 
protect themselves against the risk of having their decisions overturned in a 
popular vote.

Several common threads run through these systems. First, in contrast to 
the party government model which is based primarily in a popular sover
eignty view of democracy, these all are rooted in liberal democratic theory. 
This is clearest in the case of American pluralist democracy, in which the dis
unity of parties is regarded as a virtue precisely because it allows for the re
presentation of, and forces all politicians to be deferential to, many divergent 
interests. It is also evident in corporatist democracy, with its emphasis on se
curing the agreement of all affected parties. (In this respect, corporatism 
might be regarded as an operationalization of Calhoun’s preeminently liberal 
theory of concurrent majorities.) And, even though one might regard the ref
erendum as the archetypical instrument of popular sovereignty, in the Swiss 
system it becomes a liberal institution, used as an incentive to secure the 
agreement of all, rather than as a method of taking political decisions.

In each case, there is no central authority or institution in overall charge. 
As a result, all three systems find it difficult to take coordinated action. The 
norm is not for problems to be “solved”, or “resolved”, but to wait for them 
to “dissolve”. There is similarly no one who can be held accountable for pub
lic failures. (This, clearly, is one of the attractions of all these systems from 
the perspective of politicians.) In the first place, because decision making 
power is diffused among several institutions, each can blame the others for 
policy ineffectiveness. In the second place, because every policy is a compro-
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mise, failure can be blamed on “political necessity” or the self-interested ac
tions of some other group. And in the third place, because so many interests 
must be consulted and deferred to in the formulation of policy, most likely 
complainers have already been tainted by the time failure becomes apparent.

All three systems share another common failing of liberal democracy; they 
find it difficult to make hard choices, especially reallocative choices. As 
Doring observed for Britain, corporatist institutions were effective so long as 
there was a surplus to be divided; so long as all parties to the negotiations 
could be winners, they found it relatively easy to agree. This was especially 
the case so long as general economic growth allowed the costs of labor-man
agement agreements to be displaced onto the consumers who, nonetheless, 
also were better off than before. Similarly, the pork barrel and logrolling pol
itics by which majorities are built in the United States depends on a sufficient 
surplus to pay for its built-in inefficiencies. Agreements in Switzerland are far 
easier to reach when the question involved is how to divide a growing pie 
than when costs must be imposed or questions that are not amenable to com
promise must be decided. In general, all three systems are better suited to 
good times, systems with surplus capacity, and situations in which the costs of 
decision can be imposed on outsiders (for example, on Gastarbeiter). As the 
British and Swiss, and to some extent even the American, examples indicate, 
when these conditions no longer are met, there is a tendency for party gov
ernment to reassert itself.

Comparison of the party governments analyzed here with the two alterna
tive systems suggests a number of factors that contribute to high partyness of 
government. Perhaps the most significant is that there be a nexus of continu
ing responsibility; some point at which a majority must not only be obtained 
but also maintained if the government is to stay in office. Five of the six party 
governments studied here basically are parliamentary systems. The cabinet is 
continuously responsible to the legislature and can be removed by a vote of 
no confidence. (With extremist parties on both flanks, a German chancellor 
might be able to remain in office notwithstanding majority opposition in the 
Bundestag. Were this to occur, it would entail a substantial change in German 
politics, but with the current party system of the Federal Republic this prob
lem does not arise.) In the sixth system, the French Fifth Republic, the chief 
executive is elected separately from the parliament and cannot be removed by 
it. However, although the President of the Republic clearly is the guiding 
force and head of the government, he must rule through a prime minister and 
cabinet who are responsible to the National Assembly; if the President of the 
Republic could not find a cabinet acceptable to the Assembly, his position 
would be untenable, and in this respect he is indirectly responsible to the 
legislature himself.

The Swiss federal executive is elected by the parliament, but once elected 
it cannot be removed. Moreover, presiding, as it does, over a grand coalition 
means that election of the Federal Council does not imply even initial en-



22 Richard S. Katz

dorsement of any particular policy line. The President of the United States is, 
of course, even more independent of the Congress with regard to his tenure 
in office (but at the same time extremely dependent on Congress with regard 
to carrying out any changes in policy). Directly elected for a fixed term, there 
is no expectation that the President will be supported by the Congress, 
whether or not it is nominally controlled by his nominal party.

A second apparent impediment to party government is federalism. In Swit
zerland and the United States, federalism clearly contributes to the weakness 
of party government. The one apparent exception to this rule is Germany, in 
which federalism coexists with high partyness. Two factors contribute to this 
situation. The first, ironically, is the power of the Land governments in fed
eral politics. Because much important legislation requires the approval of the 
Bundesrat, in which the Land governments are represented as governments 
(for example, each Land delegation must vote as a bloc, even if it represents a 
coalition government), and other items can be seriously obstructed by it, the 
federal government is obliged, if it is to rule at all, to bridge the gap between 
levels of government. The second, and probably more significant, factor is 
the nature of the parties themselves. In contrast to Swiss and American na
tional parties, which are little more than federations of local organizations, 
the German parties are more highly centralized organizations with local 
branches. (The existence of the Bavarian CSU as a separate party rather than 
a branch of the CDU merely highlights the otherwise unitary nature of Ger
man parties.)

Finally, social structure contributes to determining whether a system will 
be a party government, just as it contributes within the category of party gov
ernments to determining which particular form a system will have. As well as 
reflecting a difference in conceptions of democracy, the distinction between 
party government and the more “liberal” alternatives also reflects different 
sociological expectations. Assuming that the structure of society is related to 
the structure of interests, then if interests are to be represented primarily, if 
not exclusively, by a limited number of cohesive and coherent parties, society 
ought similarly to be composed of a limited number of coherent groups or 
classes. This stands in marked contrast to the pluralist model of democracy 
advocated by such theorists as Robert Dahl. In the pluralist model, which is 
itself closely connected to the liberal conception of democracy, society ought 
to be characterized by numerous cross-cutting cleavages precisely because 
these will hinder the formation of a stable majority with its logical concom- 
mitant, a lasting minority. This kind of social structure, as Fiorina points out, 
is one of the impediments to the establishment of party government in the 
United States. As European societies become more differentiated and com
plex, and especially as, and if, the traditionally overwhelming cleavages of 
class and religion become less all-encompassing, the social preconditions for 
party government may weaken there as well.
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V. Ironies of Party Government

One of the central suggestions I tried to raise in our first volume was that al
though perhaps consistent logically, empirically the party government ideal is 
inconsistent. The ideal is unattainable because as party government becomes 
stronger it unleashes forces that serve to limit its further growth. Moreover, 
the frequent conflict between the short term interests and goals of politicians 
in party governments and the long term needs of party government as a sys
tem further check the potential for realizing the ideal. Perhaps the best way 
to conclude this introduction to the country chapters is by suggesting a series 
of ironies of party government illustrating this point. In doing this, one can 
also see the major threats to party government, as well as conditions under 
which it might be expected to thrive.

One of the potential dangers to party government identified in the first 
volume was that competitive pressures would encourage parties to make ex
travagant promises, especially in times of economic prosperity, leading to 
popular expectations of performance that could not be satisfied. Surveys in 
the 1970s showed what to many was an alarming gap between expectations 
and performance. One result, it was speculated, might be to decrease popular 
support, not just for the particular parties in power, but for all parties and 
thus for the system of party government as a whole. In fact, parties appear to 
have adapted rapidly to the economic downturn of the late 1970s and 1980s, 
and more recently this gap has apparently narrowed, with- expectations de
clining to a more “realistic” level. There are, however, two possible interpre
tations of this trend, only one of which is reassuring for advocates of party 
government. On one hand, citizens may indeed have become more realistic, 
recognizing implicitly — whether or not consciously or in detail — that, for 
example, in the modern world economy there are severe limitations to the 
ability of any government to control prices or levels of employment or pro
duction. On the other hand, rather than realism, these lower expectations of 
performance could reflect cynicism. Citizens might be saying not that these 
problems are unmanageable per se, but only that they are unmanageable by 
the government as currently organized. In this case, declining expectations 
would indicated the second stage of the erosion of support and legitimacy. In 
either case, however, the irony is that the gap between expectations and per
formance has been narrowed, and in this sense party government made per
haps more secure, as a result of its presiding over bad times rather than good.

The irony that the security of party government may be enhanced by bad 
times reinforces the point already suggested that the competitors of party 
government are poorly equipped to deal with the problems of economic stag
nation or decline. When the economy is expanding, it is easy and attractive to 
yield to corporatist pressures and to allow industry and labor to make eco
nomic decisions; although the decisions reached may be suboptimal socially, 
voluntary agreements are relatively easy to reach because there is a surplus to
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be distributed. Government benefits by avoiding conflict. In times of decline, 
however, this method is not so attractive and apparently well established cor- 
poratist arrangements may begin to break down. Groups are less willing to 
accept cuts than they are to accept gains that are smaller than they wanted 
but are gains all the same. Indeed, even the leaders of the major interests 
themselves may become less interested in corporatism when it means accept
ing responsibility for decisions that will have an adverse impact on their fol
lowers. Confrontational politics become more common, and party govern
ment, as the ultimate decision-maker even in the neo-corporatist scheme, is 
forced to reassert itself, whether party leaders think it is in their short run in
terests or not.

Parties of the sort envisioned by the party government model were created 
in order to mobilize members of the mass public and to integrate them into 
the political process. Mass democracy, in both its political and its social sense 
— entailing widespread education and instilling a sense of “citizen compe
tence” (Almond and Verba, 1965) — in many cases has been the creation of 
party government. A second irony is that party government now is challenged 
by the very forces that democratization unleashed. Increasing numbers of cit
izens have been so activated and socialized to the norms of participation that 
they no longer are prepared to accept the relatively passive role assigned to 
them by the party government model or to accept the constraints on their di
rect involvement that party leaders would like to impose. Instead, they have 
formed alternative parties or movements (often specifically renouncing the 
key elements of partyness as defined above) — like the Greens in Germany or 
the Radicals in Italy — dissident movements within established parties — like 
the far left in the British Labour Party — or nonparty pressure groups — like 
NCPAC in the United States — all of which undermine the conditions for re
sponsible party government.

Although one essential element of the party government formula is that 
voters be able to call their rulers to account, as I suggested in the first volume 
and as several of the authors in this volume show with respect to specific 
countries, the incentives for parties often are to attempt to evade responsibil
ity, to confuse their policy positions, to obfuscate and to prevaricate. Until 
recently — and to a lesser extent still — their principal enemies in their at
tempt to avoid public scrutiny have been the news media, particularly news
papers. In recent years, however, the electronic media have become domi
nant, and they are fundamentally different. Rather than having to search out 
information to fill pages, the problem confronting radio and television jour
nalists is to stir up immediate interest, day after day. They do this by focusing 
on the race or contest aspect of politics — who is winning or gaining on 
whom — rather than on the substance of the conflict. The result is that in the 
ensuing flood of irrelevant information the people have substantially less op
portunity to be really informed. One one level, and in the short term, this fits 
the plans of parties and politicians very well. They encourage and feed upon
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this kind of reporting. In the longer term, however, it may be self-defeating. 
Ultimately, one of the most important power resources of parties in office in 
a party government (or more generally of anyone in power in a democratic 
system whatever its nature) is the ability to justify their rule in terms of the 
dominant legitimizing myth of society. For party government, this means 
claiming entitlement to rule on the basis of responsibility to the electorate. To 
the extent that the people lack the essential information to hold them accoun
table, parties are freer in the short run, but in the long run, as this inability is 
more generally recognized, their legitimacy, and hence their power, is under
mined. Thus a third irony is that excessively effective control over the chan
nels of communication may undermine party government.

A fourth irony is that high partyness of government may be easier to 
maintain if party governmentness is limited. Thus, for example, the German 
case suggests that by removing such issues as the money supply from partisan 
control, external pressures on parties may be reduced to a level at which they 
can be more easily managed. On the other hand, when the sphere in which 
parties are expected to be active exceeds their capacity to mobilize the neces
sary expertise, their control of all areas of government may be threatened.

The most ironic threat to the continued vitality of party government is the 
success of party government — not in the sense that successful management 
of public affairs in the past leads to heightened expectations for the future, 
but in the sense that domination of the political system sufficient to foreclose 
effective challenges allows parties to ignore problems and let their capacity to 
respond to future challenges atrophy. This problem has been discussed al
ready with reference to dominant parties, but may be generalized to the party 
system. To the extent that the established parties feel secure in their public 
support — or what is more dangerous, to the extent that the established par
ties succeed in erecting barriers to new challengers — they may be able, in 
the short run, to ignore rather than respond to whole classes of demands. 
Moreover, they may be able to prevent even the effective articulation of these 
demands, thus encouraging the self-delusion that there are no dissatisfactions 
being ignored. In this regard, many “reforms” such as public finance of politi
cal parties or some schemes for the allocation of broadcasting time, represent 
at least in part attempts by the parties to reduce their dependence not just on 
“sinister” interests, but on their mass supporters more generally. But as with 
the domination of civil society by a dominant party, the apparent security 
which the established parties gain is purchased at the price of making the ex
pression of “uncomfortable” demands more difficult. With luck, these un
heard discontents may be satisfied by developments such as economic growth 
that occur without the intervention of government. On the other hand, they 
may accumulate, ultimately reaching such a level that they cannot be ignored 
and become the basis of a new party or parties — thus threatening the estab
lished party system but not necessarily the system or level of party govern
ment — or of a challenge to party government or even to democracy itself.
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“Les pouvoirs réels du Président de la République dépendent sans doute de la situation
des partis . . .” (Léo Hamon, 1981)
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General Charles de Gaulle was elected Prime Minister (Président du Conseil 
des Ministres) of the dying Fourth Republic on June 1, 1958, because he 
appeared to be the only one capable of solving the Algerian problem and of 
preventing the establishment of a right-wing authoritarian dictatorship and 
civil war. Nevertheless, before addressing the Algerian problem, he insisted 
that a new institutional system, a new constitution, be drafted and put into 
force. To him and to his Minister of Justice, Michel Debré, the most
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important step to save France and to give her an effective and legitimate 
government was the removal of the “régime des partis” which, in their eyes, 
had been the source of the decay of both the Third and the Fourth Republics. 
They aimed at a system of government in which political parties would play 
as small a role as possible, if they played any role at all.

It is one of the most fascinating paradoxes and ironies of recent French 
history that the régime established by General de Gaulle and Michel Debré 
gradually turned into a system of party government not only against the will 
of its founding fathers but against the original intentions of the leaders of all 
relevant political forces of the country. Today, France has a system of party 
government as clearly and to the same extent as such prominent examples as 
the Federal Republic of Germany or—the classic case — Great Britain, even if 
very few political scientists in France seem to share this assessment. More
over, a systematic analysis of the political system of the Third and Fourth 
Republics cannot but arrive at the conclusion that those systems did not fall 
into the category of “party government”, i. e., that the Fifth Republic is the 
first example of party government in French history.

In this chapter, I will examine the most important features of the present 
French political system, as well as, in contrast, the characteristics of the 
Fourth (and Third) Republic(s), along the lines of the criteria or conditions 
of party government suggested by Richard Katz (1986), analyze the process 
of transformation, and discuss the prospects of party government in France.1

First, however, it is useful briefly to propose a distinction between two 
different types of party government which was not made by Katz, although it 
can be developed from his line of argument.

1. Two Types of Party Government

After delineating his concept of party, summarized in the three characteristics 
of (1) cohesive team behavior, (2) orientation toward winning control over 
the totality of political power and (3) claiming legitimacy on the basis of elec
toral success, Katz defines party government as an ideal type, abstracted 
from European parliamentary democracy in the era of mass suffrage, i. e., the 
adaptation of the institutions of bourgeois parliamentary democracy to 
democracies “with electorates numbering in the millions rather than the thou
sands, . . . most clearly based on academic interpretations of British practice 
. . . the party government model makes governments accountable to the gen
eral public by entrusting it to individuals organised into parties that owe their 
positions to electoral approbation” (1986: 43).

On a less abstract level, Katz (43 ff.) enumerates four “conditions” of 
party government:

1 For more details see Reif (1982)
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First, all major governmental decisions must be taken by people chosen in 
elections conducted along party lines, or by individuals appointed by and 
responsible to such people. Second, policy must be decided within the 
governing party, when there is a “monocolor” government, or by negotiation 
among parties when there is a coalition. Third, the highest officials (e. g., 
cabinet ministers and especially the prime minister) must be selected within 
their parties and be responsible to the people through their parties. Fourth, 
party leaders must be able effectively to control the bureaucracy and other 
public or semi-public agencies.

Katz correctly underlines the crucial significance of “cohesive team 
behavior” in his discussion of the definition of “party” as well as of “party 
government”, but he does not go into the details of what this implies institu
tionally. The requirement of cohesion does not only imply voting along party 
lines of all members of one party in Parliament (as Katz writes) but it implies 
the same position must be taken by members of the government of this party 
and by its extra-parliamentary organization, i. e., irrespective of what a 
written or unwritten constitution says about separation of powers between 
the executive and the legislative branch of government, or about the separa
tion of party membership or party loyality on one hand and the obligation of 
public officials to serve the Common Good and all citizens alike. There is no 
party government without a de facto fusion of powers between a parliamentary 
majority and the Cabinet on one side and the extra-parliamentary party lead
ership on the other.

The view taken here is, thus, not only “that the leadership is the party, and 
when party is discussed as an actor, it is the collective leadership that is 
meant” (Katz: 41), but that this leadership (for a party in government) inte
grates the members of the party in the Cabinet, in the leading team of the 
parliamentary party, and at the top of the extra-parliamentary party organi
zation and apparatus.

There is yet another aspect of party government that deserves more atten
tion than it is given by Katz. This is the difference between a “monocolor” 
government and a coalition government, which has much more far-reaching 
implications than just the need for negotiation between the various parties of 
a coalition for the determination of policy. Katz briefly mentions the respon
sible parties doctrine (p. 40) as well as the party government model being 
“most clearly based on academic interpretations of British practice” (p. 42), 
and he even stresses that “only if parties behave cohesively in the discharge of 
public office, and only if their candidates are prepared to stand or fall as a 
team on the basis of the party’s collective record in office and proposals for 
the future can voters, whose electoral vocabulary is necessarily limited, have a 
chance to speak effectively” (Katz: 40, with reference to Lowell, 1913: 
67 — 69 and to Schattschneider, 1942: 52) but he disregards the fact that the 
responsible parties doctrine as well as “British practice” imply one-party govern
ment!
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Depending on whether the implications of “British practice” and the 
“responsible parties doctrine” are included in our concept of party govern
ment, we attribute quite different functions to voters and elections in the poli
tical system, and anticipate different types of party government as well as 
different further implications, e. g., for the role of parliament. Originally, the 
distinction in the literature was made between two-party systems which regu
larly had one-party government, and multi-party systems usually having coa
lition government. As I have argued in greater detail elsewhere (Reif, 1982), 
the relevant cutting point in practice is between bipolar party systems 
(including two-party systems, naturally) and other multi-party systems.

In the elections of bipolar systems, the voters not only decide about the 
composition of parliament and about the rapport de forces of the various 
parties in parliament, but they also decide (indirectly) about the party compo
sition of the government and about the individual head of government. It is an 
inevitable consequence that, in bipolar systems, parliaments are relatively 
powerless. In such systems, the “cohesive team behavior” condition applies to 
the entire coalition, and not only to individual parties. In such systems, the 
balance of power is between voters, who indeed “have a chance to speak 
effectively”, and the individual leaders of government or opposition coali
tions. Parties are strong in such systems as the link between voters and the 
government. Heads of government are unmistakably in a very strong posi
tion, but only so long as they have the full support of their party (parties). 
They are “strong” vis-à-vis their party (parties), in so far as they have the right 
of individually calling for general elections. This system is called “Prime 
Ministerial Government” in Britain, “Kanzlerdemokratie” \n Federal Germany 
and Austria. As will be shown in greater detail in section III of this chapter, it 
is this type of party government which is in force in the Fifth French Repub
lic. We call it the type A system of party government.

The other type of party government is found in countries like Belgium, 
Denmark, Italy, and the Netherlands. The structure of their party systems is 
not clearly bipolar, parliament is relatively strong as compared to bipolar 
systems (or more precisely, the individual parties in parliament are relatively 
strong!), coalitions often are formed after elections rather than before or in 
elections, and the head of government is designated after elections and not 
before. He or she appears relatively weak. Parties appear at least as strong as 
in type A party government systems, but their power is greatest when it 
comes to preventing stable and effective government and less when it comes 
to governing. As Gianfranco Pasquino has phrased it for the case of Italy: 
“Strong parties, but weak government.” It is the resemblance, in some 
respects, of the regime of the Third and Fourth French Republics to this type 
B system that in a superficial analysis leads to the conclusion that those 
regimes represent examples of party government, of a “régime des partis”. As a 
careful analysis will show, however, this conclusion is not justified for the 
simple reason that, on the bourgeois side of the political spectrum, there were
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no parties at all in the Third and Fourth French Republics, at least if we use 
the crucial yardstick of at least minimally cohesive team behavior. There was 
none. It is to this analysis of the political systems of the forerunners of the 
Fifth Republic that we now turn.

II. The “République des Députés”: Weak Parties, Weak Government
The Fourth Republic was an attempt to overcome the obvious shortcomings 
of the Third: permanent and increasing cabinet instability. The Fourth 
Republic lasted only 12 years, and it showed even more cabinet instability 
than its predecessor. The average lifespan of a Fourth Republic government 
was six months. What were the origins of this? The most important one was a 
well-rooted tradition of individualism and non-solidarity among parliamen
tarians of the bourgeois political forces. Political parties in the modern, 
democratic sense of the term, implying some mass membership, extra-parlia
mentary organization and “cohesive team behavior” in Parliament by those 
who have been elected under the same label, particularly when members of 
the team participate in the Cabinet, simply did not exist except for the parties 
originating in the Labor Movement (SFIO since 1905, SFIO and PCF since 
1920).

The Socialist and Communist parties were “modern” parties in the above 
sense, but either they jointly had no majority of seats or else they did not 
govern together. (The only exception was the short period of tripartisme of 
1945 — 1947, when they governed together with the Christian-Democratic 
MRP. Even at the time of the “Popular Front” of 1936 — 38, the Communists 
did not participate in the governments which Leon Blum had formed of 
Socialists and Radicals; they only supported the government in the Chambre 
des Députés.)

In spite (or because) of the very early introduction of universal (male) 
suffrage and in contrast to the British case, no political parties in the modern 
democratic sense were established in France on the bourgeois side of the poli
tical spectrum. As Lipset and Rokkan (1967) have pointed out, unlike most 
other European countries, there was no consolidation, no “freezing” of the 
party system in France during the 1920s. The division and weakness of the 
parties of the Labor movement in the Chambre des Députés, and particularly 
in the Senate, allowed the bourgeois political forces to avoid any serious 
pressure to modernize their political organizations of very loose associations 
of individual notables, ready to shift alliances every day. Shaped by the rejec
tion of bonapartist experiences, a deeply rooted tradition and political culture 
of avoiding “strong government” prevailed among all political forces of the 
Communist, Socialist, and Radical Left, as well as on the Republican Center 
and Right.

The purist doctrine of totally representative government à la Sièyes main
tained a predemocratic, liberal, bourgeois parliamentary regime distrustful of



32 Karlheinz Reif

the voters as well as of the Executive and, particularly, of strong leaders—a 
“régime d ’assemblée”incapable of meeting the “challenge of the positive state” 
(Thomson, 1946). The right of the President of the Republic to dissolve the 
Chambre des Députés, though laid down in the constitutional laws of 1875, 
was politically taboo since its first and only use by President MacMahon in 
1877, who (in vain) had hoped to see a Chamber returned which would 
follow him in restoring the monarchy. To withdraw support of a government 
and overthrow it entailed no risk for the parliamentarians. Consequently, 
they did it often. Neither did the absolute majority electoral system with a 
second ballot further consolidation of parties. Although there was some 
tradition of “republican discipline” on the Left, i. e., at the second ballot, the 
best placed of the leftist parties was given support by his leftist rivals of the 
first ballot, many deputies of the dominant Radical Party owed their 
mandates to electoral alliances with the Center and/or the Right.

In the Fourth Republic, a proportional electoral system, as well as a provi
sion for dissolving Parliament, had been established in the hope of 
strengthening party discipline and the position of the Prime Minister (Prési- 
dent du Conseil des Ministres). And indeed, the Fourth Republic made a good 
start in the era of tripartisme toward the establishment of party government. 
After the defeat of 1940, cooperation of the various movements of the Résist- 
ance laid the ground for a tri-partite coalition of Communists, Socialists and 
the new (Christian-Democratic) Mouvement des Républicains Populaires 
(MRP) under General Charles de Gaulle as head of government.

The MRP was the first modern democratic party of the center with a mass 
membership, parliamentary discipline, an effective extra-parliamentary 
organization and good relations with the Christian trade union movement. 
Before it could really consolidate after two impressive electoral results in 
1945 (24 %) and 1946 (28 %), however, it had much of its momentum and 
more than half of its electorate stolen by the newly founded gaullist party, the 
RPF.

General de Gaulle resigned as head of government in early 1946 because 
he disagreed with the institutional system arrived at by the parties of his 
coalition in the draft constitution of the Fourth Republic. He denounced the 
régime des partis they wanted to establish, and campaigned so successfully for 
a “no” at the referendum on the constitution that a third of the voters 
abstained and 46.5 % of those voting opted for a “no”. Immediately after
wards, he organized successfully a new party, which he did not call “party”, 
of course, but Rally of the French People (RPF) in order to replace the 
constitution with a regime that did not depend on the grace of the “état- 
majors des partis politiques” At the municipal elections of 1947, this party won 
40 % of the votes,2 above all weakening the MRP. At the same time, the

2 In towns of more than 9000 inhabitants. There are no statistics available for smáller 
towns or villages.
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beginning of the “Cold War” led the PCF to vote against the government it 
participated in; consequently it lost its ministers in the cabinet of the Socialist 
Premier Ramadier. Shortly after a rather promising start, the party system of 
the Fourth Republic was characterized by anti-system parties both on its right 
(RPF) and left (PCF), which succeeded in obtaining 48 % of the popular vote 
at the 1951 general elections. The pro-system parties, although of widely 
different programmatic outlooks, were condemned to govern together. The 
MRP, decisively weakened by the gaullist attack, as well as the Socialists, lost 
votes to the traditional bourgeois formations of the Radicals and the Modérés 
(Conservatives), who reintroduced the traditional game of notorious non
discipline in Parliament. The “république des députés” had a brilliant renaiss
ance, undermining quickly the cohesion of what was left of the MRP as well 
even as of the Socialist SFIO. The frequency of governmental crises soon 
beat the record of the Third Republic. The “régime d’assemblée” oí fluid par
liamentary cliques was re-established, incorporating even a number of the 
gaullist parliamentarians. The General formally “put his movement to sleep” 
and withdrew from the political arena.

Under these circumstances, a good deal of policy formulation as well as of 
policy-making was left to the higher echelons of the state bureaucracy, the 
stable element in a system of ever-changing cabinets that, nevertheless, were 
quite similar to each other with respect to the parties participating and the 
individual politicians exchanging portfolios (cf. Goguel, 1955). The ideology 
and programmatic statements of the parties remained general and abstract, 
referring to old conflicts between the political families of the country but had 
little if anything to do with the concrete issues of the day (Lavau, 1953).

An attempt by Pierre Mendès France, one of the leaders of the Radicals, 
to change the logic of the system by formulating concrete policy programs 
and forcing the parliamentary coalition to stay together until they could be 
enacted and by appealing to the public for support at the same time, did not 
succeed in finding a parliamentary majority in 1953. Fie did succeed a few 
months later when the colonial war in Indochina had become critical. He also 
managed to end the war and to become the most popular head of government 
of the Fourth Republic, but a few months later the coalition broke up and the 
old system took over again. His successor, Edgar Faure, another Radical 
leader, dissolved the Parliament for the first time since 1877. The subsequent 
elections turned into a “for or against Mendès France contest”. Although his 
“Republican Front” which combined the SFIO, part (!) of the Radicals, part 
(!) of the small Union des Démocrates et Socialistes de la Résistance (UDSR)3 
and part (!) of what was left of the Gaullists registered an increase of votes 
and seats, the leader of the Socialist SFIO, Guy Mollet, was elected Président

3 A party of notables to the right of the Socialists and in alliance with the Radicals 
during most of the Fourth Republic. One of the UDSR leaders was François M itter
rand.
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du Conseil.’ as his party was the biggest of the alliance. This government 
stayed in office for 16 months, setting the record for all Fourth Republic 
cabinets. While the Republican Front had fought the elections on the slogan 
of ending the Algerian War, it found itself more and more involved in this 
war. The disillusion of the public was considerable. An anti-war, anti-torture 
movement developed in France which aimed at giving up Algeria and estab
lishing an independent state. This movement had support among many intel
lectuals, among the young who turned away from the Socialist and Radical 
parties in disillusion, and also among the more left-wing forces of French 
Catholicism. As soon as the mendèsist hopes had been proven to be in vain, 
the core political forces of the Fourth Republic found themselves deprived of 
their “natural” resources for recruiting activists as well as leaders. The poli
tical elite of the Fourth Republic had failed. When the country was on the 
brink of civil war through the revolt of the French colons in Algiers, the 
system broke down and called upon General de Gaulle for rescue.

III. The Fifth Republic: Gradual Growth of Party Government

The Fifth Republic produced two successive changes in the principle mode of 
government of France. The first was a sudden, disruptive change in 1958/59 
from a delegitimized forceless “régime d ’assemblée” an immobilist “république 
des députés” administered (quite effectively, actually) by the higher bureau
cracy as much as governed by short-lived cabinets without solid parliamen
tary support to a plebiscitarian presidentialism based on the charisma of an 
individual leader who effectively used the threat of dictatorship and civil war 
caused by the Algerian crisis in order to build up a new regime. This sudden 
change was followed by a gradual transformation of plebiscitarian presiden
tialism into an effective system of party government, assembling its pre
conditions step by step and often enough against and contrary to the original 
intentions of the leadership of the relevant political forces of the day.

The decisive factor in this process was the new institutional arrangement 
established by the constitution of 1958 and its completion with the election of 
the President of the Republic by direct universal suffrage in 1962. But this 
new institutional arrangement, naturally supported by the followers of the 
General, had to be accepted by the entire political elite —or most of it, at 
least. As much as most of the non-Gaullist political leaders opposed the new 
system in 1962, almost all had come to accept it by the middle of the 1970s. 
At the same time, the Gaullists themselves discovered that the new institutions 
did not work exactly as they had expected them to work, and they too 
learned to manage the new system according to its inherent logic. In an inter
play of the incentives and constraints provided by the new institutions and the 
strategies of the various political parties, supported by the effects of a period 
of extraordinary economic prosperity as well as social and cultural change,



Party Government in the Fifth French Republic 35

the régime of the Fifth Republic became legitimate among all major political 
forces of the country.

The party system itself underwent fundamental structural as well as func
tional change. The party system of the fifties was characterized by strong 
anti-system parties on the left (PCF) as well as on the right (RPF first, then 
the Poujadists) and some five different and internally unstable parties from 
the SFIO to the “moderate” (conservative) Independents and Farmers in 
parliament (with some additional 10 parties or lists contesting elections 
unsuccessfully). In contrast, the party system of the mid 1970s to the mid 80s 
is made up by a quadrille bipolaire of four parties, two on left (PCF, PS) and 
two on the right of the political spectrum (UDF, RPR), all loyal supporters of 
the regime. Neither the extreme left, organized in two Trotskyite parties 
(LO, LCR) nor the extreme right, also organized in two splinter groups 
(PFN, FN) is represented in parliament, although the latter have found more 
support very recently at the municipal elections of 1983, at the European 
Parliament election in 1984 and at the National Assembly election in 1986.

Allied to the Gaullists and Giscardians, the small left-over of the conserva
tive Centre National des Indépendants et Paysans (CNIP) manages to get a 
handful of députés at each legislative election, but never enough to form a 
parliamentary party of their own. Similarly, a small leftist socialist party, situ
ated between the PCF and PS, the PSU, rarely is represented in the Assemblée 
Nationale, but it supports the Communist-Socialist alliance, though grum- 
blingly, and was represented in the government in 1984 by its leader, 
Fiuguette Bouchardeau, minister for the environment.

Most striking in contrast to the past is that since 1974 there has been no 
political party of the center strong enough to win parliamentary representa
tion on its own. The Radicals split in the early 1970s. Their left wing (Mouve
ment des Radicaux de Gauche, MRG) joined the Union of the Left of Social
ists and Communists as an appendix of the PS. Their right wing—after a vain 
attempt to survive in opposition to the Gaullist-Giscardian alliance by 
forming the 'Réformateurs” together with what was left over from the MRP 
at the 1973 legislative elections—supported Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in the 
presidential election of 1974. They participated in the Giscardian federation 
of non-Gaullist bourgeois parties, the Union de la Démocratie Française, UDF, 
in 1978, in order to prevent a victory of the left on one hand and to strength
en the non-Gaullist forces within the right, on the other.

A series of attempts to revive a united Radical party in the center, inde
pendent of the Socialists as well as of the Giscardians and (neo-) Gaullists, 
took place. So far all have failed. At the same time, various ecologist move
ments active since the early 1970s tried several times to organize as a party, 
presenting candidates at presidential as well as at legislative, European and 
local elections, but never succeeded in having more than a few local council 
members elected.
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A. Gaullism : Founding a Régime and a Party
In spite of this impressive process of de-fragmentation and bipolarization, the 
most important changes of the party system took place within the respective 
political families, in the form of a weakened Communist party “pulled into 
active within-system participation”, of a totally regenerated and impressively 
strengthened Socialist Party, but above all, in the form of a successfully 
organized and socially as well as territorially well-rooted Gaullist Party, the 
first modern democratic consolidated political party on the bourgeois side of 
the French political spectrum. This is the crucial innovation of French poli
tical life. Founded in 1958 by “waking up” the well-preserved network of 
loyal supporters of de Gaulle “put to sleep” in 1954, it steadily grew in the 
legislative elections from 20 % of the votes in 1958, to 36 % in 1962, and 
38 % in 1967, to reach 46 % (and an absolute majority of seats on its own) in 
1968. Although it dropped to 38 % in 1973, 23 % in 1978, and 21 % in 1981, 
it remained the strongest bourgeois political party in the country since 1962, 
and it is undoubtedly the dominant force on the right. The transformation of 
the plebiscitarian into the party government mode of government is quite 
visible in the gradual decrease of de Gaulle’s “personal electorate” in the 
referenda and presidential elections on one hand4 and in the gradual increase 
of the Gaullist “party vote” in legislative elections on the other.5 Parallel to 
this development, we observe a significant growth of party identifiers in 
France during the 1960s, due almost exclusively to the “enracinement” oi the 
Gaullist party in the cognitive and affective political universe of the French 
electorate (cf. Inglehart and Hochstein, 1972).

1. Strong Executive and Weak Parliament

When de Gaulle took office as Président du Conseil in June 1958, he formed a 
government of the SFIO, MRP, and CNIP as well as Gaullists and one 
Radical. Parliament granted extraordinary powers to the government and 
then recessed immediately. The new minister of justice, Michel Debré, 
drafted a new constitution for the French Republic within a few weeks 
closely following the model de Gaulle had sketched in his famous Bayeux 
speech of 1946 during his campaign against the constitution of the Fourth 
Republic. The most important characteristic of this constitution was that 
Parliament (the Assemblée Nationale) had drastically reduced powers as 
compared to the Third and Fourth Republics. In every possible respect, the 
executive was strengthened and the parliament was weakened: fewer and 
shorter sittings; fewer and, consequently, much less specialized parliamentary

4 If we exclude the referendum on Algerian self-determination in early 1962 (because 
only the far and extreme right had campaigned for a “no”), the figures are: 79 % 
(R, 1958), 75 % (R, 1961), 62 % (R, late 1962), 55 % (P, 1965, second ballot), 
47 % (R, 1969).

5 cf. infra, section III.A.4.
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committees; the agenda under control of the government. Instead of the 
general power to legislate combined with a restricted area for executive regu
lation by ordinance and decree, there was a fixed and limited catalogue of 
matters to be regulated by laws passed by Parliament, everything else being 
open to executive decision-making. The powers of the President of the 
Republic, to be elected not only by the 695 members of the Assemblée 
Nationale and Sénat but by a body which included in addition more than 
75,000 delegates of the local and general (i. e., departmental) councils, were 
largely extended. Fie appoints the Prime Minister and (upon the proposal of 
the latter) the other members of the government, as well as numerous officers 
in the higher bureaucracy and the military. Membership in the government is 
incompatible with holding a parliamentary mandate. Upon proposal of the 
government (or of both houses of Parliament) the President of the Republic 
may submit any bill that relates to the organization of public powers to a 
referendum by the people. After consultation (only!) with the Prime Minister 
and the presidents of both assemblies, the President of the Republic may 
dissolve the National Assembly. In spite of all these cutbacks of parliamentary 
powers, however, the government is responsible to Parliament. Debré called 
this constitutional model “rationalized parliamentarism” and insisted it was 
inspired by British constitutional practice. Fie also had intended to introduce 
the British “first-past-the-post” electoral system in the constitution, but did 
not succeed, as the parties represented in the de Gaulle government were 
most strongly opposed. The electoral system of the Fifth Republic was laid 
down in an ordonnance of October 1958 on the basis of the special powers 
granted to the de Gaulle government m June; it reintroduced the absolute 
majority system with two ballots which had been in force for most of the 
Third Republic.

The constitution respected the conditions laid down by Parliament on 
June 1, 1958, in particular the two contradictory conditions of “real separa
tion of powers” and “the responsibility of the government to Parliament”, 
and the condition of submitting the draft constitution6 to a referendum. While 
the Parliament took a voluntary vacation immediately after establishing the 
de Gaulle cabinet as the last cabinet of the Fourth Republic, this government 
consisted —in addition to 9 non-parliamentarians — of 15 parliamentarians, 
representatives of each party (except the Communists and the Poujadists): 
SFIO, Radicals and UDSR, MRP, “indépendants” and Gaullists; among them 
were three former prime ministers of the Fourth Republic: Guy Mollet 
(SFIO), P. Pflimlin (MRP), and A. Pinay (“indep.”). It got 329 votes, while 
250 voted against.7

6 After seeking the (non binding) opinion of a “Comité Consultatif Constitutionnel* of 
which two-thirds of the members were parliamentarians (16 of the Assemblée 
Nationale and 10 of the Conseil de la République).

7 All 150 Communists, 49 of 117 Socialists, 18 Radicals.
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This referendum on the constitution was, in political reality, above all a 
plebiscite for General de Gaulle, of whom people expected a solution of the 
Algerian problem—those who hoped for a liberal solution as well as the 
partisans of “Algérie française”. 85 % of the voters participated, 79.25 % of 
those participating voted “yes”. It was a “blank check” for the General. It was 
followed by elections to the Assemblée Nationale, in which an abstention rate 
of 23 % indicated that the voters only gave them secondary weight. The 
distribution of votes was nevertheless of primary importance; the PCF fell 
from 26 % to 19 %, the SFIO remained stable with 15.7 % (15.2 in 1956), 
the Radicals fell from 15.2 % to 7.3 %, the MRP remained stable with 
11.1 %, the Gaullists grew from 3.9 % to 20.4 %, as well as the Conserva
tives from 15 % to 22 °/o.8 De Gaulle was elected President of the Republic by 
78.5 % of the electoral college; Michel Debré was appointed Prime Minister. 
As the SFIO decided to play the role of a loyal opposition, the government 
was formed of 7 high civil servants and 20 politicians: 8 of the Gaullist 
UNR, 5 “indépendants” 4 MRP, 1 Radical, 1 Rassemblement Démocratique 
Africain, and 1 Algerian, i. e., the coalition parties were represented in the 
government in proportion to their parliamentary strength!

2. Transition by Charismatic Plebiscitarianism

At its beginning, the Fifth Republic was quite clearly a regime of plebisci- 
tarian presidentialism in the bonapartist French tradition. Although de Gaulle 
insisted on being placed “above the parties”, he was undoubtedly the effective 
head of government. Although the government was formally dependent on 
the confidence of the National Assembly, it had no problem obtaining this as 
the coalition parties held almost 5/6 of the seats (cf. Chapsal and Lancelot, 
1979: 390). As no solution to the Algerian problem was found and the policy 
of the General vis-à-vis the EEC was not clearly defined, this majority had 
not yet been tested with respect to its solidarity and loyalty or fragility along 
the traditions of the past. Nevertheless, it was clear that decisions were made 
in the government instead of parliamentary committees and the formal 
powers of parliamentarians to modify them were drastically limited: either 
they had informal access to the machinery of the executive or they had to try 
a vote of no-confidence, which few would have dared in an ambiguous and 
still explosive general situation. De Gaulle had succeeded in “pacifying” the 
French Parliament, but the principal sources of his legitimacy were neither 
his nominally more than impressive support in Parliament nor his equally 
overwhelming majority in the presidential electoral college.

His principle source of legitimacy was the plebiscitarian approval of his 
charisma as the leader of the Résistance and savior of the honor of the nation

8 Due to the electoral system, the parliamentary representation was markedly 
different: PCF 10, SFIO 44, Radical 33, MRP 56, U N R  212, Conservative 118, 
‘A lgérie Française”48, others 31.
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during the Second World War who in 1958/59 appeared to be the only man 
to draw France out of the deadlock. The results of the 1958 referendum on 
the Constitution as well as the 1961 and 1962 referenda on the Algerian 
policy (79 %, 75 %, and 91 %) were undoubtedly his major asset. With his 
frequent and carefully staged speeches to the country on (government 
controlled) television, televised “press conferences” which actually had more 
similarity to King’s speeches, and travels through the provinces of “la France 
profonde”, he masterfully communicated to the population directly without 
any mediation by parties or other intermediate forces which he so profoundly 
distrusted. Fie carefully kept his distance from “his own” party, even forbid
ding it to use his name in any manner for the party label.

Nevertheless, even in the clearly plebiscitarían phase of the Fifth Republic, 
the relevance of political parties must not be underestimated. On one hand, 
the Debré government was a coalition government mainly of three political 
parties: Gaullists, MRP, and the conservative “independents and farmers”. 
The Prime Minister had monthly meetings with the parliamentary leaders of 
his coalition partners,9 as is quite usual in parliamentary coalition govern
ments, and when secret negotiations between the French government and the 
“Provisional Government of the Republic of Algeria” (G.P.R.A.) were held 
early in 1962, after a year of dramatic crisis, upheaval of the French in 
Algeria, and an attempted coup d’état by the French army in Algeria, each of 
the major coalition parties was represented in the French delegation.

On the other hand, one must not overlook the relevance of the Gaullist 
Union pour la Nouvelle République (UNR) for the smooth functioning of the 
plebiscitarían presidential era. In spite of the excessive anti-party rhetoric of 
the General as well as of his loyal “barons”, who at the same time were 
important figures in the Gaullist “movement”, the UNR, from the very begin
ning, had two crucial characteristics of “modern mass parties” which the 
traditional French parties largely lacked: a well differentiated organizational 
network for top-to-bottom communication and mobilization and, above all, a 
rigid and effective system of centralized nomination for parliamentary candidates 
(cf. Chariot, 1967; Kempf, 1973). The very fact that the Gaullist candidates’ 
most important “policy stand” was the “support of the actions of General de 
Gaulle” and the fact that most of them did indeed loyally follow him through 
the difficult process of granting Algeria self-determination and independence 
was an innovation on the bourgeois side of the political spectrum.

By the time of the first referendum on Algeria, it had become quite clear 
that de Gaulle had not only to face an opposition on his left, opposed to his 
type of regime, but also an opposition on his right, fiercely opposed to the 
Algerian policy as soon as its direction had become clear. While 2/5 of the 
“yes” votes came from voters of the left (the SFIO, though in opposition, 
supported the president’s Algerian policy, as did some Communist and

9 Personal interview of the author with Michel Debré, 13 April 1982.
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Radical voters), more than 1 million out of 5 million “no” votes came from 
the right and extreme-right (the CNIP, though participating in government, 
did not take a party stand on the self-determination referendum of January 
1961).

The “Algier barricades” of January 1960 led to a law which entitled the 
government “to legislate by ordinance” (signed by the President of the 
Republic, and not, as usual decrees, by the Prime Minister) for one year. The 
“coup d'état of the generals” of April 1961 led the President to make use of his 
emergency powers (Art. 16 of the Constitution) not only for some days or 
weeks of immediate crisis, but for more than five months. During that period, 
power was essentially concentrated in the hands of the President. At the same 
time, the terrorism of the “Secret Army Organization” (O.A.S.), with several 
nearly successful attempts to assassinate de Gaulle, demonstrated the prob
lematic status of the regime.

Finally freed from the Algerian load by the referendum of April 1962 
which resulted in 91 % “yes” (and 4 % blanks, the left socialist PSU recom
mended “yes to peace, no to de Gaulle”; all other parties from PCF to “indé
pendants” opted for a “yes” and only the extreme-right “Algérie française” 
groupings campaigned for a “no”) with a participation rate of 85 %, the 
President could concentrate on policies dear to his heart: defining the condi
tions of a stable regime and a corresponding foreign policy according to his 
ideas. At the same time the traditional political parties could act more freely, 
as the task they had accepted de Gaulle to do was done. Finally, they could 
concentrate on what they had been waiting for much longer than originally 
foreseen, preparing Vaprès-gaullisme.

A whole series of crucial events accelerated the process of clarification for 
which all political forces had been waiting, but the results were surprising in 
all political camps: de Gaulle formed a new government with Georges 
Pompidou as Prime Minister, again composed of non-politicians, Gaullists, 
MRP, and “indépendants” supported by 259 members of the Assemblée 
Nationale (all the Gaullists, but only one-half of the MRP, and one-quarter 
of the “indépendants') against 128 with 119 abstentions, but the foreign policy 
of the General vis-à-vis European integration and NATO led to the with
drawal of the MRP from the governmental coalition without, however, over
throwing the government.

Some weeks later, after another most serious attempt by the O.A.S. to 
assassinate de Gaulle and a triumphant journey of the General through West 
Germany, de Gaulle proposed a crucial modification of the Constitution: 
election of the President of the Republic by direct universal suffrage. And, 
violating the Constitution, which requires approval by both Assemblies of 
Parliament for modifications of the constitution, he suggested a “simple” 
referendum (i. e., initiated by the government alone). The traditional political 
class, who had expected to return to a mode of government “in the repub
lican tradition” as they conceived it, was propelled to open rebellion: the
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government was overthrown by 280 votes of all parliamentary parties except 
the Gaullists. The National Assembly was, consequently, dissolved by the 
President. The campaign for the referendum, as well as for the parliamentary 
elections, centered on the clear option between the return to the “régime des 
partis”, as the Gaullists put it, and the serious danger of stepping into blunt 
bonapartism, as the others saw it.

The results taught both camps important lessons which initiated gradual 
modification of their strategy, eventually leading to the adoption of a mode 
of bipolar party government.

3. “Gouvernement Majoritaire”And The Routinization of Charisma
The October 1962 referendum resulted in 62 % “yes” versus 38 % “no” 
(46 % and 29 % of the registered voters, respectively). Although this was a 
clear majority, it was not unambiguous for the General. Fie had attacked “the 
system” of the Fourth Republic for years on the ground that only a third of 
the French (and not a clear majority of the registered voters) had confirmed 
the Constitution in 1946. In the 1962 campaign, he had threatened to step 
down in case of a “feeble, mediocre, risky majority (only)”. 46 % against 
29 % of the registered voters was definitely better than 36 % to 31 %, but it 
was not as strong as 1958 (66 % against 7 %). The “incarnation of the 
nation” in his “above-the-parties office” as President of the Republic, “guide 
of the nation and ultimate arbitrator”, unlike in the election 1958, saw 
himself forced to participate actively in the succeeding parliamentary election 
campaign. Appealing to the French to vote for the candidates who supported 
him, he publicly had to play the role of a party leader!

As the election results tell, he did it effectively. His party won 32 % of the 
votes at the first ballot: more than any party ever got in France. In addition, a 
small part of the conservative “indépendants” who had opted for the “yes” in 
the referendum and, consequently, for continuous participation in the 
government under the leadership of the Minister of Finance and Economy, 
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, got 4 % of the votes. Allied for the second ballot,10 
this coalition won 268 of 482 seats (56 %) against all traditional parties: the 
former coalition partners SFIO, Radicals, MRP, and conservative “independ
ents and farmers” had formed a “Cartel des Nons”. The PCF and the left 
socialist PSU had fought their campaign at the first ballot on their own, but 
for the second ballot, the SFIO, which had been fiercely anti-communist 
since 1947, recommended to its voters in constituencies where the PCF cand
idate had led the Left at the first ballot that they vote for the Communists! It 
was a very first, very tacit step towards accepting the logic and constraints of 
the new political system, hesitantly undertaken, but remunerative: instead of 
44 and 10 seats in 1958 with together 34.9 % at the first ballot, SFIO and

10 And supplemented by quite a number of defectors from traditional parties who 
joined the ranks of the U N R /U D T  or at least of its parliamentary party.
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PCF won 66 and 41 seats in 1962 with together 34.3 % at the first ballot; 
polarization had started.

Referendum and parliamentary elections of 1962 forced the “anti-party” 
General to behave like a party leader and blocked an easy way back to the 
“république des députés" for the traditional parties. The Algerian crisis was 
over, most of the former French colonies in Africa had been granted indepen
dence, and the anti-supranationalist, anti-integration EEC policy had been 
well defined, i. e., the contours of de Gaulle’s political program in “normal 
times” were clearly laid out. The cohesion of the parliamentary majority, 
given this program, and given this strongly “supportive” spirit of the Gaullist 
party in the institutional set up of the Fifth Republic, was predictable. 
Perhaps the biggest surprise of all, to observers of as well as participants in 
the politics of France, was that this game of politics began once the Algerian 
burden was removed, under such unambiguous conditions. President of the 
Republic General Charles de Gaulle clearly was in command, endowed with 
the double legitimacy of a referendum (direct) as well as of a parliamentary 
(indirect) majority of the voters. It was the beginning of “gouvernement 
majoritaire stable” something France never had enjoyed before within the 
framework of a democratic republic. To be sure, no leader other than the 
General who had won undisputable charisma while leading the French nation 
out of the traumatic experiences of the 1940 defeat and had renewed this 
charisma by leading the nation out of the equally dramatic Algerian dilemma 
and further colonial problems under conditions that could be regarded by 
most of the French as honorable and contributing to the image of a “grande 
nation'3would have been able to command such a majority at this moment of 
French political history. Neither this charisma nor attempts to refresh it by 
plebiscitarian means of referenda (or presidential elections) could last as the 
main source of regime legitimacy, stability, and effectiveness, let alone 
devolving it upon a successor. In order to maintain this regime and develop it 
in the logic of the institutional set-up now completed by the cornerstone of 
direct presidential elections, charisma had to be routinized, the exceptional 
had to be replaced by the normal.

None of the political forces had reached the corresponding maturity to 
“act normally” within the logic of the political system barely set on the rails. 
It was 10 more years before the party system reached a pattern of competi
tion which promised some stability and a perspective for the possibility of 
another experience France never had before, l'alternance, the complete 
exchange of the governing elite by democratic elections under conditions 
maintaining the same constitution and institutional order. And it was an addi
tional decade, before this event, l'alternance, actually took place on May 10 
and June 21, 1981.
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4. Presidential and Party Gaullism
The institutions of 1958/62 had been designed in the conviction that France 
would always have a multi-party system. As all past experience had revealed 
fragility and volatility of cliques and political groups in Parliament, particu
larly among the bourgeois members, the executive was endowed with a whole 
repertoire to take its distance even from the parties that claimed to support it 
and to enforce discipline upon them. The double surprise of 1962 had been 
that it was possible to get a majority elected which was clearly dominated by 
a very strong single party and that it was necessary in order to reach that goal 
for the head of government to take his role as party leader seriously. It took 
two more decisive electoral contests for de Gaulle and the Gaullist party to 
adapt, if not immediately their anti-party rhetoric, at least their concrete 
behavior and strategy to this insight.

At the presidential election of 1965, the common candidate of the PCF, 
SFIO, and other forces of the non-communist left, François Mitterrand, and 
the candidate of the anti-Gaullist center-right political forces, Jean Lecanuet, 
forced a second ballot upon Charles de Gaulle. If still convinced that his Kmoi 
ou le chaos”speeches on one hand, and his party and campaign organizations 
on the other, acting separately (as if he did not care about the relevance of his 
party for mobilizing the voters when he himself was candidate) would easily 
suffice to save a solid majority at the first ballot, the result of less than 44 % 
(less than 37 % of the registered voters!) told him that he was wrong. Again, 
he really had to step into the arena, fight, and explicitly accept the help of the 
parties of his coalition. Together they won him 55 % (45 % of the registered 
voters), but the need to take his own party as well as its coalition partner seri
ously was all the more evident at the 1967 elections to the National Assembly.

For the third time after the solution of the Algerian crisis, the opposition 
failed to put the Gaullist coalition in the minority. But in spite of the clear 
engagement of the President and his alliance in the campaign, the victory was 
more than narrow: 200 Gaullists and 44 Independent Republicans faced 235 
members of the opposition groups (PCF 73, Socialist and Radical Federation 
121, Centrists 41) as well as 8 nonaligned members of whom 2 had govern
ment coalition support.

At the same time, the government alliance’s share of votes at the first 
ballot had grown as compared to 1962 from 36.3 % (31.9 + 4.4) to 37.7 %. 
While “presidential Gaullism” had receded from 1962 to 1965, “partisan 
Gaullism” was in the ascendant from 1962 to 1967, in spite of a consolidation 
and hardening of the bourgeois opposition and of a further adaptation of the 
Communist and non-communist left to the necessities of electoral alliances 
under the electoral system of the Fifth Republic which led to considerable 
increases in their numbers of seats. Simultaneously, the Giscardian junior 
partner in the coalition indicated a self-consciousness in matters of policy 
which reflected their relevance in a situation of a narrow majority for the 
coalition in Parliament.
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The Gaullists drew immediate lessons from this constellation: they 
reformed, consolidated, and modernized their party profoundly at their Lille 
Congress of winter 1967, publicly assigning to it the important role it had to 
play in mobilizing support. Prime Minister Pompidou addressed the Congress 
and the political counsellor of President de Gaulle, Foccard, was seated 
visibly on the tribune, whereas in former years he had participated incognito 
at the meetings of the Gaullist party political bureau in order to conceal the 
intimate interest the President took in the deliberations and resolutions of his 
party11.

And a few months later when the thunderstorm of “May ’68” hit the 
country, it was as much the Prime Minister and the party who met the sudden 
and most serious challenge as it was de Gaulle himself. After weeks of student 
demonstrations, street fighting, occupation of factories by workers, and 
general strike, it was the immense rally of supporters of the President and of 
the Fifth Republic organized by the Gaullist party and its ancillary organiza
tions that turned the tide. De Gaulle dissolved the National Assembly and the 
majority of the voters, deeply irritated and scared by the “May events”, 
provided 46 % for the governing alliance of Gaullists and Independent Re-

11 The party not only changes its name to Union des Démocrates pour la VeRépublique 
(UDR) and elects a new young Secretary General, Robert Poujade who had been 12 
in 1940 though active in the RPF after 1947, but also starts a campaign to attract 
new, young adherents. Chariot’s (1970) figures about “real membership” indicate 
25 000 in 1959, 83 000 in 1963, but 180 000 in 1970. O f the Bureau exécutif of 28 
members, 19 are elected by the Comité Central, while the Prime Minister and 
another minister of his choice, the President of the Assemblée Nationale, the presi
dents of the party groups in the A.N. and Senate, and the former Prime Ministers 
are members ex officii. The basic organism of the party exists on the constituency 
level; federations are constitued at the level of the 21 “planning regions”. Regional 
seminars are held. A monthly bulletin is issued. Several “national delegates” support 
the Secretary General in his organizational tasks and keep in touch with various 
“parallel organizations” like the Gaullist clubs (Nouvelle Frontière, Université 
moderne, the Centre féminine d'études et d'information, the Union des Jeunes pour le 
Progrès). Already before the Lille congress — i.e., immediately after the narrow 
victory at the March 1967 parliamentary elections — the then five “national 
secretaries” together with the Secretary General met with the Prime Minister and 
the parliamentary leaders every week, to give “the movement” a regular possibility 
of exchanging views with its representatives in government (cf. Chariot, 1970: 
130 ff.). After the presidential election of 1969 and towards the end of Pom pidou’s 
presidency, the party lost quite a bit of its post 1967/68 ardor and zeal, to find itself 
in rather miserable condition after having to cede the Presidency of the Republic to 
Giscard. But the gaullist rebel Jacques Chirac, as Giscard’s Prime Minister, 
succeeded in being elected Secretary General of the UDR, and after stepping down 
as Prime Minister in order to prepare for the next presidential contest transformed it 
into the militant Rassemblement pour la République (RPR) which claimed 600 000 
adherents in 1976 (cf. Crisol and Lhomeau, 1977; see also no. 28, 1984 of the review 
Pouvoirs, “Le RPR”).
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publicans. The Gaullist party—another first night in French history—won 
much more than an absolute majority of seats on its own: 293 of 487 (60 %). 
This did not decrease the self-consciousness of his party, but placed the 
Giscardian ally in an uncomfortable position.

As, due to the still notorious weakness of the Gaullist party on the munici
pal level and, consequently, in the electoral college of the Senate, this second 
chamber had continuously shown an opposition majority, the President 
attempted to combine a plan of administrative decentralization with a reform 
of the Senate (which would have reduced the modest influence of opposition 
parties in the system) in the form of a referendum by which he would renew 
the plebiscitarían component of his support and free himself of at least a part of 
the pressure that his own party had learned to impose on him. (After the 1968 
election, he had also dismissed his Prime Minister of more than six years, 
because he had become too strong, placing him into “the reserve of the repu
blic”, i. e., suggesting that he could be a good presidential candidate, once de 
Gaulle himself left the political arena.) As usual, de Gaulle threatened his 
resignation in case of a defeat during the referendum campaign. The refer
endum failed, clearly indicating that the voters no longer would support the 
plebiscitarian-charismatic strategy. De Gaulle resigned. It was more a victory 
of centrist and right-wing anti-Gaullism, strong locally and in the Senate, to 
which Giscard d’Estaing had rallied, than a victory of the Left which was in a 
disastrous condition after the May—June 1968 developments. But the anti- 
Gaullist center-right did not win the subsequent presidential election, 
although the President of the Senate and interim President of the Republic 
reached the second ballot. Georges Pompidou, supported by Giscard’s Inde
pendent Republicans and a fraction of the center won the election by a 
57.5 % majority, 3 % more than de Gaulle had in 1965.12 There was nothing 
like charisma with Georges Pompidou. The Gaullist party had not only 
survived the political end of the General, who himself had governed for seven 
more years after a four years fight to solve the decolonization crisis. The 
UDR (as it called itself after 1968) was stronger than ever. It had been in 
control of the State apparatus as well as of the electronic media for more 
than ten years. It had an absolute majority of its own in the National 
Assembly and a strong modern party organization. It was well rooted in the 
political structure13 and culture of France. Contrary to developments in the 
United States and Great Britain, the number of party identifiers in France 
had continuously increased, almost exclusively due to the consolidation of the 
Gaullist party (cf. Inglehart and Hochstein, 1972). The country had a consol
idated modern conservative democratic party for the first time in its history. 
It went on governing as the President’s party for four more years, until the 
death of Georges Pompidou. It remained the biggest coalition party under

12 At a PCF-provoked very high abstention rate of 35.5 % , however.
13 Although it did not succeed in rooting itself firmly in local government before 1983.

A
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the presidency of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, and it has been the clearly domi
nant party of the opposition since the victory of the left-wing coalition on 
May 10 and June 21, 1981. This development was largely shaped by the insti
tutional system set up in 1958/62, but it would have been unthinkable 
without the helplessness of the traditional political elite vis-à-vis the Algerian 
crisis, without the plebiscitarian-charismatic supplement of legitimation 
during the years of consolidation of this new regime, and without the econ
omic prosperity it could manage and shape in an international environment 
of unparalleled growth.

B. Non-Gaullists: Endurance, Resistance, Acceptance
The non-Gaullist political forces had hoped for an early return to the tradi
tional mode of government which they called “républicain they waited for 
“l ’après-gaullisme”. At each occasion of popular vote during the 1960s, they 
expected the end of Gaullist transition: 1962, 1965, 1967, 1968, 1969. It did 
not take place. They had endured the General to get a solution of the decol
onization crisis, which they had not been able to resolve. They had resisted 
his mode(s) of government and his major (foreign) policy decisions. Although 
discussions about changes of fundamental strategies had already started in 
1958 within and outside the parties (as well as the major interest organiza
tions), and several attempts for organizational and strategic reform had been 
made, it took the whole series of defeats to enable those among the political 
elites of the traditional political parties and “families” who considered it 
necessary to accept and adapt to the logic of the new regime and who also 
considered it promising, i. e., probable that they would win power through 
such a strategy, to take control. The non-Gaullist forces of the right and 
center-right succeeded in 1974, and the left succeeded in 1981, both by 
accepting the logic of a bipolarization of the party system. There was no way 
to power for the non-Gaullist bourgeois “families” without forming one 
common party-like organization and without a coalition with the Gaullist 
party.

There was no way to power for the non-communist left without renewal 
of the Socialist party and without the coalition with the Communist party. 
The “centrist solution” of a coalition of the non-communist left and the non- 
Gaullist right, typical of the Fourth Republic, failed with the electorate. Long 
before, in 1974, all Gaullist and non-Gaullist forces of the center-right and 
right united in the support of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, the bulk of the voters 
for an anti-Gaullist bourgeois candidate at the first ballot, confronted with 
the choice between a candidate of the left and a candidate of the Gaullists, 
had opted for the latter.

The conditions of party government type A (cohesive and consolidated 
parties, strong party leadership, weak parliament, and a bipolar pattern of 
competition in the party system) had been built up in a particular sequence:
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weakening parliament, transforming charismatic into party leadership of a 
new but cohesive party consolidated in power, (re-)consolidation of opposi
tion parties, and completion of bipolarity.

1. French Communism

Although it had supported the Hitler-Stalin Alliance of 1939, the French 
Communist Party gained enough support by its active participation in the 
résistance against Nazi Germany 1941 — 4414 to become the strongest party in 
France, with 26 % of the votes, at the first national elections after the war, to 
the Constituent Assembly of 1945. Regarded by all other political forces as an 
anti-system party totally loyal to orders from Moscow15 since the dismissal of 
the Communist ministers by Socialist Président du Conseil Ramadier after 
three years of participation in the government of PCF-SFIO-MRP “tripar
tisme”, the PCF never had less than 26 % of the votes all through the Fourth 
Republic.

The PCF dropped down to 19 % at the first parliamentary elections of the 
Fifth Republic in 1958, and has never had more than 23 % (1978) since. It 
dropped again to 15 % on April 26, 1981, and 16 % on June 14, 1981. The 
PCF rejected the new constitution in 1958, but from a party “outside of the 
system” since 1947 it developed into a party “within the system” of the Fifth 
Republic. It profitted in terms of parliamentary seats from the tacit (1962) 
and formal (since 1967) revival of the “republican discipline” of the Left 
(withdrawal at the second ballot of the weaker candidate(s)). It played the 
game of direct presidential election by supporting Mitterrand in 1965, 1974 
(from the first ballot), as well as 1981 (for the second ballot only) and by 
presenting its own candidates at the 1969 and 1981 presidential elections. It 
was in favor of de Gaulle’s policy of decolonization, of rejecting European 
integration, of withdrawal from the NATO military organization, and of 
détente with the Soviet Union and against the U.S. war in Vietnam. It was 
important in maintaining the régime, at the time of the coup d'état of the 
generals in Algiers 1961, during the “revolt of the New Left” in 1968, and by 
opting for abstention at the second ballot of the 1969 presidential elections, 
thus securing Pompidou’s victory. (A defeat of Pompidou would have thrown 
the Gaullist party into a severe, probably too severe, crisis; as President of the 
Republic, Poher would have brought a return to the pre-1958 mode of 
government.) Destalinization, although late and hesitant, plus occasional 
distancing of itself from the CPSU—by criticizing the military occupation of 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 and by opposing Soviet attempts at domination 
during the early and mid 1970s —together with declarations of respect for the

14 Le., beginning after H itler’s attack on the Soviet Union.
15 Stalinism was so deeply rooted in the PCF that it expressed severe criticism of the 

CPSU leadership with respect to Khrushchev’s speech before the Party Congress of 
1956 which inaugurated “destalinization” in the Soviet Union.
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rules of Western liberal democracy and its alliance with Mitterrand’s Socialist 
Party 1972 —77 had produced a change of image of the French Communist 
Party in the French electorate (Tables 1 and 2).

Table 1. The Evolution of the PCF Image : Communist Ministers 
Question: “Seriez-vous favorable, opposé où indifférent à ce que, dans l’ave

nir, il y ait dans le gouvernement, des ministres communistes?” 
(%)
“Would you be in favor, opposed or indifferent towards, in the 
future, the government comprising Communist ministers?”

. 1964 1966 1967 1970« 1976 1977

in favour 31 38 40 (60) 44 43
against 30 30 19 (21) 19 20
indifferent 25 23 30 — 29 32
no answer/d.k. 14 9 11 (19) 8 5

100 100 100 100 100 100

(a) different question: “Dans l’hypothèse où l’union de la gauche arriverait au pou-
voir, accepteriez-vous que des ministres communistes partici-
pent au gouvernement?”
“Supposed the Union of the Left would get into power, would 
you accept that Communist ministers participate in govern
ment?”

Source: Sondages vol. 33 no. 1/2 (1971: 73); vol. 38 no. 3/4 
(1976: 28); vol. 40 no. 2/3 (1978: 109).

Table 2. Public Perception of PCF Taking too Much Into Account the Interests of 
the USSR (percentages, total public, Communist sympathisers only)

Source: Parodi and Duhamel, 1982.
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Since 1947, the PCF had always stood for a “Union of the Left”, but only 
under the condition of total submission of the prospective partners to its own 
ideological and strategic dominance. Only in 1962 did it stop declaring 
democratic Socialism and all sorts of revisionism to be its most dangerous 
and intractable enemy. But the changes in France as well as in the interna
tional Communist movement produced a change in the PCF strategy. Never
theless, as the strongest party of the left electorally and, even more, organiza
tionally, it was optimistic about playing a dominant role in a “Union of the 
Left” alliance, albeit it had to make concessions with respect to prospective 
governmental positions as well as to policies. The fundamental change was 
the development of a real interest in participating in government within the 
framework of the Fifth Republic. In Katz’s paradigm, it had not been a 
“party” before, the “central distinction between parties and other groups” 
being “that they contest elections and rely on their success in elections for 
their claim to legitimate participation in government” (1986: 39 emphasis 
added).

It is the irony of French communism that it was its defeat in the 1981 pres
idential and parliamentary elections, its reduction to the status of a ‘force 
d'appoint” instead of a dominant force within the Union of the Left, that 
made its participation in government acceptable to a majority of the French 
in any case. Victories of the left in 1978, 1973, or 1974, let alone 1965, most 
certainly would have brought about serious and critical strains for the regime. 
Contrary to the hopes of the PCF, the alliance with the Socialists had contin
uously strengthened the latter (cf. Reif, 1983).

If the alliance has contributed to the decline of the PCF, the structural 
causes must be sought in the economic and cultural change of French society, 
eroding the party’s traditional strongholds, and in its remaining ties to the 
CPSU in international politics as well as with respect to its internal structure 
and functioning, contrasting considerably, e. g., to the Italian Communist 
Party. Its increasing criticism within the present coalition, however, is not 
derived from Leninist principles, but from (vain?) electoral hopes and legiti
mate (though not necessarily effective) defence of the interests of its parti
cular electorate.

2. Crisis and Regeneration of Socialism
As much as Jean Jaurès had been the incarnation of French socialism from 
1905 to 1914, and Leon Blum afterwards until 1946, Guy Mollet embodied 
the SFIO during the Fourth Republic and the Gaullist era proper of the Fifth 
Republic, i. e., until 1969. The SFIO had 23 % and 21 % of the votes 1945 
and 1946 under Blum, and 18 % in November 1946 under Guy Mollet, a 
share it never reached again until Mollet had to resign from his position as 
secretary general after the SFIO candidate at the presidential elections of 
1969 received no more than 5 % of the votes. “Molletism” had become
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during this time a synonym of orthodox revolutionary rhetoric and, in the 
eyes of many socialist members, voters, and intellectuals, an opportunistic 
practice of compromising with the right. The SFIO had a rather negative 
image at the beginning of the 1960s and lost almost all attraction for new 
members and activists. By the mid 1950s, 40 % of SFIO members were more 
than 50 years of age. Although the SFIO was quantitatively the most 
important force of Mendès France’s “Front Républicain”, the dynamism of 
recruitment was directed to its other components and to independent circles, 
clubs, and associations of the non-communist left. After a campaign for 
liberal, progressive attitudes towards the French colonies in the 4956 elec
tions, the Mollet government was drawn into the Suez adventure and more 
and more warfare in Algeria. The SFIO image deteriorated. The SFIO lead
ership saw no way around supporting de Gaulle in his last Fourth Republic 
government, the referendum on the new constitution, and the (indirect) 
presidential elections. Though in “loyal opposition” to the Debré government 
of 1959, it supported de Gaulle’s Algerian policy. Among the anti-Gaullist 
left, this rendered the SFIO even more unacceptable. Several leaders of the 
SFIO left wing left the party and founded the PSA (Parti Socialiste Autonome) 
in 1958, were joined in 1959 by the small CAD (Centre dAction Démocra
tique) of P. Mendès France, and fused in 1960 with the small left-socialist 
party UGS ( Union de la Gauche Socialiste, founded in 1957) to form the PSU 
(Parti Socialiste Unifié). It was this “New Left” and numerous autonomous 
political clubs founded during the first years of the Fifth Republic and not the 
morose SFIO that attracted those who wanted to prepare “Vaprès-gaullisme” 
on the non-communist left, including many left-wing active Catholics. 
Together with the former Christian trade union and associations like “Young 
Catholics” or “Young Farmers” they constituted the “forces vives”, the living 
forces — a significant label indicating that the traditional political parties 
were dead. Inside, but above all outside, the SFIO a lively debate started 
about the need for a new modern party of the non-communist left, about the 
attitudes to adopt vis-à-vis the institutions of the Fifth Republic and about the 
strategies of alliance to adopt vis-à-vis the Communists on one side and the 
anti-Gaullist center-left bourgeois forces on the other, i. e., what was left of 
the Radical “party” and of the MRP. One of the programmatically and 
conceptually most influential groups was the “Club Jean Moulin”, which was 
among the first to argue for a “revisionist” acceptance (cf. Duhamel, 1980) of 
the new institutions. In 1963/64, the club launched the idea of a center-left 
alliance of SFIO, clubs, radicals, and MRP to have the socialist mayor of 
Marseille, Gaston Deferre, run for president in 196516, but negotiations failed 
on the traditional issue of Catholic private schools. This was the chance of 
François Mitterrand, leader of CIR (Convention des institutions républi
caines), an association of leftist clubs, to present himself as candidate of the

16 After, in vain, trying to convince anti-presidentialist Mendès France to run.
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entire Left. The PCF and SFIO, still on rather hostile terms with each other 
and by that time seeing no serious chance to beat de Gaulle, and more inter
ested in the 1967 parliamentary elections, endorsed his candidacy and 
supported his campaign. This created an unexpected dynamism. Mitterrand 
(together with the centrist candidate Jean Lecanuet) forced de Gaulle into a 
second ballot and received 44 % of the votes. Hence he was strong enough to 
combine SFIO, clubs, and radicals into the FGDS (Fédération de la Gauche 
Démocrate et Socialiste) under his leadership for the 1967 election. This 
almost prevented de Gaulle’s coalition from winning a majority of seats. He 
stood for a Union of the non-communist and communist left, and negotia
tions started with the PCF leading to a tacit agreement in early 1968. Rather 
unexpectedly, the Left was hit by the May 1968 events. Its components 
adopting quite different strategies, the FGDS broke up immediately after the 
June 1968 elections. For the last time, Mollet tried a centrist strategy at the 
presidential elections of 1969. The SFIO “ticket” of Deferre (for president) 
and Mendès France (for prime minister), with 5 % of the votes got only 
1.4 °/o more than the candidate of the PSU, Michel Rocard, who defended 
the New Leftist “ideas of May ’68”. Mollet resigned and the “new Socialist 
Party”, combining with several leftist clubs, was founded in 1969. In 1971, 
Mitterrand and his CIR joined, and he was elected first secretary of the “PS” 
on the basis of a Union de la Gauche platform. One year later, the Common 
Governmental Program of the “Union of the Left” was signed by the PS, 
PCF, and soon afterwards by the MRG, the left wing of the radicals. It 
accepted the institutions of the Fifth Republic with proposals for minor revi
sions, and brought about an unprecedented dynamism of the Left at the 
subsequent elections: 43.7 °/o of the votes at the first, and 45.6 °/o at the 
“decisive ballot”17 in 1973, 49.7 °/o in the second round of the 1974 presiden
tial election, around 55 °/o in the 1977 municipal elections, and —in spite of a 
break up of the Union in fall 1977 and subsequent fierce mutual attacks 
between PS and PCF—48.6 % for the Left at the 1978 “decisive ballot”. 
Although the fighting between the PC and PS went on and was supplemented 
by severe PS internal rivalry between Mitterrand and Rocard, who had joined 
the PS in 1974 with many militants and middle-level elites of the PSU and 
CFDT New Left, over the presidential nomination, Mitterrand was elected 
President of the Republic in May 1981 (cf. Reif, 1981). “La cinquième répu
blique achevée” the Fifth Republic completed, wrote O. Duhamel (1982) very 
much to the point. The real prospect of being able to win and govern within 
the framework of the new institutions and within the logic of alliances and 
bipolarity they imposed, offered as presentiment in 1965, and the futility of 
centrist strategies attempting to return to Fourth Republic constellations, had 
strengthened those political elites of the Left who argued for the acceptance

17 A term used by F. Goguel to combine the results of the second ballot and of the first 
ballot in those constituencies where there was no second ballot.
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of these institutions and the corresponding strategy of alliances. “The institu
tions were not tailored for me originally”, Mitterrand stated, “but they fit me 
well”. The alternation of power from the right, organized in new, more 
modern, and consolidated parties, to the left, also organized in parties, had 
completed the legitimacy of the regime. In spite of all the difficulties and 
problems the adoption of this course had caused for the parties of the left, it 
was even more difficult to accept for the political elites of the traditional 
bourgeois parties, the radicals and conservatives of the Third and Fourth 
Republics, whose hostility towards cohesive and organized political parties 
had been the essence of political life and the cause of its deadlocks under the 
previous regimes.

3. The Anti-Gaullist Center-Right
Soon after the PS-PC agreement on a Common Program in 1972, François 
Mitterrand, confronted with doubts and criticism of his alliance at a meeting 
of the Socialist International in Vienna, replied that one of the principal goals 
of this alliance was to shift a considerable part of the PCF’s vote to a strong 
modern democratic socialist party. And indeed, as de Gaulle had done in 
1958, Mitterrand took a significant part of the previously Communist vote.

Table 3. The Communist Vote in France as percentage of registered voters)

1924 8.0 1958 14.3
1928 9.4 1962 14.5
1932 6.9 1967 17.8
1936 12.3 1968 15.7
1945 20.3 1969P 16.3
1946 21.1 1973 17.0
1946 21.9 1978 16.8
1951 20.6 1981 P 12.2
1956 20.6 1981 11.3

1986 7.3

De Gaulle had cut the Communist share of registered voters by 30.6 % in 
1958, Mitterrand did the same by 27.4 % at the 1981 presidential election 
and by 32.7 °/o at the 1981 National Assembly election.

This was made possible through the dynamism of the “Union of the Left” 
in the electorate, but one of the crucial factors under the surface of political 
developments was the loosening of the grip the PC had had on its electorate 
for decades.18 This loosening was furthered by economic and cultural changes

18 Unfortunately we do not have time series of measures for party identification, or 
closeness to party, in France as we do for Britain (e.g., Sarlvik and Crewe 1983), cf. 
Ysmal in Capdevielle, et al., 1981, for such analyses for the 1978 elections only.
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France had undergone in the last three decades. Although the process of 
economic modernization was still increasing the share of the secondary 
sector, the PS was a better collecting basin. Economic changes in the 1970s 
particularly eroded classic industrial branches, classic PCF strongholds, at the 
same time.

In a similar way, economic and cultural change helped the Gaullist party 
to drain the traditionally radical, Christian-democratic, and conservative 
(“modérés”, “indépendants et paysans”) reservoirs. The number of farmers and 
small shopkeepers dropped drastically in the process of economic change, 
while secularization taking place at the same time weakened the Christian 
Democrats.

On the political level, part of the elites of the traditional parties rallied to 
the Gaullists individually during the early years of the Fifth Republic. Some 
followed their voters, others brought their voters with them.19 As they were 
not consolidated parties but cliques of notables, used to permanent rela
belling, reallying and rearranging, this was not surprising.

Another part of the elites of the traditional bourgeois parties, however, 
resisted the Gaullist drain — or were not accepted because of their policy 
stands. There was an anti-Gaullist bourgeois opposition during all the years 
of Gaullist presidency. One of the most important issues nourishing this 
hostility was the Gaullist anti-integrationist attitude towards the European 
Community and NATO.

The Radicals, who (although—faithful to their traditions—split between 
pro-Mendèsistes and anti-Mendèsistes) had 15.2 % at the 1956 elections 
(12.4 % of the registered voters), were cut by more than half (7.3 % of the 
votes, 5.5 % of the registered voters) in 1958 (7.5 % and 5.0 %, in 1962). For 
1967 and 1968, they allied with the SFIO, but continued to shrink.20 In 1972 
they split. The left wing (MRG) under Robert Fabre joined the “Union of the 
Left”; the right wing under Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber allied with what 
was left over from Jean Lecanuet’s “Centre” (various frequently changing 
labels for the remainder of MRP) to form the “Réformateurs” alliance, 
without enormous success. While the “Centre” had 26 seats in the 1968 
National Assembly, the Reformers had 30 in 1973, or 10.3 % and 12.5 % of 
the votes respectively. In other words, after 1970 the right-wing radicals 
represented some 2 — 3 % of the valid votes, as did the left-wing radicals in 
their close alliance with the PS. But while the right-wing radicals had 7 
députés in 1978 and 2 in 1981, the MRG had 11 in 1973, 10 in 1978, and 14 in

19 One of them, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, rallied to the Gaullist coalition during the 
crucial weeks of 1962, when the Gaullists faced a front of hostility by every other 
political party or family, but set up his own party within the majority: the FNRI 
later called the PR (Parti Républicain).

20 The SFIO and Radicals had 20.1 % /13.4 % in 1962, the FGDS had 18.7 % /14.8 % 
in 1967 and 16.5 % /12.9 % in 1968.
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1981. The MRG’s share of the vote at the first round of the 1981 presidential 
election was 2.2 %. The Radical party, dominant in the Third Republic, 
pivotal gathering of very idiosyncratic individuals in the Fourth Republic, has 
practically died during the first decade of the Fifth Republic.21 Former Radi
cals are to be found today in each of the other political parties.

The Christian Democratic MRP, biggest party in the Constituent 
Assembly of June 2, 1946, considering itself as the “party of de Gaulle” to 
some extent, had every opportunity to consolidate and, by consolidating, 
modernize the center and right of French politics. It was cohesive in Parlia
ment, it had a mass membership and a well structured organization, it coop
erated and established close links with the Christian trade union confedera
tion, and it had an interclass ideology, useful for a bourgeois party to appeal 
to a majority of voters. France had a real chance to develop a mode of party 
government, at least of type B. But General de Gaulle rejected the constitu
tional compromise and the idea of party government, set up his own party, 
RPF, and the Gaullists were able to eat up more than half of the MRP electo
rate between 1946 and 1951. It was the very attempt to establish a strong 
executive/weak parliament regime which caused the return of the Third 
Republic “régime d'assemblée”. Although affected by the virus of parliamen
tary incohesiveness, and reduced to two-thirds of its electorate after leaving 
the government in 1962, the core of the MRP, fighting against the anti-Euro
pean and anti-NATO policies of the General, resisted by flexibly attempting 
to rally the anti-Gaullist bourgeois forces and by playing the presidential 
game of the new institutions. In 1965 and 1969, it controlled around 10 % of 
the voters, at least in the first ballot. In 1974, with this support, it could effec
tively help the non-Gaullist Giscard against the Gaullist Chaban in the first, 
and against the “Union of the Left” Mitterrand in the second ballot of the 
presidential election. The most modern of the bourgeois parties of the Fourth 
Republic survived the long interlude of 15 —16 years of Gaullist control of 
French politics, and constituted the second really relevant component of 
Giscard’s UDF alliance, beside the PR.

The third political family among the bourgeois political forces of the 
Fourth Republic, the conservative “moderates” or “Independents and 
Farmers”, eroded during the Fifth Republic just as did the Radicals. Profiting 
considerably at the 1958 elections, they split in 1962 over constitutional 
reform and dropped from 22 % to 10 % of the vote. The old CNIP never 
regained enough strength to form a parliamentary party of their own. As they 
were never a real party of cohesion and organization, it is hard to trace their 
votes validly in electoral statistics; they appear nebulously as “others”, “non- 
affiliated”, or “affiliated” to Gaullist, Giscardist, or Centrist parliamentary 
groups. Although they are anything but cohesive, most of them cannot but

21 But its two (!) ghosts still gathered more votes each than there was difference 
between the winner and the loser of the 1974 and 1981 presidential elections!
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vote for the bourgeois camp in decisive left-right parliamentary divisions. 
There are enough traditional as well as modern conservative elements in both 
the Gaullist and Giscardist parties to prevent them from ever regaining a real 
chance of crucial influence. They did not join the UDF, and flirt with the 
dream to be the “third component” of the bourgeois camp. Their leader, 
Malaud, who was a minister under Pompidou, got 1.4 % for his list at the 
1979 European elections.

4. Giscard and the UDF

Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, descendant of a minister of finance of the July 
Monarchy, has been one of the “brilliant young men” in French politics: 
“Aristocratic, wealthy, intelligent, ambitious” (Lecomte/Sauvage 1978: 18). 
Graduated from the elite institutions “Ecole Polytechnique” and “Ecole 
Nationale d’Administration”, inspecteur des finances in 1954, he was a member 
of the personal staff (“cabinet”) of the (right-wing radical) minister of 
finance Edgar Faure under the (left-wing radical) Président du Conseil Piérre 
Mendès France (1954 — 55) and deputy director of the personal staff of the 
Président du Conseil E. Faure in the subsequent government. In 1956, he 
inherited his grandfather’s (modéré) seat in Parliament. In 1957, at the age of 
31, he was foreseen as secretary of state for finance of the (abortive) govern
ment of the prominent modéré leader A. Pinay. In the 1959 Debré govern
ment, he actually became secretary of state under minister of finance A. 
Pinay. When the latter resigned in 1960, Giscard became minister of finance, 
remaining in this office under Pompidou 1962—1966. Unlike the majority of 
“Independents and Farmers”, he supported the General in the 1962 refer
endum. Fie was elected to parliament in 1962 as a candidate of the majority, 
but he did not join the Gaullist party or group. Together with a number of 
like-minded députés ralliés, he established his own parliamentary party, the 
“Independent Republicans”, returned to the ministry of finance, and 
supported the General in the 1965 presidential election. When Pompidou, 
after this election, gave the ministry of finance to Michel Debré, Valéry 
Giscard d’Estaing refused the ministry for planning of the territory offered to 
him and transformed his own club movement “Perspectives and Realities”, 
(founded in 1965 when clubs were fashionable) into an extra-parliamentary 
party organization, the Fédération Nationale des Républicains Indépendants 
F.N.R.I. Although stemming from a most non-party and rather anti-regime 
political family, he approved of the presidentialist elements of the regime and 
was quick to comprehend the fundamental necessity of modern, organized 
parties in the era of mass democracy. Fie attempted to forge an instrument 
for becoming president after de Gaulle (in 1972). As the General resigned too 
early (in 1969), he supported Pompidou and was reappointed minister of 
finance. When Pompidou died in 1974, he ran for president and won.

From 1966, Giscard carefully carved a profile of “within the majority but 
non-Gaullist” for himself, his parliamentary group and party organization.



56 Karlheinz Reif

He was “Mister yes, b u t. . .” (oui, mais. . .) — more European, more liberal, 
more parliamentary, hence appealing to the anti-Gaullist bourgeois forces, 
hence more “centrist”.

Giscard’s party had 11 % only of the seats in the National Assembly in 
1974. Had there not been the Union of the Left and a certain doubt in the 
still quantitatively dominant Gaullist party about its ability to rally all forces 
necessary to prevent a socialist-communist victory, Giscard would not have 
won. He did not win because he had the strongest political force of his coali
tion. He won because he had the best chances to rally all the necessary forces. 
And indeed, he united all forces of the center-right and right in his presiden
tial majority. He completed the bipolarity of the party system; the anti-Gaul
list bourgeois parties gave up their independence. Except for the new ecolo
gists, who were not strong enough to win parliamentary representation, there 
was no organized center-left in French politics. At the same time, he did not 
succeed in eroding the Gaullist party or in “Giscardizing” it. On the contrary, 
the Gaullist rebel Chirac, who had helped him to become president and 
whom he had made prime minister, preferred to take over the leadership of 
the Gaullist party and to keep his distance from Giscard, aiming at the presi
dency himself instead of waiting patiently for a succession in the distant 
future. Giscard succeeded in uniting all non-Gaullist forces of the bourgeois 
coalition (except the negligible CNIP) in the party federation UDF by the 
time of the parliamentary elections of 1978, but he failed in two respects 
which are essential in a party government system. Quantitatively, his own 
partisan basis remained the second force of his coalition, except in cantonal 
and European, i. e., second-order, elections.

Organizationally—in spite of his comprehension of the need for a cohe
sive party as an indispensible organizational weapon—he did not succeed in 
overcoming the old spirit of factionalism among political subgroups that was 
characteristic of traditional French parliamentarism. This is not surprising. 
His troops represented the most ardent defenders of non-partisan politics 
both in Parliament and in society. He was less able to govern autonomously 
—confident of the loyality of his majority—than the Gaullists, who had 
developed a brilliant routine of using ^¿¿-partisan rhetoric in order to arrive 
at the perfect partisan behaviour of their “movement”. As Ezra Suleiman 
noted: “Giscard has had to devote considerable time to managing his 
‘parties’” (1980: 99).

Although he systematically transformed the higher echelons of bureau
cracy from an “Etat-UDR”into an “Etat-UDF”, and although he attempted to 
“drive a wedge between the socialists and communists, and . . .  to drive a 
wedge between those in the RPR who support him and those who support his 
enemy, Jacques Chirac” (ibid.), because his partisan support was the weakest 
of all presidents of the Fifth Republic and the most fragile, and because there 
was no charisma or plebiscitarian instrument at hand to supplement his legit
imacy, he presided over the most “presidentialist” and the (relatively) least
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party government era of the Fifth Republic. In addition, it was an era of 
enormous economic strain and, consequently, he lost the 1981 elections. Fie 
could not really share power within his coalition with the Chirac wing of the 
RPR, as Chirac would have wanted too much, if not all, of it and so his rival 
preferred a victory of Mitterrand and the Left to a victory of Giscard. To 
save France thereafter.

IV. The Functioning of Party Government

So far, French political science has not been willing to call the Fifth Republic 
régime a party government régime. Following Gaullist orthodoxy and rituals, 
the Fourth Republic is considered a “régime des partis” and, as the mode of 
government of the Fifth Republic is undisputably different, the Fifth Republic 
is not. Only recently, in the special issue of Pouvoirs (1982, no. 20) entitled 
“1981—la gauche au pouvoir”, Jean-Louis Quermonne asks the question “Le 
gouvernement présidentiel ou un gouvernement partisan?” (pp. 67 —86) and 
comes to a “presidential”, non-partisan conclusion, in spite of the fact that 
the party government nature of the regime is more visible under Mitterrand. 
Despite his extensive use of the institutional instruments available to enhance 
coalition discipline, Mitterrand and the present government insist less ritualis- 
tically than their right-wing predecessors on the institutional irrelevance of 
political parties, once elections have taken place. Nevertheless, the facts 
presented by Quermonne and by Pierre Avril {“Le Président, le parti et le 
groupe”, same issue, pp. 115—126) fit perfectly in the type A (bipolar) party 
government model as it was seen to work in Great Britain (e. g., by R. T. 
McKenzie).

Specific parallels of Britain and the Fifth Republic have not been missed 
by French authors. Jean Chariot quite early identified the correspondence 
between the Gaullist party and British parties (1967, but particularly 1970). 
Jean-Luc Parodi, in his unpublished thesis (1973), has sharply carved out the 
differences between traditional French parliamentarianism and the “parlemen
tarisme structuré” of the Fifth Republic. The Fifth Republic is quite similar in 
practice to Britain, except for the details of the party system which, though 
bipolar, has taken the form of a “quadrille bipolaire” during the 1970s 
(Parodi, 1979). That the President is not “above the parties” as de Gaulle had 
conceived the office originally, but the political leader of the majority, 
already had become quite obvious during the 1960s, and the concept of 
“gouvernement majoritaire” is widely used and accepted in French political 
science. Maurice Duverger, who very early had recommended direct popular 
election of the President of the Republic (1961) and invested hope in a 
bipolar “démocratie dualiste” (1967), had identified the “monarchie républi
caine” (1974) and compared the Fifth Republic mode of government to other 
“semi-presidential” regimes (1978; 1980). In his recent République des
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Citoyens (1982), he describes the interplay of voters, parties, and party 
leaders/heads of government in a bipolar system: the disappearance of inde
pendent parties of the center facilitates centripetal competition in France as in 
Great Britain or West Germany.

Olivier Duhamel perhaps comes closest to a “gouvernement de parti(s)” 
interpretation of the Fifth Republic in his brilliant analysis of the process of 
acceptance, of the adaptation to the new institutions by the French Left, “La 
gauche et la Ve république” (1980). He underlines the parallels of, for example, 
Leon Blum’s and Pierre Mendès France’s ideal constitutional model and the 
realities of the matured Fifth Republic (see his “La V* république achevée” 
1982), as soon as one stresses the general model of strong head of govern
ment and strong executive supported by strong parties accountable to the vot
ers and as one regards the difference between a president or a prime minister 
playing the leading role to be of only secondary relevance.

On the other side, the penetration of the state apparatus by elites 
appointed by the leader of the governing party quickly led French authors to 
identify an “Etat-UDR” followed by an “Etat-UDF” and an “Etat-PS”, or, 
generally, an “Etat partisan” (Borella, 1973, 4th ed. 1981). Coming from the 
United States, a country where political parties play a much more modest 
role, Ezra Suleiman has labelled the Fifth Republic quasi naturally, without 
much conceptual reasoning, a “party government”, and it is significant that 
he did this in an analysis of the administrative elite (1974).22

To put it differently: as seen in a comparative perspective by this author, 
also a foreigner, France appears definitely to have more party government 
today than in the Third or Fourth Republics, definitely more party govern
ment than the U.S. or Switzerland, certainly no less than Britain, perhaps a 
little less than Germany, Austria, or Sweden; but clearly a different type of 
party government as compared to Belgium, Denmark, Italy, or the Nether
lands.

A. Basic Rules of the Game
Classified in a typology of comparative government, the Fifth French Repub
lic clearly is not a presidential but a parliamentary régime. The government 
depends on the confidence of a majority in Parliament and the President may 
(and does) dissolve Parliament after a vote of non-confidence (see, e. g., Stef- 
fani, 1979). It does not contradict such a systematic classification to see the 
French President as the “most powerful head of government and head of

22 It is even more significant that there is no use of the term “party government”, 
“gouvernem ent de p a r ti” or “gouvernem ent p artisan” let alone “régime des p a rtis” in 
the French translation of the book, which was published, however, at a moment 
when the partisan element of the regime was weakest, when some legislation passed 
parliament with opposition support only under President Giscard.
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state” of all western democratic countries and, therefore, to see the Fifth 
Republic as “much more presidentialist than the United States of America”, 
as Roland Cayrol (1982) did on the occasion of a symposium entitled “Vingt 
années de système présidentiel. ”

But the powers of the French president depend on the strength and cohe
sion of his majority at presidential and at parliamentary elections much more 
than on specific articles of the constitution. Without a parliamentary majority, 
the French president may retard the government, put on the brake, even boycott 
and sabotage, but he cannot govern. Without the support of a party or coalition 
of parties commanding a majority of the voters, hence without being the real 
leader of a real party, one cannot be elected president of the Fifth Republic.

Without the support of his party or coalition of parties in Parliament, the 
President cannot govern. Without the support of the extra-parliamentary 
organization of his party (or coalition of parties), it is very difficult, if not 
impossible for the President to govern effectively, as Giscard as well as 
Mitterrand found out.23 As long as the President has the support of the voters 
through a parliamentary party majority, the prime minister enjoys only so 
much autonomy as the President is prepared to grant him. The history of the 
Fifth Republic presents a whole array of president-prime minister relationship 
patterns—prime ministers having much autonomy or none at all —but no 
President accepted a prime minister claiming more autonomy than the Presi
dent was prepared to grant. Fience the dismissal of Chaban by Pompidou, 
hence the resignation of Chirac under Giscard, but hence also quite an 
important element of the dismissal of Debré in 1962 (who originally had not 
been in favor of direct presidential elections), and of Pompidou in 1968 (who 
simply had become too strong) by de Gaulle.

As constitutional analysts have pointed out from the beginning, there are 
several modes of government possible under the constitution of 1958/62. If 
there is no correspondence of presidential and parliamentary majority, quite 
different régimes are conceivable within the framework of the same constitu
tional text (see Reif, 1982, or Duverger, 1982, e. g., for various scenarios). As 
Parodi has pointed out well (1978), democratic legitimacy to lead the country 
lies with the victor of the most recent national election, presidential or parlia
mentary. If the President of the Republic loses a parliamentary election (and 
it is the President who loses in such a case!) the leader of the new majority 
must become the leader of the country as prime minister, if the mode of 
government is not to change. The prime minister would become the effective 
head of government and the President of the Republic would have to look to 
Portugal, Austria, or Ireland, at best to Finland, to find an appropriate role, if 
the majority of the new winner is cohesive. This is what happened in March

23 As Pompidou found in 1972 (as did de Gaulle in 1969), there is no return to plebis- 
citarian legitimacy by referendum, once the logic of the 1958/62 institutions has 
been completely in force.
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1986. If the new majority were not cohesive, it would be the end of party 
government type A, the end of bipolarity. It could be party government type 
B, but a return to the “république des députés” with weak parties and weak 
government is not totally excluded.

Until 1986, the Fifth Republic has worked well under the bipolar party 
mode of government. It was introduced gradually, step by step, the institu
tions of 1958/62 having been the driving factor. The establishment of a 
strong executive vis-à-vis a relatively weak parliament nevertheless preserved 
the parliament’s most important deterrent weapon, no-confidence, but the 
executive was equipped with an adequate counter-deterrent, dissolution. This 
combination led to fusion of powers of the executive and legislative majority, 
in spite of all separation of powers rhetoric and constitutional provisions. 
Supplemented by a consolidated modern democratic conservative mass-party, 
and above all due to popular election of the president and the electoral system 
for this election, but supported by the electoral system of elections to the 
National Assembly, this led to party government.24 Economic and social 
change have facilitated this development, economic prosperity, and growth 
providing the necessary time for regime and party consolidation.

But it was the interaction of the strategies of the elites of the different 
political families on the backdrop of this institutional arrangement that led to 
the regeneration of Social Democracy, to the “Union of the Left” and the 
disappearance of an independent center, to alternance, and, thus, to the 
completion of the legitimacy of the regime. The French case is an impressive 
example of Katz’ conceptualization of party (and party government) as a 
“strategy” for political elites (1986: 39). French political elites have adopted 
this strategy during the Fifth Republic, albeit they originally had different 
strategies in mind.

We shall now briefly check of the functioning of party government in 
France with the help of Katz’ check-list of “conditions for party govern
ment”.

B. Recruitment
The locus of decision, one element of Katz’ first condition, will be discussed 
below, together with policy formation, Katz’ second condition. Under the 
present heading we shall examine the aspect of political personnel, the other 
element of Katz’ first condition and the essence of his third. We shall proceed 
from top to bottom, i. e., from recruitment of presidents and presidential 
candidates, to prime ministers, other members of the government and parlia
mentarians. Are these “people chosen in elections conducted along party 
lines”? Yes they are, most of the time.

24 One remembers that without popular presidential elections the same electoral 
system for parliamentary elections had not led to a consolidated party system under 
the Third Republic.
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All directly elected présidents have been party leaders. In a certain way, 
however, each of them had created his own party. De Gaulle had his party 
created for him by the Gaullist barons after his first (indirect) election (by 
members of the parties of his coalition at the time) during an era when crisis, 
charisma, and direct plebiscitarian legitimation prevailed. Although he never 
visibly bothered about daily problems of “his” party, he had a very close eye 
on it (Chariot 1967, 1970) and clearly acted as party leader in the 1962, 1965, 
1967, and 1968 elections. Pompidou was nominated prime minister when he 
was not a formal member or parliamentarian of the Gaullist party, but he had 
been a close cooperator of the General for years and had conducted the first 
secret contacts with the Algerian FLN for the General. By the time he stood 
for president, he clearly was the creator of the reformed and organizationally 
rearmed UNR/UDR and the obvious candidate of the Gaullist party. Giscard 
was the creator, leader, and obvious candidate of the Independent Repub
licans in 1974, supported by the “pompidolian” rebel of the Gaullist party, 
Chirac, as well as by the leader of the party of “reformers” and former pres
idential candidate, Lecanuet. Mitterrand had so largely contributed from 
outside to the reorientation of the SFIO that he could be called the creator of 
the PS, but this would not be the full truth. He was in control of the CIR 
when he proclaimed himself candidate in 1965, only after secretly securing 
the support of the SFIO and PCF leaderships, however. There is no problem 
of classification for the 1974 and 1981 elections at all. Presidential elections, 
as well as parliamentary elections, in the Fifth Republic, as in West Germany, 
are conducted simultaneously along party and along coalition lines. This is 
essential for more than two party bipolar party government. The president is 
the leader of his party and of his “majority”. His eminent power as party 
leader is equivalent to the British Prime Minister and the German or Austrian 
Chancellors.

The prime ministers of the Fifth Republic are chosen by the President. A 
certain pattern has developed over the years (cf. Table 4). The first prime 
minister a president chooses is a politician, a strong leader of one of the co
alition parties. The subsequent ones are more technocrats, politically loyal to 
the president, but they become politicians, naturally, and are among the 
présidentiables of their parties afterwards, as the examples of Pompidou, 
Messmer, Chirac, and Barre show. The latter today is the most important 
rival for Giscard within the UDF with respect to the 1988 presidential elec
tions.

The majority of other members of the government has come from the 
members of parliament of the coalition parties. Some were non-parliamen
tarian politicians of those parties, and —at the beginning of the new regime as 
well as under Giscard, whose partisan basis was somewhat more fragile—a 
certain number came from among the higher echelons of the bureaucracy (cf. 
Table 5). The president (with more or less deference to the formal right of 
the prime minister to make proposals) chooses the members of government



62 Karlheinz Reif

Table 4. “Political” and “a-political” Prime Ministers

President 1st Prime Minister 
(political leader of own

2nd Prime Minister 
(one of the president’s men,

stature, “homme poli
tique”)

“homme du président”)

C. de Gaulle M. Debré G. Pompidou
1958-1965 1958-1962 1962-1965

C. de Gaulle G. Pompidou M. Couve de Murville
1965-1969 1965-1968 1968-1969

G. Pompidou J. Chaban Delmas P. Messmer
1969-1974 1969-1972 1972-1974

V. Giscard d’Estaing J. Chirac R. Barre
1974-1981 1974-1976 1976-1981

F. M itterrand P. Mauroy L. Fabius
1981 — ? 1981-1984 1984-1986

Table 5. Non-Parliamentarian Members of Government 1958— 78 (Ministers 
and Secretaries of State, per cent)

government all non- thereof: civil servant
parliamentarians non-parliamentarians

de Gaulle 1958 39.0 35.0
Debré 1959 36.0 32.0
Pompidou I 1962 31.0 24.0
Pompidou II 1962 35.0 27.0
Pompidou III 1966 25.0 21.5
Pompidou IV 1967 20.5 17.0
Couve de Murville 1968 3.2 0.0
Chaban-Delmàs 1969 0.0 0.0
Messmer I 1972 0.0 0.0
Messmer II 1973 5.2 2.6
Messmer III 1974 3.5 3.5
Chirac 1974 24.0 16.0
Barre I 1976 30.5 25.0
Barre II 1977 25.5 23.0
Barre III 1978 20.0 15.0

Source: d e  B a e q u e  (1981: 25)

(as the British Prime Minister or the German Chancellor does), but (as they) 
he must take into consideration the rapport de forces between the parties of his 
majority and among the wings and tendencies of his own party. All presidents 
up to today have done so, except to some extent Giscard, who first favored
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the Chiraquien Gaullists and after Chirac’s departure, the anti-Chiraquiens— 
choices causing him considerable trouble.

All big parties to a large extent choose or approve parliamentary candidates 
centrally. Many, particularly on the left, come from the rank-and-file and 
middle-level party elites, but many, particularly on the right, come from 
ministerial or presidential personal staffs (“cabinets”) where they were 
appointed for their combination of political loyalty and technical compe
tence. The number of parliamentarians who previously were civil servants has 
increased since the Second World War in France as elsewhere (cf. Table 6), 
but the Gaullist parliamentary party, e. g., had had an absolute majority of 
private sector “grande bourgeoisie” z\\ through the post-war period (cf. Table 
7). Because of the high number of school teachers and professors among the

Table 6. Civil Servants in the National Assembly 1951 —1978 (per cent)

1951 13
1956 11
1958 18
1962 22
1967 27
1968 29
1973 28
1978 30

Source: d e  B a e q u e  (1981: 34)

Table 7. Professional Origins of Gaullist Parliamentarians 1945— 1978

1945 -58 1958 1962 1967 1968 1973 1978

industrialists 
big commerce 
liberal professions 
top managers 54 57 56 55 56 53 53
high civil servants 13 13 14 19 19 24 24

professors 8 7 5 6 7 8 9

“intellectuals” (jour
nalists, party 
managers) 2 6 4 8 6 4 3
self employed middle 
class 7 4 7 3 3 2 2
self employed 
farmers 13 7 6 4 4 4 3
salaried middle class 1 6 6 6 3 4 5
others (workers, etc.) 2 2 3 1 2 1 1

Source: G a x ie  (1980: 12 f.)
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socialist parliamentarians, particularly since 1981, the label “république des 
professeurs”'\s quite justified. As in many democratic socialist parties, the party 
elite is highly “white-collar employed middle-class”. This is even more so in 
France because of the existence of a strong Communist Party. In 1981, the 
PS5 share among blue-collar workers was higher than the PC’s share for the 
first time after World War II. The problem of representing the concrete 
interests of the PS electorate indicated here is even more difficult as the links 
of the PS to the trade union “close” to it, the CFDT, are weaker than the 
links between PC and CGT.

C. Policy Formation
Programs and election manifestos play a less important role in bourgeois 
parties as compared to parties of the Left, traditionally and cross-nationally. 
At the same time, the “production” of programs and policy proposals within 
parties serve intraparty balance of power purposes as well as electoral 
purposes. The rank-and-file of left parties is more eager to contribute to the 
policy debates of the party than is the case for the bourgeois parties. To 
govern does not mean simply to translate manifestos into the statute book, 
but programs, manifestos, and policy resolutions of parties indicate the broad 
orientation of parties and coalitions. This is the case in France as in other 
systems of party government. It is the party leadership that handles the appli
cation of party programs in daily political life. For governing parties, the 
party leadership controls the crucial positions of the executive, of the parlia
mentary party, and the top of the extra-parliamentary party organization. 
For opposition parties, this naturally applies only to parliamentary and extra- 
parliamentary leadership.

The locus of final decision in the French political system usually is the 
Council of Ministers, presided over by the President of the Republic.25 The 
parliamentary parties of the coalition play a rubber stamping role, most of the 
time, but not always. In France as elsewhere, political parties are “stratarchic 
structures” (Eldersveld, 1964). The balance of power sometimes shifts more 
to the parliamentary level, sometimes more to the ministerial or interministe
rial level, sometimes more to the presidential level. Whether this is made 
publicly visible immediately depends on the intensity of possible intraparty 
and intracoalition conflict and on the assessment of the situation by the Presi
dent of the Republic. The role of party is more visible under the left-wing 
Mitterrand presidency than it was under his predecessors, but the difference 
is one of degree and not of fundamentals.

As long as they pose no threat to the government’s remaining in office, 
deviant votes by individual parliamentarians take place. Under the conditions 
of perfect “quadrille bipolaire’’ i. e., under the presidencies of Giscard and 
Mitterrand 1978—1984, the “yes, bu t . . .” attempt by the coalition partner of

25 In the Fourth Republic, it was in parliamentary committees, most of the time.
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the president’s party to maintain some profile of its own—introduced by the 
leader of the Independent Republicans, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, under the 
presidencies of de Gaulle and Pompidou —had increased. But only once 
(1962) has a government been overthrown because some coalition parliamen
tarians joined the opposition in a vote of no-confidence. The distance 
between the PS and the PC that has developed recently had surpassed, in 
1984, the levels of tensions and conflict which prevailed between the Giscard 
UDF and the Chirac RPR from 1978 to 1981. Giscard won parliamentary 
approval for some of his legislation only because the opposition voted for it 
(e. g., abortion). This had not happened under Mitterrand. The pattern of 
centripetal competition for the floating vote of the center is particularly well 
illustrated by the gradual moderation of the policies of the left-wing alliance 
from the Common Program of 1972, to the results of renegotiations of 1977 
and 1978, to the PS program projet socialiste of 1980, to the presidential plat
form of Mitterrand in 1981, to the coalition agreements of PC and PS of 
1981 and 1983, to the practical policy enacted by the government today, 
approved by an absolute PS majority ' of parliament, sometimes with 
communist abstention, and most recently, opposition.

Cohesion of political parties during the Fifth Republic has increased and, 
hence, contrasts sharply to the past. Cohesion of coalitions is always relative, 
but in France since 1962 it is generally greater than in type B party govern
ment systems.

D. Policy Enactment
Whether policies decided upon by parties or coalitions in power will be 
enacted generally depends on three factors: whether the parties in power 
formally are in real control of the bureaucracy as well; whether this bureau
cracy is efficient and effective; and whether the societal forces affected by 
regulations of the state in fact defer to and obey the law.

Examining this fourth of Katz’s conditions (see also R. Rose 1969; 1974; 
1980), we concentrate on the first aspect. Is a party in government in France 
able to control the bureaucracy? Ezra Suleiman (1974) has carefully studied 
this problem empirically and his results have been accepted as valid by French 
scholars (for a similar view, see Ehrmann, 1963). Suleiman concludes that the 
party leaders and their political advisors who staff the governmental positions 
as ministers, secretaries of state, or membres du cabinet of one of the former 
are much more able to control the bureaucracy effectively, as compared to 
their Fourth Republic predecessors. Fie gives several reasons. One is that 
these ministers spend much more of their time working in the ministries and 
much less time in parliament explaining what they would do if they had time 
(as often was the case in the Fourth Republic). They also are in office longer 
and thus more able to shape their ministries in an effective way. In addition, 
their prime ministers and even more so, their Presidents of the Republic, are
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in office very much longer than the heads of government in the past. The 
presidents have the right to nominate the top bureaucrats, and they have used 
it to such a degree that their reigns were labelled “Etat-UDR” “Etat-UDF” 
and “Etat-PS” consecutively.

The relationship between elected politicians and the top bureaucrats and 
technocrats is always and everywhere problematic in an era of a "positive 
state” requiring highly specialized expertise. In a country unique for the 
quality and elitism of training of its higher civil servants, it is even more 
problematic. As many of the top politicians in present day France have gone 
through the same schools, their chances of really controlling the "grands 
corps” may be at least as good as in a more lay-expert type relationship. But 
this argument is reciprocal. Do the party elites control the bureaucratic elites, 
or do the bureaucratic elites within the party leadership of all parties control 
the parties for their own goals? This question would require detailed policy 
analyses which might come to quite different results in different policy areas. 
Globally assessing the legislation of the Fifth Republic and its enactment, one 
is inclined to conclude: politics does matter, political parties do matter!

V. The Problems of Party Government

In contrast to most western democracies, for which the topic of an actual or 
possible decline of party government often is discussed in the literature — 
parties being seen as losing their roots in civil society on one side and effec
tive control over the policy making institutions of the state on the other—a 
consolidation of parties and party government, at least in comparison to the 
country’s past, could be observed in France since the 1960s. But this does not 
necessarily mean that the forces and processes identified as weakening parties 
and party government in other systems are not at work in France as well. We 
should, therefore, look into the power and role of interest groups, citizens’ 
action groups, and mass media, e. g., as rival agents of mobilization, as well 
as into the extent of possible increases of electoral volatility, decline in elec
toral participation or party identification, or the rise of "unconventional” po
litical participation, as these have been observed elsewhere (Barnes and Kaa- 
se, 1979; Lehmbruch and Schmitter, 1982; Daalder and Mair, 1983). In a 
party system in which most of the relevant parties are relatively young and 
still only relatively well consolidated, such questions may prove to be particu
larly pertinent. We shall address them in section V. A.

We have found the form of party government in the Fifth Republic to be a 
type A, i. e., with a bipolar structure. And we have identified the institutional 
system of 1958/62 and the particular pattern of interaction of party elite 
strategies as the driving forces behind the evolution toward bipolarity. The 
French party system, and the Gaullist party in particular as the new party, 
have successfully survived change in the president’s office from the charis-
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matic founder of the régime, General de Gaulle, to Georges Pompidou, as 
well as the change from Gaullist Pompidou to non-Gaullist ally Valéry 
Giscard d’Estaing. Equally serious was the test of alternation from bourgeois 
Giscard to leftist Mitterrand. Fiow would the Gaullist party, used to 
providing the government, or at least to participating in government, live the 
hard life of an opposition party? Fiow would the still fragile UDF survive the 
loss of power? But equally, how would the heterogeneous and demanding 
PS, equipped with an absolute majority of its own in a typically euphoric 
post-presidential parliamentary election landslide, find its way as a governing 
party in a difficult and enduring economic crisis? Fiow would the Communist 
party, out of power for 34 years, virtually driven into government by its vot
ers who had continued to feel part of a “Union de la Gauche” even after 
the party’s formal withdrawal from the programme-commun alliance of 1977, 
manage its new role? Fiow much of his program for institutional change 
(decentralization, proportional representation) would Mitterrand put into 
practice and how would this, and the parties’ and voters’ reaction to it, affect 
the mode of bipolar party government? We shall address this question in 
section V. B. Finally, instead of attempting a conclusion for a system 
approaching, in 1986, the most crucial test of its mode of party govern
m ent-different presidential and parliamentary majorities after a first-order 
parliamentary election—we shall discuss in section V. C. the importance of 
the fact that, in spite of practicing party government, the Fifth Republic has 
never made use of this “formula” as “legitimizing myth”.

A. Rival Structures of Mobilization, Mediation, Policy Making
Are the political parties in France in danger of being dominated, out
distanced, or marginalized by interest groups, mass media, and bureaucratic 
elites? In a political system characterized by high interest group pluralism and 
low cohesion of parties and party coalitions, the parties play only a modest 
role of their own with respect to active aggregation of interests and to policy 
formation, as the examples of the United States as well as of the Third and 
Fourth French Republics demonstrate. Perhaps the most important locus of 
decision making, and consequently of interest group pressure and interven
tion, before the Fifth Republic was the parliamentary committees. The most 
important target for interest group pressure under the Fifth Republic is the 
government: ministry officials, ministerial cabinets, ministers, the Prime 
Minister, or the President of the Republic, depending on the particular 
subject matter (Ehrmann, 1963; Suleiman, 1974; Keeler, 1984). While there 
is a lively discussion about how little “(neo-)corporatism” there is in France 
(cf. e. g., Keeler, 1984 vs. Wilson, 1983 and their numerous earlier publica
tions), most authors “agree with an assertion that interest group-state relations 
have been less fully and evenly corporatized in France than in many other West 
European polities” (Keeler, 1984: 1; see also Lehmbruch, 1982). If, for the
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period of bourgeois government until 1981, strong corporatism has been 
identified in the agricultural sector, moderate corporatism in the business 
sector,26 and only structural pluralism in the labor sector,27 attempts of the 
Mitterrand governments to increase the degree of pluralism in the agricul
tural and business sectors and to increase the degree of corporatism in the 
labor sector do not appear to have been tremendously successful (Cox and 
Hayward, 1982; Ambler, 1983; Leggewie, 1984; Groux and Kesselman, 
1984). While the proximity of the major agricultural and business interest 
groups to the bourgeois parties is obvious, a corporatist “symbiosis” of trade 
unions and the Mitterrand government has proven to be difficult, even before 
the withdrawal of the PCF from the coalition gave the PCF-controlled CGT 
more freedom to attack the government frontally. It must not be forgotten, 
however, that the support by workers of the labor unions, and particularly of 
the more clearly leftist unions, has been declining for years. In any case, 
attempts for effective tripartite (business, labor, government) arrangements, 
even though increasing under Mitterrand and his Minister of Finance and 
Budget, Jacques Delors, have met only feeble success.

Keeler (1984: 18) is certainly right in stressing that one must not confuse 
the rhetorical professions by government officials of their immunity vis-à-vis 
sectorial pressures and of interest group leaders of their unwillingness to 
compromise group independence vis-à-vis political parties and “the State” 
with their acts, which often enough made them “appear—in the eyes of a 
sizable proportion of their followers —to be too closely aligned with the 
government”. But one cannot underline enough how importantly the general 
tradition in French political culture of viewing “the government” and “the 
State” with deep scepticism if not outright hostility appears to contribute to 
the ability of many interest groups to mobilize supporters for direct action as an 
instrument of pressure on the government. Examples are numerous in the 
past28 as well as in more recent years. That there seems to be a tendency for
26 Tensions between major interest groups of these sectors and the gaullist government 

during the 1960s, when there was still an anti-gaullist bourgeois opposition, when 
the CN PF opposed de Gaulle’s hostility toward NATO and European integration 
and the FNSEA temporarily lost some influence at the expense of its own youth 
branch, the CNJA, were settled after four years.

27 The labor movement in France is characterized by rivalry an d  m u tua l hostility  of the 
various unions, the two most important ones (CGT and CFDT) preserving revolu
tionary syndicalist traditions, great hesitance if not opposition to negotiating and 
contracting with employers as well as with government, and a generally low degree 
of organization.

28 In addition to “May 1968”, which originally was dominated by an “anti-union” 
movement of the New Left but which the unions succeeded in getting under control, 
numerous economic and political strikes have to be mentioned, as well as violent 
action by farmers, and above all, the violent (“poujadist”) movement of small shop
keepers against supermarkets, the CID-UN ATI led by Gérard Nicoud, who broke 
away from the traditional CGPM E led at the time by Leon Gingembre (cf. e.g. 
Keeler, 1983).
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groups and associations generally closer to the opposition of the day to mobi
lize support more easily is reflected in the impressive number of participants 
at demonstrations organized by farmers, doctors, businessmen, and managers 
since 1981, culminating in a rally of 2 — 3 million organized in June 1984 by 
the Catholic Church, parents’ associations, and the opposition parties, which 
succeeded in having the government drop its school reform projects, and 
which certainly was one of the reasons, besides the disasterous results of the 
election to the European Parliament, for President Mitterrand to dismiss 
Prime Minister Pierre Mauroy and replace him with Laurent Fabius.

If interest groups can reasonably often be seen as able to influence 
governing party leadership policy, particularly if they coordinate their action 
with opposition parties to which they feel close, there is little justification for 
seeing party leadership in government and parliament as dominated by 
interest group power. Such a conclusion supposes, however, that party lead
ership effectively can prevent state bureaucrats from arriving at arrangements 
with interest groups that are out of line with cabinet and presidential policy. 
Most authors conclude in this respect that the stable governments of the Fifth 
Republic with their effective instruments to control nomination of top bu
reaucrats, are much better able to direct the state bureaucracy than were 
governments of previous republics, when ministers, in office for some months 
at best, were squeezed between interest groups in alliance with disloyal parli
amentarians of their own party on one hand, and top bureaucrats on the 
other.

As to the mass media, one cannot speak of an encroachment on the par
ties’ role in setting the agenda of public debate. In spite of reforms under the 
present government to give public radio and television more autonomy and 
independence of the government, little has changed with respect to their 
image of being state controlled. Contrary to predecessors, however, Mitter
rand has allowed for private local radio stations, and his attempts to prevent 
them from combining into larger networks or to use advertisements as an 
important source of financing, were not very successful. The majority of the 
press is close to the bourgeois parties, and the socialist government’s efforts 
to enforce the 1944 decree which forbids large newspaper trusts of the type 
established by the conservative publisher Robert Fiersant have failed.

There are no survey data published which would allow for an empirical 
examination of the question of a possible decline of party identification after 
its rise during the 1960s and 1970s. But electoral volatility■ which showed a 
declining trend during the first two decades of the Fifth Republic (Pedersen, 
1979), seems to have increased in recent elections, as the drop in the 
Communist vote on one hand and the rise of the new extreme-right National 
Front of Jean-Marie Le Pen indicate.

Even if the central role of political parties is not seriously called into ques
tion by rival agents of mobilization, the survival of bipolar party government 
appears to be less certain at present. It is to this question that we now turn.
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B. “Alternance”: Towards the End of Bipolarity?
The rise and relative consolidation of type A (i. e., bipolar) party govern

ment was due to the institutions of 1958/62, to the gradual acceptance of the 
bipolar logic of these institutions by party elites in their alliance strategies, 
and to the “confirmation” of these strategic choices by the voters. The 
stability of type A party government depends, consequently, on the stability 
of the institutions, on the stability of alliance strategies, and on the preserva
tion of voters’ acceptance of these strategic choices.

The alternation of 1981 from the bourgeois coalition of RPR and UDF to 
the leftist coalition of PS and PC provided a crucial test of the stability of 
these factors. This test had two aspects. The first is the change of roles from 
opposition to government and vice versa that parties undergo, by definition, at 
the occasion of an alternation. The second is the program for institutional 
reform (decentralization and change of electoral system) contained in the 
platform of François Mitterrand.

Parties in government will ask themselves whether their expectations are 
met, whether it “pays” to participate in government with respect to preserving 
and enlarging their electorates and with respect to determining policies to an 
extent they consider sufficient. This is, of course, particularly relevant for the 
non-dominant parties of a governmental coalition, the crucial example in 
France since 1981 being the Communists. At second-order elections in 1975, 
1976, and 1977, they had already discovered that the “Union de la Gauche” 
electorally favored the PS at their expense. They realized in 1978 and 1981 
that fighting the PS did not pay electorally either, and participated in govern
ment after the parliamentary election of summer 1981. As the Socialists in 
1982 and even more in 1983 practiced a policy of austerity in spite of 
Communist protest, while at the same time the PC continued to decline elec
torally29, they reversed their strategy of alliance, left the government, voted 
against the budget, and spent most of their energy in fighting the Socialist 
government. In spite of intraparty opposition of relatively impressive scope 
regarding whether it was support of the government or rather the party’s 
outdated image and policy program that had caused its decline, the party 
leadership continued its new course, but was hardly rewarded by the voters. 
The PC received 12.5 % of the votes at the 1985 cantonal elections, and 
found itself reduced to less than 10 % at the 1986 National Assembly elec
tion.

Thus, one year before the first-order (parliamentary) election of spring 
1986 and after a series on second-order election defeats, the French left 
appeared to be in rather disastrous shape: public support ranked at barely 
over 40 % and the door to a genuine alliance seemed to be shut for years by 
the PC. Bipolar party government, in this situation, can survive only if there

29 11 % at the European election of 1984.
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is a new alternation, i. e., a reconquest of power by the bourgeois alliance on 
the right.

On the other side of the left-right cleavage one might have expected that 
the still relatively fragile UDF might dissolve after the tensions at the presi
dential election and in view of the landslide victory of the Left at the parlia
mentary election of 1981, its more centrist components seeking a rapproche
ment with the socialists, particularly in case of re-escalating Socialist- 
Communist conflict. None of this, however, took place. When the UDF 
member-parties, CDS and PRS, elected new leaders, both chose men who 
favored maintenance of the UDF. This was facilitated by the fact that begin
ning with four parliamentary by-elections in January 1982, all second-order 
elections demonstrated that the opposition had a fair chance to reconquer 
power at the next first-order election, so long as it remained united.

Knowing that most of their voters favored a united presentation of the 
opposition and remembered angrily the RPR-UDF rivalry which had deci
sively contributed to Giscard’s defeat in 1981, the two bourgeois parties 
presented common candidates or lists at all sorts of elections after May 10, 
1981 in almost all constituencies. Ironically, it was this strategy which contri
buted,30 beginning with a municipal by-election in the fall of 1983 in the town 
of Dreux, to the sudden growth of the extreme-right National Front of M. 
Jean-Marie Le Pen. The FN list won 11 % of the votes at the 1984 European 
election, 8.7 % at the 1985 cantonal elections31, and almost 10 % at the 1986 
parliamentary election. As a consequence, the UDR-RPR alliance could not 
be sure of gaining a majority of voters in 1986 without including the extreme- 
right FN in the coalition of opposition parties aiming at controlling a parlia
mentary majority. At the same time, an open UDF-RPR-FN coalition as 
practiced in the municipal council of Dreux and in the regional assembly of 
Corsica produces the danger of centrist voters of the bourgeois parties swing
ing to the Socialists, free in the meantime of their embarrassing communist 
ally.

In other words, France approached the 1986 parliamentary election with a 
party system which had undergone remarkable change since 1981: the mar
ginalization of the PC had continued in the second-order elections from 1982 
to 1985, while, at the other end of the political spectrum, the extreme right 
FN had turned into a relevant party, representing some 10 % of the electo
rate. A new “quadrille bipolaire”had developped (PC—PS: RPR/UDF—FN), 
which was marked by the fact that political reasons made PC —PS as well as 
RPR/UDF—FN coalitions impossible (at least in the national arena), a situa
tion that reminds one of 1967: as the non-communist left had no chance of

30 Against the backdrop the economic crisis, the FN benefitted from its propaganda 
related to issues like public security and immigration.

31 The FN had presented candidates in three quarters of the cantons. There it obtained 
10.95 % of the vote at the European and 10.44 % at the cantonal elections, i.e., it 
was able to preserve its newly conquered electorate almost completely.
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gaining a majority on its own, bipolarity could only survive if the voters 
endowed the Gaullist-Giscardist alliance with a majority of seats independant of 
FN support. Though not “guaranteed”, this was highly probable, according 
to opinion polls, in 1985, provided that the electoral system was not changed. 
But, contrary to 1967, the Socialists were in power: The electoral system for 
the 1986 election was at their disposal.

Although the system in force since 1958 had contributed to rendering 
their 1972—1977/84 alliance with the Communists acceptable, to their 
conquest of power, and had transformed their 38 % share of the June 1981 
vote into a 58 % share of the Assembly seats, the Socialists never since 1958 
renounced proportional representation for parliamentary elections as an 
important element of their program for institutional reform. Now they 
found themselves in a constellation, where preservation of the system in force 
would have condemned them to parliamentary weakness so neat, that 
F. Mitterrand would have had practically no alternative to resigning from the 
presidency. By enabling parliamentary representation of the Front National, 
PR, on the other hand, preserved a chance of the bourgeois opposition failing 
to win a majority of seats and of the PS ending up as the largest parliamen
tary party, “entitled” to provide the Prime Minister of a minority government 
or of a coalition with one or several of the bourgeois parties. In any case, PR 
made it more probable that the PS would return a respectable number of dé
putés. Thus, the PS in power changed the electoral system into PR in such a 
way as to prevent representation of very small parties32 while assuring that a 
political force of the size of the FN would obtain an ample number of seats.

C. “Cohabitation” and the Future of Party Government
In any case, however, it was evident that 1986 would bring, for the first time, 
a constellation which ever since 1958/62 had been envisaged as the crucial 
test for the institutional arrangement of the Fifth Republic: the President of 
the Republic would not dispose of a majority of his party or coalition in the 
National Assembly, at least not of a coalition forged before and hardened in 
the election. Many had predicted a severe crisis of the régime, but nothing of 
that sort happened33, due to the result the voters presented. Neither had the

32 The system contains, as for EP elections and the system for the newly introduced 
direct elections of the regional councils, a 5 % threshold. Seats are assigned 
according to the highest-average method. Seats are assigned in the départements as 
constituencies. 60 out of the 96 metropolitan départements have five seats or less, i.e. 
defacto thresholds of 20 % of the votes or more; 15 départements have only 2 seats, 
defacto practicing a “first-two-past-the-post” system. The strong majoritarian 
component of this version of PR is underlined by the fact that, for the new majority, 
44.9 % of the votes sufficed to get 50.4 % of the seats.

33 Less pessimistic about the practicability of “cohabitation” was Maurice Duverger. 
His book that delineated the governmental and the presidential spheres in detail, 
was published the day after the election (Duverger 1986, see also Duhamel 1984).



Party Government in the Fifth French Republic 73

UDF or its close alliance with the RPR fallen apart, in spite of the acute rival
ries among their candidates for presidential nomination (Chirac, Giscard, and 
Barre), nor did this coalition fail to win a majority on its own, in spite of 
proportional representation. A transformation of type A party government 
into type B party government did not, therefore, take place.

In spite of 10% FN votes, the bourgeois opposition parties RPR and 
UDF, together with 14 independent “divers droite” heads of lists, won a 
majority of seats (291 of 577), a very narrow majority, indeed, but a majority 
independent of FN support, nevertheless. The PS, on the other hand, which 
had been down to 21% at the 1984 European Parliament (i. e. second order) 
election, scored higher than ever in a first order election (32% of the votes). 
The Socialists formed by far the largest group in parliament but were still vir
tually certain losers of the coming presidential election, particulary as the de
cline of the Communists, who since 1924 had never known a vote as low as 
their 9.7 % had not been halted.

On the basis of this result, “cohabitation” started smoother than even 
optimists had expected. President Mitterand named the leader of the winning 
coalition Prime Minister who accepted34.

Jacques Chirac, successfully proving the cohesion of his majority as well 
as his care to respect the privileges of the Fiead of State, by doing so, demon
strated that, after March 16, at least most of it, power resided in the Hotel 
Matignon, and no longer in the Palais de I’Elysee. The outcome of parliamentary 
elections had changed the role of the President. Now, the Prime Minister was ef
fective head of government. When F. Mitterand, as entitled by the constitu
tion, refused to sign a governmental ordinance preparing the denationaliza
tion of 65 firms that had been nationalized by the government of the Left in 
1982 or by the provisional government of General de Gaulle immediately 
after World War II, respectively, Chirac swallowed the loss of time and 
pushed an identical text as a bill through Parliament, the signing of which, as 
prescribed by the constitution, the President could not refuse.

As this example shows, governing the Fifth Republic under “cohabitation 
conditions” is more complicated as compared to the 1958 —1986 conditions. 
The Prime Minister, though effective head of government, has to respect the

34 Before the election, former Prime Minister Raymond Barre, by far the most popular 
aspirant at the presidential candidacy of the bourgeois camp in opinion polls, but 
(yet?) lacking a solid party base outside the CDS and some quarters of the PRS, PR, 
and RPR middle-level elites, explicitly advocated a crisis strategy: even if the parlia
mentary opposition should win a majority, they should refuse to form a government 
under Socialist François M itterrand, thereby forcing him to resign so that the right 
could conquer the presidency right away and continue the institutional practice of 
the Fifth Republic without any phase of “cohabition”. After the election, when the 
UDF-list of the Rhone départem ent lead by Barre arrived on third position behind 
the PS- and RPR-lists, he and his friends in the new parliamentary majority sup
ported the Chirac government, however.
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privileges of the President — at least as long as this President is supported by a 
relatively strong opposition party, capable in principle of winning the next 
presidential election. But these privileges are rather modest and limited: The 
secret of presidential power in the Fifth Republic from 1962 to 1986 was not 
based on the constitutional powers of the President but on the fact and to the ex
tent that de Gaulle, Pompidou, Giscard' and Mitterand up to 1986 commanded a 
cohesive majority in the National Assembly, if necessary by using the powers the 
government (sic) is endowed with by the Debré (sic) constitution. Those latter 
powers are, under “cohabitation conditions”, at the disposal of the Prime 
Minister.

The most important of the remaining privileges of the President is his 
power to call for National Assembly elections at any time (though not more 
often than once in twelve months), and his “power” to call for presidential 
elections at any time, by resigning from office. Six months after the March 
16, 1986 election, nothing leads one to expect M. Mitterand to make use of ei
ther one of the powers. Even though the Chirac government’s restoration of the 
majority electoral system has not taken all the hurdles of the legislative 
process, nothing justifies the expectation that Chirac could loose, (even PR) 
Assembly elections, now. Nor has he committed any blunder that would 
render early presidential elections legitimate, i. e., not returning Chirac 
himself as President. Everything, thus, hints at a “normal”, though sometimes 
superficially conflictual, end of the “cohabitation” experience by regular 
presidential elections in 1988. Yet, the most important reason for “cohabita
tion” to have functioned so smoothly is that everybody knows that it will only 
last for a rather short period of “transistory coexistence” (Thierry Pfister).

Irrespective of presidential elections taking place in 1988, or before, and 
irrespective of whether the candidate of the Left or the candidate of the Right 
ends up as winner, this winner will call for new parliamentary elections “dans 
la foulée de la victoire” and, most likely, the outcome will be the restoration of 
the “pure” pre-1986 mode of bipolar parliamentary party government by the 
President of the Republic supported by a majority of his party or coalition in 
the National Assembly.
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I. The Key: A Modern Constitution

Thirty-five years after the constitution (Grundgesetz) of the Federal Republic 
of Germany was adopted in 1949, it seems evident that it has been a 
successful attempt to create a responsible and effective democratic govern
ment. Briefly, one could say that party government has been developed, 
maintaining the possibility of change in government, controlled and respon
sible leadership, and a relatively high capacity to act to regulate conflicts or 
to "solve” problems and a relatively high probability of doing so. The popula
tion has changed considerably in its attitudes and behavior, as one can see 
from election results and from series of many surveys over time; this was 
especially true of the late 1960s and 1970s, when great changes in values and 
democratic behavior took place. The institutions of party government have 
become part of the national consciousness and self-understanding. The rule 
of law (Rechtsstaat) has been established. In terms of trade, West G erm any- 
after having been destroyed in the war of 1939-1945 —has become the 
second largest economic power in the world, with its economy always open 
to innovations; within it, the Welfare State has flourished. There has been a 
clear and mutual influence between political and socio-economic develop
ment, with each supporting the other. It is difficult to find another example in
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modern times of a party government and a democratic society developing 
with such “success”. The phenomenon certainly ought to be analysed care
fully and “explanations” ought to be sought.

There are many ideas offered to account for this historically exceptional 
development. Some point to the so-called “German character” —the “effi
ciency” of acting, the ability to “organize”, and similar stereotypes—which is 
thought to be responsible for the vast economic recovery. Others stress that 
the destruction of the former hegemonic power inside Germany, Prussia, and 
the partition of the former Reich into two separate and smaller states —results 
of Germany’s total defeat in the war—provided the conditions for domestic 
development while avoiding “imperial” impulses. “Those defeated by Prussia 
in 1866” (the south and west of Germany, allied with Austria), as Ludwig 
Dehio said, had come to rule the country. In these views, circumstances 
provided a situation in which the “good” Germany and its rich cultural 
history had a chance to become dominant. Economically, there are wide
spread views that the program of further “dismantling” what was left of 
German industrial structures after the war allowed a highly modernized 
industry to be rebuilt; in these opinions, after 1945, Britain and others were, 
very much to their disadvantage, left with an outdated industrial infrastruc
ture. Still, there also are considerable, although unfounded, doubts in the 
literature as well as in public opinion as to whether “the Germans really have 
become democratic”; 35 years after the Federal Republic was created, it takes 
only a small sign of political radicalism or the emergence of a “new party” 
such as the Greens to arouse anxieties about the democratic stability of the 
whole country.

In this contribution to the analysis of various party governments, we will 
attempt to describe analytically the “palimpsest” of the federal government. 
In doing this, we will focus on five general topics which together delineate 
the West German system of party government. These topics are:
— the structure of government as such, including its nature as a federation 

and its diversification of power positions;
— the development of the party system as such;
— the coordination of policy decisions.

We will deal with these problems within the context of the
— “social market economy”, its ideology, and its reality; as well as that of
— societal and value changes.
In this framework, the structure of government obviously must have first 
priority, while other aspects will be dealt with only insofar as is necessary to 
an understanding of the political system. The emphasis is on “structures” 
rather than on “behavior” because behavior is to a high degree a result of 
those structures while the immediate impact of behavior on structures is of 
far lesser importance, at least in the short or middle range.
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Unfortunately, we have had to omit from our analysis one aspect which is 
especially important in the case of the FRG — the involvement of govern
ment in the European organizations and in NATO. It will be dealt with in the 
context of the European setup as such elsewhere in this series. For the time 
being we may refer to the book Macht und Konsens (Wildenmann, 1964) 
where at least the original phase of the interrelationship has been analyzed.

II. From Military Government to Controlled Democratic 
Organization of Power

Over 40 years have passed since the unconditional surrender of Germany, its 
complete occupation by Allied military forces, the breakdown of all adminis
trative structures, the ruin of the economy, the partition of the former Reich, 
and the migration of millions of people to the West from the former German 
territories in the East. The history of the past 40 years has been, and certainly 
will continue to be, examined by many historians. Here, however, we will be 
concentrating on the development of the “living constitution”, the organiza
tion of power (Herrscbaftsorganisation) and some important aspects of the in
terrelationship between the new social order and the political structures in
volved.

Immediately after the war, there was a military dictatorship exercised by 
the four Allied Occupation Powers. Unlike Italy or Japan, the amputated 
Germany was divided into four “zones”—American, British, French, and 
Russian —each with its own set of rules, goals, and policies. In June 1945, 
Berlin became a four-power territory and formally has retained that status, 
despite the fact that the Eastern part is regarded by the GDR as its “capital” 
and that the Western part, with its own government, is linked to the FRG. 
The question of what to do with Germany as a “state” or a “nation” was kept 
open and formally still is open. Germany was again divided and subdivided — 
as it often had been in history.

Each of the four military governments exercised at its discretion and in 
one set of hands the executive, legislative, and judicial powers; it was a mili
tary dictatorship. To describe it from another perspective, Germany was 
ruled by an “international government”. Some of the powers of this “interna
tional government” are still preserved in the treaties which came about in the 
period of the Adenauer Government in the 1950s —the so-called “Bonn 
Treaty” which established the sovereignty of the Federal Republic, but espe
cially in the treaty regulating the deployment of American, British, or other 
former allied troops (Truppenvertrag). (For example, missiles, a hot issue cur
rently, formally could be deployed in the FRG without the consent of the 
federal government.)

Government of Germany by four independent occupation regimes was 
inherently unstable, and even before the “cold war” started, there were
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attempts to change this situation. Parties as well as newspapers were 
“licensed”. Community governments were appointed and soon elected. Since 
Prussia was no longer on the scene, there was a need to replace it with new 
units of regional government. “Länder” were formed, some following old 
borders, some based on the wishes of the occupation forces. The first elec
tions in 1946 chose Länder parliaments, and since four parties had been 
licenced — the SPD (Social Democratic Party), the newly formed CDU 
(Christian Democratic Union) or CSU (Christian Social Union), the FDP 
(Free Democratic Party) or other liberal groups, and the KPD (Communist 
Party), these Länder parliaments evolved originally as four-party institutions.

There were veiy different ideas concerning the possibility of a new 
government; even the unification of the three Western zones under one 
government was contested originally, especially by the French government of 
de Gaulle who wanted an even greater fractionalization. Also within the 
Allied forces, one group favored international military control without any 
attempt to re-democratize the country. Another group wanted to “re
educate” the people and to install a democratic elite and democratic proce
dures. The “democrats” won. Whether this was the result of rational 
reasoning or of the desire to prevent the whole country from becoming 
communist is important primarily for historians. Ffowever, as often happens 
in political decision-making, the result—i. e., the formation of party govern
m ent-acquired its own momentum independent of the considerations that 
led to its birth.

Two decisions in particular were decisive. The first was “currency 
reform”, the stepping stone to what was called the “social market economy”. 
The importance of this cannot be overestimated. The second decision was the 
implementation of a constitutional assembly, the Parliamentary Council, 
formed by party delegates of the Länder parliaments. Thus in 1949, after long 
debate and conflicts in and with the Military governments, the constitution, 
the Grundgesetz, was enacted. It was not put to a popular referendum, but 
only accepted by the Länder parliaments. It was and still is understood as 
“provisional”, to be replaced after unification by a “final”, “real” constitution. 
Fiowever, this notion is very much in opposition to the “reality” of two 
German states.

The structure of this constitution basically has not been changed since its 
enactment, but it has become the touchstone of elites and mass public alike. 
It combines parliamentary government and a federation of unique elements, 
the English form of party government as well as a version of American feder
alism. Each of these elements could already be found in German history or in 
parts of the Weimar constitution, but not in the same way or with the same 
effects.

The center of power is the Chancellery, with its position very much 
strengthened by the “constructive vote of no-confidence”. Parliament can get 
rid of a chancellor—who chooses his ministers or dismisses them—only if a
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majority votes for a new one. Since 1949, it has been used only twice— 
unsuccessfully (1972) against chancellor Willy Brandt and successfully 
against Helmut Schmidt (1982). Politicians anticipate the likely result of a 
vote of no-confidence and Adenauer resigned in 1963, Ludwig Erhard in 
1966, Willy Brandt in 1974, all to be replaced immediately by new chancel
lors and new coalitions and all in order to avoid such a vote. In many other 
situations, where a new chancellor would have been elected by a Weimar- 
type parliament, this constitutional provision stabilized the existing federal 
Government. To vote for (or against) a chancellor has become a major factor 
in public voting behavior. In a time series analysis since 1961 (Wildenmann), 
about 15 % of the electorate emerged as sheer “government voters”, i.e., 
chancellor voters. Because of their structural position, chancellors and 
would-be chancellors have become the symbols of the voters’ desires (or 
objections, as in the case of Franz Joseph Strauss). There is a strong tendency 
towards what one might call populistic charismatic leadership, and, indeed 
some of the chancellors, like Adenauer, Erhard, or Schmidt certainly had 
populistic charisma; others, like Brandt, had it for a short time.

On the other hand, the strength of the chancellor’s position —in a process 
of mutual influence —is based on his position as party leader. Without such 
support even populistic charisma is inadequate to keep him in power. 
Adenauer, Kiesinger, Brandt, Kohl were (or are) leaders of their parties at 
the same time as being chancellor, whether becoming party leaders before or 
after obtaining the laurels of the chancellory. Erhard and Schmidt, on the 
other hand, were not the leaders of their parties, and sooner or later came to 
suffer from being only one head of a “double headed eagle”. The support of 
their parties was always doubtful, because loyalties were split between party 
leaders and the chancellors, and in both cases it was finally the support of 
their parties that withered away (Wildenmann, 1984). We call them “charis
matic losers”.

There is no doubt that German party government revolves around this 
political center of gravity, formed by the constitutional position of the chan
cellor, the linkage to party leadership, and by voters’ perceptions at election 
times. Chancellors have become — or have been, for that matter — quasi- 
charismatic leaders in a populist sense as far as their legitimacy in popular 
support is concerned, but they depend finally on their intra-party support. 
They are party controlled chancellors.

With respect to federal structure, Germany traditionally was a federal 
realm, even in the era of Bismarck. Federalism as such was commonly 
accepted, the “frozen” result of history. The Military governments, especially 
the American and French, in this respect were only reinforcing an established 
constitutional notion, even if their motivation was to keep the central govern
ment weak. The outcome, however, was new, and strengthed the federal 
powers. The Federal Republic is based on a “cooperative federalism”. The 
second chamber of the federal parliament, the Bundesrat, participates in legis-
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lative as well as in executive processes, with the general assumption that 
“competence” to act rests with the Länder unless outlined differently in the 
constitution. The network of cooperative federalism seems to be complicated 
by the fact that the Bundesrat consists of delegates of the Länder governments 
rather than delegates of the Länder parliments or elected representatives of 
the population. Actually, it closely links political decision-making on federal 
and state levels, it is a source of control, in certain situations a source of 
obstruction, and a source of sophisticated information, but also of bureau
cratization.

The real links coordinating decision-making, however, are the organized 
parties, thus giving to party government and its leaders the dominant position 
within the organization of power. There is no analogous cross-level organi
zation and coordination in the USA, in Switzerland, or indeed in any other 
federal system.

Party government in the Federal Republic thus is primarily characterized
by;
— Governments are formed and power is exercised by organized parties (or 
party coalitions) in Parliament, both on federal and state levels. Minority 
governments such as are often found in other countries have been and are 
almost non-existent throughout the Republic. There is only one significant 
deviant case, the lately formed government of the state of Hessen was a 
minority government (or quasi-coalition), “tolerated” through an agreement 
by the Green party. Soon, however, this setup was transformed into a “full” 
coalition between the SPD and the Green party.
— Such governments are legitimized in general elections in which the parties 
compete with each other. The chancellors or would-be chancellors are the 
major focus of attention and to a considerable degree also of electoral 
behavior. At the same time, a more or less organized opposition is formed. 
The electoral law (a personalized system of proportional representation, not 
a mixed system as often erroneously suggested in the literature) plays an 
independent role in this competition, since in 85 % of all thinkable cases, as 
shown by simulations, it results in the necessity to form a coalition govern
ment of at least two different parties (Wildenmann et al., 1965). Up to now it 
has given one party, the FDP, the power to determine which government will 
be formed: the FDP has participated in almost 100 of the roughly 110 coali
tions formed since 1949, whereas the “greater parties”, the CDU/CSU and 
the SPD, generally have alternated in office. In recent elections, the rise of 
the Greens as a fourth party seems to have changed this basic situation, and 
the FDP has lost, or is afraid it is going to lose, its central government
making position, although the Greens’ leaning toward “basic” democracy has 
not made them an easy coalition partner or a partner at all. But the rate of 
increase in their votes is already declining since 1984.
— The government party or parties appoint the political administrative staff. 
At the federal level, about 800 high ranking administrators (and an unknown
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number of less high ranking ones) are put into pensionary status (Wartestand) 
when the party in power changes; the same thing happens, although to a 
lesser extent when a Land Prime Minister is replaced by an opponent or even 
by a member of the same party. This appears to increase the flexibility of 
policy formation (as in the USA), but the German public is still critical of the 
“waste of money” involved, and, moreover, it is in opposition to basic 
assumptions in the laws regarding public (administrative) positions supposed 
to be “neutral” in terms of party politics. There is also an exchange of such 
people between federal and Land governments (primarily from state to 
federal positions), since there are always different majorities to be found. 
Because of its high rate of participation in governments, members of the FDP 
in high administrative positions have a higher rate of survival and up to 25 % 
of the top positions in some administrations now are held by FDP members, 
very much exceeding its popular strength.
— Party plays a strong role in determining policy. Each governing party tries 
to reshape policies, although in some areas their freedom of action is much 
smaller than party propaganda might lead the public to believe. There are, 
however, many areas in which a party may explore different policies, prima
rily in domestic affairs (especially economic policies). Kirchheimer’s model of 
the “catch-all party”, widely cited in the literature, applies only insofar as the 
two major parties try to maximize their electoral support by general and simi
lar “catch-all” appeals in election campaigns, and even that is doubtful. It 
does not apply with respect to policies, or to the sociological composition of 
their memberships or voter groups. On the contrary, the FDP is able to 
choose between two different combinations of policies, and has understood 
its role in that sense (a very comfortable role, indeed). However, since there 
is a federal structure and the Bundesrat, with different political majorities, 
participates in federal policy formation, policy making always involves 
compromises. Only since 1982 have the majorities in the Bundestag and the 
Bundesrat been the same and while this may increase partyness of govern
ment, the interests of the Lander governments —though also controlled by 
CDU or CSU majorities —are not the same as those of the federal govern
ment and the national CDU/CSU. Partyness does not mean one-sided direc
tion of policy.
— Parties and party government have a double function: on the one hand 
they are instruments of policy formation, while on the other they mediate be
tween interests in society and government. By mobilizing the electorate in 
what seems to be a constant election campaign, they contribute to the legit
imacy of the system, as well as of the government of a specific party.
— Party government understood in terms of policy implementation 
according to the parties’ values, goal definitions, and programs is a compli
cated matter. There is no doubt that there are strong inclinations and organi
zational instruments for parties to push the policies they have shaped by 
means of legislation enacted at the federal or state levels, or through both of
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them at the same time in a coordinated effort via the Bundesrat. The minis
tries in executing policies are more or less under party control, though there 
is no doubt that ministerial bureaucracies have independent influence in 
shaping policies or in executing (or blocking) them based on their own pref
erences and not those of the party in power. There have been many cases of 
laws giving broad discretionary powers to bureaucrats who then base deci
sions on their own views.
— Parties control the German public television stations to a large degree 
even though there is a competitive battle running between them about the 
appropriate level of control with respect to such questions as the financial 
resources for broadcasting, appointment of personnel favorable to one or the 
other party, or times of broadcasting. This also gives governments a large 
influence on the mass public in order to achieve support or at least tolerance 
for their policies. Independence of journalistic judgment or role definition is 
always challenged.
In short, there is a high probability for the party in office to get “its will done 
against opposition”, to use Max Weber’s terminology for power, and the 
democratic character of the system depends very much on the possibility of 
change in government.

On the other hand, there are structural or procedural restrictions on party 
government as such. Generally, there is a tendency for “farming out” deci
sions, whether in formulating or implementing policies, to actors in society 
outside governmental structures proper. It is doubtful — and needs much 
more empirical research —if the framework of policies, laws enacted by 
government, is strong enough to resist its undermining by implementing deci
sions.

In addition, there are constitutional restrictions which check the influence 
of governments formed by parties so that it becomes doubtful if one can 
speak in the full sense of party government. To a certain degree, this is only a 
definitional problem since even such institutions—with the exception of a few 
dealt with later on —are infiltrated by party or act on the policy under
standing defined by party elites or organizations.

It is obvious that the basic structures —already developed in the first three 
years of the FRG and maintained since then —pose a number of difficulties 
and constitutional problems, whether it be in the process of mobilizing 
support or in policy formation. Before dealing with them, however, some 
specific constitutional features must be analyzed.

In addition to federalism, there are other constitutional institutions or 
provisions that further diversification, dispersion, or separation of decision
making powers. Leaving aside the various forms of community government 
(which also have become more and more “party governments”, rather than 
governments of changing coalitions of “educated citizens”) there is:

— the court system, with the Constitutional Court (BVG) at its peak;
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— the banking system, with the Bundesbank and its powers over monetary
policy at its center;

— the system of institutions created by the welfare state;
— the system of “Tarif Autonomie”by business and trade unions.
All these institutions limit in different ways and in different fields the ability 
of parties in power to act or to control events. Party government is limited by 
the constitution as interpreted by the BVG and by a number of other institu
tions with decision-making powers reserved to them. The Constitutional 
Court, in applying interpretations of the basic law to legal questions put 
before it or in deciding on quarrels between government institutions, makes 
important value-laden decisions but also decides on very pragmatic questions 
bearing on real structures of public life (e.g., its very prominent and ambi
guous decision of 1967 regarding party finances). On the other hand, deci
sions by other institutions, like the Bundesbank, cannot be “value-free” either 
since they decide on such questions as monetary policy or welfare benefits or 
wages. Nevertheless, the emphasis of the BVG is clearly on legal normative 
interpretations, whereas the other institutions are deciding on policy variables 
of short, middle, or long range and thus “creating” societal structures which 
in turn shape individual lives.

The BVG (Bundesverfassungsgericht) has been the real as well as the 
symbolic expression of the rule of law during the 37 years of the FRG. It has 
left its mark in a number of important decisions, relating to freedom of the 
media (including their structure), to the allowable organization of parties and 
their financing, to the constitutionality of several laws regarded as central 
issues (like abortion), to international treaties and their constitutionality, and 
the rights of the individual. The FRG is not only a “Rechtsstaat” but also a 
“Rechtswegstaat” insofar as it opens a wide spectrum of individual opportuni
ties for access to law, that is many avenues for the individual to challenge 
legislation or administrative rules set up by party governments or any other 
public body. In contrast to the expectations of its founders (1951) the BVG is 
not only an instrument of law but also a participant in political decision
making. It is widely respected and very autonomous.

The Bundesbank (central currency bank), though less publicly known, and 
restricted in its decision making powers to monetary questions, nonetheless is 
also very autonomous. Its decisions may have very wide ranging political re
percussions.

Both institutions are governed by officials elected for fixed terms. 
Although these people are chosen by the Bundestag and/or the Bundesrat, 
they do not come up the career ladder by party channels but are selected on 
the basis of their qualifications as experts. They may have party links and the 
government may have an influence in the selection procedures, but these are 
not decisive. Professional bodies of lawyers or economic (monetary) experts 
determine the criteria for the selection of the candidates according to their 
own standards and ideologies and define their “legitimacy”.
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Both institutions may—and have done so—also enact their will against 
opposition: that is, they also have power in the sense of Max Weber. The 
independence of these bodies is regarded as constitutionally necessary, 
leaving neither the law nor the “money in the hands of politicians”, but also 
creates problems of legitimacy and accountability. That is, while the results of 
their decisions may have an impact on the government or have an impact on 
the life of each individual with the effect blamed on the government, there is 
no direct mechanism by means of which the court or the bank may be held 
responsible.

In discussing constitutional arrangements, great stress also must be placed 
on the so-called “Tarif  Autonomies the power of business associations and 
trade unions to set conditions of work with legally binding effects for 
workers or businesses that are not members of these organizations as well. Its 
roots go back to the 1920s, but Tarif Autonomie became really powerful after 
the new constitution was enacted. As advised by the British (who did not fol
low their own advice in Great Britain), the trade unions are united in 16 large 
industrial unions based on branches of industry with the Deutsche Gewerk- 
schaftsbund as the peak organization. Businesses are grouped into two organi
zations, the BdA (Bundesverband der Arbeitgeber) and the BDI (Bundesver- 
band der Deutschen Industrie). Whereas the BDI is a powerful pressure organ
ization for general policies, the BdA negotiates agreements with the trade 
unions in the various industries. Both trade unions and employer organiza
tions are also “federalized”, which leads to interesting political games. This 
system is bound together by procedural rules, most of which force the two 
sides to “listen” to arbitration councils. The absence of endless, hard fought, 
or protracted strikes—with a very few exceptions —is certainly due to this 
machinery, as are the considerable increases in real wages, improvements of 
working conditions, social security, etc. since 1950.

The correlate to the Tarif Autonomie is the Mitbestimmung (co-determina- 
tion) originally introduced by the Adenauer government in 1951 to come to 
terms with the then trade union leader Bóckler. At first, it applied only to 
coal and steel works; later it was enlarged by the Brandt Government. It is 
understood as “economic democracy” and has—in spite of complicated 
procedures—increased the decision-making power of the trade unions, 
including at the factory level. Not only decisions concerning wages and 
working conditions, but those concerning investments as well, are subject to 
agreements with the trade unions. It plays an important role in the context of 
the free market economy (see below).

Practically and legally, government is limited in its power by the Tarif 
Autonomie and the Mitbestimmung; government interference amounting to 
more than verbal preaching by ministers is almost impossible. On the other 
hand, the Bundesbank through its monetary policy may create conditions 
within which the “Tariff Partners” have to act.
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Economic policies, and to a considerable degree social policies, with 
consequences for the whole of the population are made by the Tariff Part
ners, rather than the government. This situation easily leads to assumptions 
about neocorporatism, but these assumptions are hardly confirmed by reality. 
Diversification of power—not corporatist concentration or, in German: 
“Verschrankung”—is the fundamental truth. As powerful as party govern
ment sometimes seems to be, it is restricted in reality. Compromise has 
become the common internalized behavior of positional elites, and a sophisti
cated but nevertheless very effective balance of power has emerged.

In economic policies—except for the federal budget—chancellors are 
more “preachers” than “actors”, but at the same time they are held respon
sible and accountable. Thus another important effect of the diversification of 
economic decision-making power among the Tariff Partners and the Bundes
bank is the tendency in the chancellory—to which all chancellors after 
Adenauer have to a greater or lesser extent succumbed —to act in a populist 
manner.

The attempt of the late 1960s institutionally to overcome this weakness of 
power, the so-called “Konzertierte Aktion” was a failure. This attempt, intro
duced in 1967 by the “Grand Coalition” (CDU and SPD) to coordinate 
action between government, trade unions, and business (plus agricultural 
organizations), is sometimes regarded as a strong sign of neocorporatism. 
Such interpretations, however, overlook the distribution of power. It was not 
neocorporatism but an attempt by party government to regain full control 
over economic affairs. (Interest group theories —like that of Schmitter—very 
often have underestimated the exigencies of power in government as such.) 
The economic “emergency law” enacted in 1967 (after Erhard’s downfall in 
1966), had exactly this goal.

As a matter of fact, institutionally and in terms of policy decisions, the sit
uation in the Federal Republic may look confusing. One may ask if party 
government is as powerful as it seems to be looking at the role of parties and 
party leadership in forming governments, when on the other hand important 
decision-making powers rest with bodies outside the sphere of the govern
ment proper. “Government” as the sum of all decision-making powers does 
not correspond to “Government” as the actual coalition-government and its 
chancellor. If one looks at the network of positional elites—as we will deal 
with it later on —the situation looks very different. “Government”, institu
tionally and in its decision-making procedures, is diversified and decentral
ized. Nevertheless, it is a special kind of party government if we do not 
understand that as a monolithic, centralized “bloc”. German history of the 
diversified and decentralized organization of power repeats itself in a modern 
context. Institutional and procedural diversification is the key to German 
party government.
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III. Origins and Basic Structure of the Party System

In addition to describing the general framework of the system 
government of the FRG, we ought to give some attention to the origins of the 
party system. Fortunately, there is a widespread literature on the historical 
development of the party system after 1945, so we may be very sparing with 
regard to details, and can concentrate on the specifically relevant aspects.

The party system showed a very specific and lasting structure immediately 
after its founding after the Second World War, but it also has undergone 
considerable alterations since then. In the first period (between 1945/46 and 
1953), a system similar to that of the Weimar Republic seemed to reemerge. 
Soon there were over 50 political parties competing (Wildenmann, 1953), 
and in the Federal election of 1949 as well as in all Land elections before and 
during that time, the system showed a score of about 0.8 on the Rae faction
alism index, not significantly below the scores of the 1920s and early 1930s. 
The score for parliamentary factionalism of 0.75 was almost as high as that of 
the Weimar Republic as well.

Present levels stand at 0.55 to 0.6 both for electoral and for parliamentary 
factionalism. This would square almost perfectly with an “ideal” two-party 
system except that the FDP plays the role of government maker as mentioned 
above and that the relative chances of the CDU/CSU and the SPD to 
become the “strongest” party are unequal. The change of pattern between the 
early phase and the period from the late 1950s to the present has been very 
significant indeed.

Immediately after the end of the war in 1945, the Social Democrats reor
ganized their old party along the same lines as before 1933. With Kurt Schu
macher as its political and moral leader, it had rejected in 1945/46 the 
attempts to have a “united” workers’ party like the SED (Sozialistische 
Einheitspartei) in the then Soviet sector, but had lost some of its former 
strongholds in Saxony, Thuringia (Sachsen/Thtiringen), and Berlin. 
(Thoughts of regaining such strongholds influenced the party’s stance toward 
reunification until 1959.) In the early years, the SPD had a membership of 
nearly 1 million people, but in the 1950s it dropped to about 600,000. Its 
original socio-economic program (Hannover, 1946) strongly favored “social
ization”, e.g., a German version of the British “nationalization”, and for that 
goal it had strong supporters in the British Military Government (the Labour 
Party was in power in Great Britain) as well as in the population, especially in 
the northern regions. Extreme scarcity of resources and supplies seemed to 
call for rigid state control of the economy. Schumacher was convinced that 
he would be the leader of the government after the foundation of the FRG. 
In contrast to Weimar, the SPD demonstrated intense desires to “govern”. To 
the SPD, the desirability of high partyness of government with a socialist 
government program was self-evident, and it struggled for many years to 
gain enough popular strength to bring it about. The dreams of the 1891
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Erfurt party convention, that the workers party finally would rule Germany, 
seemed about to come true; at least many of the party’s leaders saw it that 
way. The desire to live up to its ideological and programmatic goals was 
increasingly enveloped by the governmentness of the party which had been 
rather weak throughout the Weimar Republic.

However, it was not until the so-called Godesberger Program of 1959, 
which advocated a mixed economy and accepted the treaties with the 
Western countries that Herbert Wehner, then the leader of the parliamentary 
party, and the younger generation following Kurt Schumacher (people like 
Erler or Kühn) could move the rank and file of the SPD to attract the voters 
from bourgeois quarters necessary to gain a strong plurality position or even 
a majority. The Godesberger Program was formulated by a concerted effort 
of opinion leaders in the SPD, but it was Herbert Wehner who developed the 
political strategy to make the SPD a true government party. At the end of the 
1970s and in the early 1980s, with Helmut Schmidt as chancellor, he made 
enormous efforts, in vain, to keep the party that way when it lost its grip on a 
coherent government policy. There is still some tension between these two 
forces inside the SPD, the ideological orientation and governmentness.

In a similar pattern of restructuring the former party, the Communist 
party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, KPD) after being “licensed” in 
1945, almost regained its former strength in specific workers’ quarters, where 
a left-wing milieu had been preserved in spite of Nazism. However, the 
strong influence of the Communist party in the Soviet zone on the KPD in 
the west, and its ties with Moscow, were perceived by the people, and after 
the change of policy of the Western occupation powers in the fall of 1946 vis- 
à-vis Germany, it achieved parliamentary representation only in 1949, losing 
it in 1953. The SPD increasingly absorbed the former clientele of the KPD, 
especially after 1956 when the KPD was dissolved as unconstitutional by the 
Constitutional Court in a much debated decision.

The liberal parties (DVP, LDP, and other party names were used origi
nally), also licensed in 1945, reproduced their different ideological pattern 
and sociological clientele: the FDP was again split between a “right wing” 
representing upper levels of society with a strong business interest (people 
like Euler) and the philosophically oriented “left Liberals” who struggled in 
terms of liberal democracy to secure the rights of the individual against state 
power (people like Heuss or Dehler). Some of the Länder like Hessen were 
more on the right, others like Baden-Württemberg retained their former 
liberal strength. It was not until 1950, in the wake of the 1949 election, that a 
Federal party was fully formed (party convention of 1950 in Bremen). In 
1952, the FDP published a program (Bad Ems) with the “Black-white-red” 
(Empire) and “Black-red-gold” (Weimar) flag emblems on its cover, making 
the split in the party visible even symbolically. One wing was “anti-socialist”, 
the other “anti-clerical” in orientation. That split has persisted; in a coalition 
with the CDU the FDP shows more its political liberal face, in a coalition
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with the SPD more its economic liberal face. The government change in 1969 
which resulted in the “Sozialliberale Koalition” (with Willy Brandt as chan
cellor) had the “Liberals” as its driving agent; the change of 1982 renewing a 
CDU/CSU-FDP coalition, the other, more business oriented, wing. Indeed, 
the ideological history of the liberal parties of Germany since 1871 repeated 
itself, but, in contrast to former times, the FDP as a party remained united 
organizationally because of its strong interest in participating in government 
rather than just in parliament. The Liberals, too, had learned from the 
Weimar experience, even if they do not like party government because of its 
demands for parliamentary and party discipline.

The most remarkable change in the party scene was the creation of the 
CDU/CSU in 1945 and 1946 outside of historically rooted patterns. It 
became a “people’s party” from the very beginning, collecting members and 
supporters from different social strata: workers, liberals, business, public offi
cials, Protestants, and Catholics alike (Sammelpartei). Its ideological outlook 
varied from Land to Land; in 1946 in Nordrhein-Westfalia it had an almost 
Socialist program; in Bavaria, the CSU, founded as a separate organization 
was rather “free market oriented” from the beginning.

The decisive factor in creating a real government party was the determi
nation of Konrad Adenauer to avoid the “mistakes” of the Weimar Republic; 
e.g., he resisted strongly the refoundation of the former Zentrum (Center 
Catholic party) in order to avoid factionalism and the minority position of a 
Catholic party. In a bitter personal struggle, he removed all opponents to that 
goal; his road to leadership was cobble-stoned with fallen heads (Wilden- 
mann, 1954).

Since the days of the Reformation, the deeply rooted different political 
goals of Catholics and Protestants had influenced German history, and that 
difference had been frozen in the political cleavage between Protestantism 
and Catholicism. Religious beliefs were a public, not only a private, issue. The 
Catholics were struggling for their cultural and political autonomy in the 
Kaiserreich and the Weimar Republic. The conservatives among the Protes
tants tried to preserve the political impact of their social power positions in 
Prussia-Germany, while the really “protestant” Protestants, with their indi
vidualistic ethic, tried to preserve their strong general anti-authority position.

Further, Ludwig Erhard’s ideas of a modern market economy, already 
laid down in the fall of 1944, proved to be a driving force in 1947/48 to 
support the will of the population to get back on its feet, economically to 
exploit the high know-how of the people, to develop the high level of indus
trial technology (which Hitler had used for his war machinery) in order to 
overcome the destruction of the war. The concept was based on individual 
interests, but as with Adam Smiths’ ideas it tried to create a policy framework 
in order to have those interests working together and to avoid the conclusion 
of Hobbes, the necessity of a “super state”. After the experiences of the 
“Third Reich”, Hobbesianism or a Fascist stato totale were eschewed and the



92 Rudolf Wildenmann

necessity of democratic government was stressed. From its origin, the 
CDU/CSU demonstrated a high governmentness of party up to the point 
that in case of doubt in the struggle to achieve and maintain governmental 
powers it would sacrifice its programmatic ideals.

We need only take brief note of other parties like the Bavarian party (BP) 
which was soon to be absorbed by the CSU, the refugees party (BHE), 
founded in 1950 and disappearing in 1954 after its major goal had been 
achieved — a law of burden sharing the “damages of war” —, the SRP, (So
zialistische Reichspartei) attempting to re-establish a Nazi party in 1951/52 
and dissolved by the Constitutional Court in 1952, the WAV (Wirtschaftliche 
Aufhau Vereinigung), a short-lived petty bourgeois party of 1948/49, the 
German party (DP), a regionally entrenched conservative party in Lower 
Saxony and absorbed by the CDU in the 1950s, or the NPD (Nationaldemo
kratische Partei Deutschlands), another unsuccessful attempt by former Nazi 
party members to regain popular support during a period of widely perceived 
economic recession around 1966—1969, etc.

The major feature was the rise of a party system which revolved on two 
shafts: the CDU/CSU and the SPD, both with aspirations to govern and led 
in the initial phase by leaders (Adenauer and Schumacher) of high popularity. 
This was new to German history. Historic trends were melded. The catas
trophe of 1945, often called “a point zero” in the history of Germany, called 
for new solutions to that basic problem of politics: how a country should be 
democratically governed.

At the first Federal election, in 1949, the Union and the SPD polled to
gether over 72 % of the popular vote, increasing that score in the following 
election to 85 or even 90 %. However, only in 1957 did the CDU/CSU 
reach a majority position, and the FDP polling between 5 and 10 % (12.8 % 
in 1961) assumed its position as government maker. All three Federal parties 
reached 99.1 % in 1976. The old saying that if two Germans meet they will 
create three political parties became only a historical reminiscence.

Still, there were (and are) the two major cleavage lines, first the industrial 
conflict between the bourgeois CDU/CSU and FDP on the one hand and the 
SPD on the other, and second between affiliations to religious belief systems 
on the part of the Union and laic orientations on the part of the FDP and 
SPD. But each group—and changing coalitions among them —is government 
oriented. Several struggles in the 1950s and 1960s to adopt majority rule as 
the electoral system, as in Great Britain, were in vain. In part, there still exists 
the “idiosyncracy of the German bourgeoisie”, as Joseph Schumpeter said in 
the 1920s, which does not accept the majority principle as basic at all. In part, 
the laic bourgeoisie of the FDP was determined to protect its position. (One 
state branch of the FDP in Baden-Württemberg symbolically enough has its 
regular party convention on January 6 each year, the day of the high festival 
of Free Masonery.) In the meantime, as observed above, one quarter of the 
German positional elites claim laic attitudes. However, these weak majority
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chances accelerate competition between the parties. Election battles in Ger
many are no “Kindergarten”, as Uwe Kitzinger (1958) beautifully described it.

There is no doubt that the chances of the CDU/CSU and of the SPD to 
get into a position of government control are unequal. The CDU/CSU has 
two options. It is difficult but not totally impossible for it to struggle for a 
majority because of its social backing; in two of the Länder; Bavaria and 
Baden-Württemberg, which together have 20 % of the population, it has 
been supported at the polls by a majority for quite some time. If it fails to 
reach a majority of voters, it is much easier for the CDU/CSU to enter a 
coalition with the FDP, especially as religious beliefs have become more and 
more private which otherwise might have been an obstacle to such a coalition.

The SPD has very much smaller chances, if any at all, to achieve a major
ity position in Federal elections, and has always had to look to the FDP as its 
coalition partner. It had majorities in small industrial Länder like Hamburg, 
Bremen, or in Berlin, but these majorities were easily lost and they did not 
carry enough weight to achieve majorities in the FRG. Only recently, it 
achieved a majority in the largest Land' Nordrhein-Westfalia, and in the 
Saar. This may indicate a change of pattern since these majorities were 
gained against the combination of the CDU and FDP. In addition, the recent 
appearance of the Green party gave the SPD hope to have them as an alter
native choice for a coalition, but the Greens are not a governmental, but an 
issue oriented, party and their followers are more or less restricted to a single 
age cohort. In any case, the possibility of a balanced situation is only a recent 
development.

In terms of party membership, the Union and the SPD are similarly large 
today: CDU, 750,000; CSU, 220,000; SPD, 800,000. The FDP counts about 
80,000 members at most. For the bourgeois party, the threshold of member
ship was rather high immediately after the war (“we will not enter any party 
any more”, was said after the Nazi regime), but today attitudes are not signi
ficantly different from those joining the SPD.

A very interesting situation has developed with respect to voters’ inclina
tions and identifications, however. In the 1950s, there were “icy blocs” be
tween left and right which had been formed after the war. Floaters between 
the two blocs—Union plus FDP and SPD—were rare (Kaase, 1964). Ade
nauer and his party had developed an enormous attraction, jumping up to its 
present level of 44 to 49 % by 1953, whereas the SPD had a steady increase 
to the level of 36 % before 1961. This was a clear indication of a societal 
trend, but it was not enough. The turning point was the period of the 1961 
election. Adenauer kept his populist charisma, but lost his reputation as a 
governmental leader (Scheuch, Wildenmann, 1965). The SPD went up to 
39 %. If we apply the Michigan notion of “party identification” —notwith
standing severe doubts about its applicability in Germany (Wildenmann, 
1968) —we may say that “strong” party identifiers have been about 40 to 
50 % since that time, “very strong” identifiers only about half as many, 20 to
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25 %. 50 to 60 % are potential changers with no deeply rooted emotional ties 
to any party. In each election, the marginal distribution of votes may change 
only in small proportions, about 5 to 10 %, but the interior volatility of the 
aggregate gets up to about 30 %. Between 1961 and the 1980s, a group of 
voters of about 15 % developed which must be called “Government voters”, 
voting on instrumental issues (rather than expressive ones) like: What kind of 
government (in terms of parties) is desirable? Who will lead that government? 
Who is perceived as having the greater competence to deal with problems like 
economic prosperity, pensions, etc.? In 1969, and even more in 1972, Willy 
Brandt and his party (in coalition with the FDP) gained a victory mainly be
cause of his“Ostpolitik”. That policy made final the foreign policy choice of 
Germany in the 1950s to develop an institutionalized partnership with the 
West, guarantee the eastern borders as they had been carved out by the Allies 
in 1945, and try to “normalize” personal relations with the people in the 
DDR. Interestingly enough, Willy Brandt retained his chancellorship in 1972 
mainly on the same issue on which his party had fought Adenauer in 1953 
and 1957.

The great volatility of the German electorate is not in contrast to other 
clear trends in voting behavior:

— There is a decrease of stratum based voting: The Union may poll over 5 % 
of its voters from workers’ quarters, the SPD has a chance to reach middle 
class voters, especially the new middle class; nevertheless, a clear, though 
complicated, class stratification has been preserved (Pappi, 1982; Muller, 
1984);
— class based voting has increased relatively. As the workers’ share of the 
population decreases, those remaining become more “hardliners;”
— relations to churches have become more a private than a public issue. Ad
herence to churches is declining, and these trends in combination lead to a 
relative stability of church based voting;
— the macro and micro changes of society had their effects; there was a 
fundamental value change in the 1960s and 1970s (as in other countries); 
there are new life styles on the micro level, and all those trends may be traced 
to the shift in relative size of the various groups, due to the considerable 
growth of the tertiary sector of society; “urbanization” in its broad sense 
creates a new cleavage dimension, and there is the evolution of the Versor- 
gungsklasse.

Elections are real competitions for government power. Each possible govern
ment (whether a coalition or not) must show its flag before the election, not 
afterwards. Party members and their clientele are anxious to have their inter
ests reflected in government policies, to be appointed to important offices, to 
increase their prestige, etc. However, this goes along with a decrease in the 
partyness of society. The German party system is tending to become close to



The Party Government of the Federal Republic of Germany 95

the Schumpeter model as far as government formation through elections is 
concerned.

From this state of affairs it follows that the rules of the game are decisive 
for the party system. There is, to begin with, hardly any doubt about the for
mal legitimacy of a government, once it has successfully emerged from an 
election, being accepted by its opponents. Any other behavior would be pub
licly condemned. On the other hand, party financing and the kind of elec
toral campaigning are rather questionable.

The electoral law was adopted in 1949 and only slightly changed in 1956. 
It is a system of proportional representation: the final number of seats gained 
in an election is determined by the proportion of votes — the so-called “sec
ond” or party vote—whereas the first vote selects candidates in constituen
cies. Due to the so-called “5 % clause”, high fractionalization is prevented; 
parties achieving less than 5 % of the party votes do not participate in the dis
tribution of parliamentary seats.

As in any other proportional system, greater changes in voter support are 
reflected only in smaller changes of seats, opposite to the effects of majority 
systems. Enormous mobilization efforts are required really to “win” an elec
tion. The bitterness of campaigning stems from the low possibility of consid
erably gaining in strength in parliament. Only when the volatility of the vot
ers has its full impact is there a significant chance of a “landslide” change of 
government.

Since the voters have two votes, there is the possibility of “strategic vot
ing”. A voter may choose his preferred candidate in the constituency, but may 
use his party vote to strengthen that party which he thinks is necessary to get 
the government coalition he desires. In 1980, for example, the FDP reached 
about 11 % simply because many voters wanted Helmut Schmidt (SPD) as 
chancellor, but did not like his “socialist relatives”, the SPD itself. Together, 
the SPD and FDP gained 53.5 % of the votes and Fielmut Schmidt became 
chancellor, but the FDP had a real veto power over that government, and it 
exercised that power when it shifted alliances in 1982.

In such situations, party politicians interested in preserving or reaching 
power positions are inclined to manipulate the electorate by an excess of 
propaganda, by emotional appeals, and by avoiding sophisticated arguments. 
Electoral politics have almost nothing to do with policies after the election. 
On the other hand, the electorate has to a considerable degree lost confi
dence in the trustworthiness of electoral promises (Hippier, 1977). This atti
tude decreases the possibility of long lasting emotionalization of society, the 
worst form of partyness of society, but also leads to an increasing distance 
from parties. Furthermore, electoral politics of this kind result in a steady in
crease in financial requirements of the parties campaigning.

Party financing has been regulated by the “party law” of 1968. Each party 
having more than 0.5 % of the votes receives a share of public financing in 
the next four years according to its vote strength at the last election. The ba-
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sic finances of all parties are guaranteed, the more votes, the more money. 
Private contributions are possible—and necessary, in addition—but have to 
be reported when a single donation exceeds 20,000 DM. Recently, a law was 
enacted which allowed the deduction of such donations from income taxes; 
before, this was possible only to a very limited degree —and that, in turn, had 
caused large scale attempts to avoid taxation. Corruption was blossoming.

The party law enacted a 1967 guide line (obiter dictum) of the BVG. When 
the Constitutional Court outlawed other practices (which in the British Re
presentation of the People Act would be called “corrupt and illegal prac
tices”), it gave those guide lines at the same time.

One may question whether parties should be publicly financed at all, and 
if they are, whether one should finance their election campaigns or their 
“regular” expenses, and especially whether one should support single candi
dates (Wildenmann, 1967; Schleth, 1972), The BVG supported public finan
cing, but favored (by a narrow split decision) campaign financing. Actually, 
that money now is used for the general budget to each party. The parties 
were not convinced that they should spend very much money on the Euro
pean elections of 1984, but they received the same amount of money as in any 
other general Federal election and thus were able to cover part of their defi
cits from the 1983 election.

In other words, the system of public financing adopted rests on the funda
mental notion of the Parteienstaat, as developed in constitutional thinking 
since the early 1950s by judges and state theorists alike. Its practice has led, 
however, to endless demands for more money. Restriction of expenses is not 
foreseen and would be very hard to enforce because proportional representa
tion does not easily allow sanctions like the British Representation of the 
People Act, namely, the loss of the parliamentary seat.

Presidential committees have tried to make sensible proposals after scan
dals have become known, many scholars have dealt with the problem, the le
gal system is currently overburdened with court cases because of tax frauds, 
etc. Nothing has really changed and the “giant” of the party system may have 
a very soft footing in that respect. It is hard to raise the level of political con
sciousness in the population or the level of responsiveness in the parties to 
their electorates under such circumstances. Policy is asked for, not police.

The kind and style of campaigning used by the parties, and the practices 
of party finance are the dark spot of today’s representative party government, 
and it is no help that in most other countries “political money” is as sinister as 
it always has been in history.

IV. The Role of Positional Elites

Party government in the FRG has been and still is government by elites, not 
one elite but the elites of several sectors. There are about 3,500 top elite posi-



The Party Government of the Federal Republic of Germany 97

tions in various “sectors” : political parties including parliamentary elites; ad
ministration, including mayors of large cities; business, consisting of the lar
gest companies according to turnover, capital, and employment; banks; busi
ness organizations; trade unions; media, including TV; universities and their 
organizations; churches; cultural elites; institutions of the Welfare State, not 
counting the various interest organizations of subordinate character. These 
3,500 positions are occupied by approximately 3,100 persons, the accumula
tion of elite positions (2 or more) being found mostly in business. (For a de
tailed presentation, see Wildenmann, Kaase, Hoffmann-Lange, et al., 1982.)

Since the days of Pareto and Mosca, the debates on elites and their posi
tion in politics have taken many turns. Questions of their “circulation” 
(Pareto) or their “ruling formula” (Mosca), if there is a “power elite” (Mills) 
or a “plurality of elites” (Dahl), if elites should have a “homogenious value 
system” (Higly) or if there should be a “selection of the best” (going back to 
Plato) have inspired many scholars. If we study elites empirically from a “po
sitional approach”, but include a network analysis which has an aspect of the 
“perceptual (reputational) approach”, the answers to these questions come 
out as a result of our analysis, rather than as an axiomatic starting point.

The basic values of German elites differ considerably from those of 
the general population in many and important respects. The elites are much 
more “liberal” in the ideological sense (i.e., they are more open minded). 
They are more likely to favor compromise and the values of the Recbtsstaat as 
their top ranking values. They are predominantly Protestant, whereas the 
population is split roughly evenly between Protestants and Catholics. One 
quarter of the elite claims to be secular, that is not connected with any 
church. They are on average in their middle forties, with few being older. 
They have taken an average of about 20 years to achieve top positions, and 
stay in top offices for between 4 and 8 years, with only a small fraction (espe
cially in business, trade unions, and TV) remaining in top offices for longer 
periods. “Circulation of elites” is high within this hierarchical structure and 
rigorous competition prevails. 70 % have university degrees, approximately 
half of those being lawyers (30 %).

Within the elites, there are dense “clusters” of attitudes which represent 
cleavage lines in society. These clusters still reflect
a) the industrial conflict between workers and management or
b) religious belief systems between Catholics, conservative and ethical Pro

testants
— that is, the old and very well known lines of cleavage in Germany. How
ever, as in society generally, these clusters also reflect new cleavages, e.g., 
urbanization and modernization of values on the one hand and conservative, 
pre-industrial attitudes on the other. In addition, these clusters vary accord
ing to the organizational, institutionalized role the members of the elites’ 
strata play. With regard to party identification or preferred government con
figuration, the elites show a distinct bias in favor of the CDU/CSU.
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Parties have a unique position in the organization and distribution of 
power. The party elites — their “leading staff” (Parteifuhrungsstabe in our ter
minology) — play a most important role in the coordination of politics. In a 
network analysis of the elites, an “inner circle” emerges among them. It con
sists of about 400 persons, who in Mosca’s terms can be called the “ruling 
class”. Two-thirds of the inner circle are party elites, the rest coming from 
business or trade unions (in 1981!) plus a few persons from universities. 
Around this “inner circle”, there are several “satellite circles”, more or less 
densely interrelated among themselves or connected with the inner circle, the 
circle around the banks, as we will see, being among the most important for 
economic policies. The weakest connection exists between the “inner circle” 
and the “cultural circle”, which leads its own life.

It was a dominant feature of the Middle Ages that “extra ecclesium nulla 
salus”; for the FRG it is “extra partes nulla salus3\ even among elites. The ori
gin of the constitution, its objective to create party government as “an answer 
to totalitarianism” (A. Arndt, 1946), and the structure of elite composition 
have firmly established party government, for better or worse. Even the “in
ner circle” is in its expectation of terms of office dependent on the organiza
tional exigencies of the parties from which they come.

If there is any good indicator for the political role of the elites, it rests in 
the fact that fundamental changes in the composition of the government are 
prefigured in the opinions elites express before government changes. This was 
true not only in the spring of 1981, when elite sentiment prefigured the 
change from SPD to CDU dominated government which actually occurred 
in 1982, but as early as 1968 (the time of our first elite study) when there was 
an indication of the government change from CDU to SPD which actually 
took place in 1969 — in each case one and a half years before the govern
ment was actually changed (Wildenmann, Kaase, Hoffmann-Lange, 1982). 
This bias of elite attitudinal clusters in favor of the CDU does not necessarily 
prevent a change in government, but it contributes to the (perhaps weaken
ing) asymmetry of the parties’ chances created by the voters’ inclinations.

Within the elites, there are multilevel procedures of influence and deci
sion-making between the major interest organizations. Interests are aggre
gated at a high level, and high expectations of obedience are maintained with 
respect to the behavior of members at large: again the perfect attributes of 
power in Max Weber’s sense. And it is due to this structurally built-in expec
tation of obedience, together with the high value put on compromise among 
elites, that the machinery for mitigation of social conflicts really works (see 
Lohr, 1983).

The basic guidelines of interest mitigation are still—though weaker today 
than in the fifties and sixties—the criteria of the Soziale Marktwirtschaft. Be
havior derived from such guidelines reaches further than just economic be
havior. Responsibility (in the sense of Kant), practical reasoning, and solidar
ity are its goals, and institutionalized economic policy, social support, and
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internalized values are its instruments. However, one has to stress that elites 
are not agents acting freely on the basis of their own idiosyncracies. Even the 
cultural elites — where individualism is highly cherished — act within their 
institutionalized frameworks.

The idea of representation has not only been realized with respect to part
ies and parliaments; it is a strong characteristic of most societal and interest 
organizations. Such organizations and their elites, however, do not fulfill the 
criteria of competition and democratic responsibility as in party life. They 
have become monopolistic creatures which not only transmit the interests of 
their members into politics, but tend to “marginal morality” in their behavior, 
as Gotz Briefs (1968) analyzed it years ago. Extreme claims very often reflect 
organizational constraints and may not be identical with the interest of the 
members. The constitution is open for the founding of any organization. 
However, much in contrast to the rules governing party life, the relations of 
such organizations to political decision making are basically “unregulated”. 
Party government has to deal with an organizational anarchy, or, in the older 
terminology, with syndicalism. At least established organizations have a 
strong hand in political decision-making. Marginal or unorganized interests 
have smaller chances to achieve attention. Interest mediation is rigid, and can 
lead to “entrenched views” by these interest organizations, with these views 
based not on the interests of members themselves but on their organizational 
formation — or rather deformation.

Party government which squares with the definition of Richard Katz 
(1986) exists in a context of societal organizations with their own “will” and 
held together by the network of elites in which party personnel play the 
dominant role.

V. Political Impact of the Social Market Economy

We would miss an important part of German government if we were to ne
glect socio-political and/or economic framework institutions. As I said in the 
beginning, the party government of the FRG cannot really be understood 
apart from the principal course of economic policy pursued after 1948. The 
FRG is generally regarded as a prominent example of a “capitalist system”. 
Generally, this means that the ideology and behavior of the major actors in 
society are dominated by capitalistic considerations (without polemic, we 
would like to refer to the notions developed by Sombart or Schumpeter).

Pragmatically speaking, the socio-economic task immediately after the 
war seems to have reduced itself to a simple question: how to secure the basic 
economic resources to feed the population. Even that topic was confused, 
since the official policy of the Military Government as accepted by the Pots
dam Agreement of 1945 aimed for a basically “agrarian” country with a low 
rate of productivity. After the devastating war and the atrocities committed
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1946). This change of policy was one of the important steps into the cold war 
and toward the incorporation of West Germany into the capitalist camp. 
However, the notion of an agrarian Germany was doomed to be unrealistic 
from the beginning quite apart from the relations of the “superpowers” or 
their different socio-political system.

In terms of social composition —“structures” would be a too euphoric 
term in 1945 to 1948 —more than two-thirds of the former German popula
tion were assembled in what is now the FRG; the greater part of the refugees 
and expellees on the former Eastern territories had come to that region. 25 % 
of the population—in some parts even 30 % —were without any substantial 
material support. Their individual risk security, as we call this existential fac
tor was nil and, apart from their economic problems, the situation caused an 
enormous social problem. However, most of these people were trained skilled 
laborers and even more eager than the original residents to regain a socio
economic footing (Wildenmann, 1953). As a whole, the situation seemed 
most dangerous in terms of possible revolutionary movements, and it was 
certainly one of the primary motives of the Marshall Plan, resulting in the 
ERP to “stabilize” just that situation all over Europe.

There were two important options available to the FRG as well as between 
the Military Governments of the USA and Great Britain. One was the intro
duction of a “planning system”, or in British terms, of “nationalization of the 
basic industries”. The Social Democrats supported by the British government 
aimed for a “socialist democratic Germany”, and the party convention of 
1946 (Hannover) clearly spelled out in a detailed program how this should be 
achieved. Since the war machinery of the Nazi regime had created a detailed 
planning system already, and since the scarcity of every commodity made the 
idea that all goods should be handled by planning plausible, the SPD pro
gram seems to have achieved a considerable pragmatic support. However, the 
complex idea of the Sozialdemokratie with its emphasis on societal solidarity 
was only understood by those who knew the history of its development. And 
it was truly a very historic decision by the SPD and its leader, Kurt Schu
macher, not to unite for the sake of socialism with the communist party in 
Eastern Germany because of democratic considerations and by this act not to 
exploit the miserable socio-economic situation in the West to the advantage 
of their party. The option of a “planning system” was not taken.

The other option was a “free market economy”. Erhard’s Denkschrift of 
1944 (!) spelled out what a small group of “Neoliberalists” had also devel
oped while in exile or in Switzerland (Riistow, Hayek, Mises, Ropke and 
others): Germany should be rebuilt on the basis of individualism, encourag
ing the innovative energies of human beings, but within the framework of the 
market, controlled through a strong representative State which could guaran-
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tee the infrastructure of such an economy and interfere in those cases where 
the market forces would and could not work. His aim was what we call ''con
trolled market economy

There can be no doubt that a market economy, the Soziale Marktwirtschaft 
as he called it, was one of the major goals of Erhard as economic director of 
the so-called “Trizonal council” and of the Adenauer/Erhard coalitions in 
1949 and after. However, Erhard and his German advisors (somewhat in 
contrast to the American Military Government) came from a tradition of 
economic thought which had accepted the refined notion of Adam Smith 
about the nature of human beings, but denied the principles of Manchester 
Liberalism as “palaeo-liberalism”. A deus ex machina harmonization once the 
economic forces of self-interest were given free play was not part of their 
concept. They were the heirs of social concepts developed in Germany in the 
twenties which put great emphasis on the necessity of land reform (almost 
unnecessary after the war because of the loss of the Gutsherrschaft in the for
mer Eastern territories), of monopolistic control, of social security provided 
by special institutions of the Welfare State, of specially institutionalized con
trol over the money supply, and of interaction between diversified institutions 
making economic and social policies. It was neither “monetarism” as we 
know it today in Great Britain or the USA, nor “planning” as cherished by 
important French actors. Most of all, it put great emphasis on the role of gov
ernment in independent interactions with all social forces, trade unions in
cluded, the institutions of the Welfare State, the central bank, and other so
cial agencies. Insofar as the Soziale Marktwirtschaft, indeed, has strengthened 
the role of government within a binding “order” — that is a system of con
stantly developed criteria and behavior for socio-political action — the party 
government emerging after 1945 had its own ruling formula.

Understandably, this concept immediately appealed to the entrepreneurs 
as well as the greater parts of the population who wanted to be freed from 
constant interference in their private lives through governmental or semi- 
governmental bodies. Erhard had foreseen this in his Denkschrift. Neverthe
less, this policy was not without great risks. It needed enormous work to 
build this idea into the German body of law, to communicate the idea to the 
public, to have it executed by the Bonn Government in spite of millions of 
unemployed, to stand by it internationally as in the case of the convertibility 
of currencies and of free labor movements within the OEEC (now OECD) 
as early as 1952. But, in the situation of the FRG, there were a number of 
factors which were most favorable for establishing this economic formula: 
the achievement motivation of the people and their trust in the new money; 
the existing technological know-how; the important role of economic science 
in advancing that policy; a structurally strong government; a historical setup 
of two political actors, Adenauer and Erhard, who carried out their policies 
with strong determination; and a world market which after the war, could 
absorb a rising productivity.
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Nevertheless the “success” of such an “order” depended very much on its 
acceptance by the elites, the effectiveness of control over monopolistic ten
dencies (the weakest point up to now), the level of innovative capacity in the 
development of technology, and on the world economy. All these conditions 
— by their very nature—were hard to achieve and hard to preserve. From a 
socio-political point of view, the “stability” of party government depended 
very much on the influence of outside institutional forces. The FRG, there
fore, never became independent of “international government”, whether for 
its national borders, its monopoly of power, its security, its social or econo
mic policy, or its freedom of action or options, even though Adenauer suc
ceeded in his goal to achieve at least the capacity to make decisions auto
nomously. One can raise doubts, of course, whether other governments really 
are sovereign in the full sense of philosophical theories about the “State”. But 
the situation of the government of the FRG makes dependency very clear, 
even if the FRG should not and cannot be regarded merely as a “province” 
dependent on the metropolitan powers of the world. At least its Soziale 
Marktwirtscbaft, as the other side of the governmental coin, has made it an 
active actor in world politics—and dependent on the outside world at the 
same time. The FRG aimed not only at an open society but at an open inter
nationally interrelated government. It is party government which is put under 
institutional and policy pressure not only from the inside but also from out
side forces. This situation generally may raise doubts whether national party 
government as such is an answer to future developments.

The internal and external constellations of forces in which the economic 
“order” was established is one fact, the effects of the institutionalization of 
that idea is another. The 1953 election, which gave Adenauer a safe coalition 
majority was fought primarily on the issue of the economic formula. “Markt- 
gerechtes Verhalten ” behavior adapted to market principles, became the order 
of the next two decades; and its success forced the SPD at least in 1959 to 
change its principal line, even if the success of the concept was possible not 
only because of the inherent quality of the idea but also due to the very favor
able circumstances already mentioned. Both the constitution and political in
stitutional structure of the FRG, as well as the economic ruling formula, in
duced an acceptance of individualistic behavior in society which had never 
before existed in Germany. And it is significant that the one field of society 
which was not incorporated into the market economy, the agrarian sector, is 
still a field of constant difficulties (and very high subsidies).

This very basic decision to implement a market economy resulted in the 
lasting creation of a number of institutions and accepted procedures for 
economic policy making:

1) It strongly supported the position of the Federal Bank (Deutsche Bun
desbank) to make independent decisions on the currency and money markets 
(see above). The bank became the strongest defender not only of the value of 
the money but also of the concept of a market economy.
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2) After long and hard-fought battles, the so-called Kartellamt was 
founded. It is supposed to act as an antitrust agency and has done so in 
several important cases in order to keep competition open. Whether it has 
really had the expected results or whether it is institutionally weaker than it 
was expected to be is an open question. However, its function as a “fleet in 
being” is obvious.

3) It supported the “Tarif Autonomie” as the farmed-out and institutional
ized decision making procedure in labor policy, giving the trade unions and 
the federation of industry a very strong hand.

4) The decision of 1948 for the currency reform was prepared on the Ger
man side by a group of economic and social scientists which later proliferated 
into a number of institutionalized “advisory boards” to ministries. Appointed 
by the President of the FRG, the permanent advisory board (Sachverständi
gen Rat) has become the center of such boards giving a regular detailed “re
port” with a prognosis on the course of events in economic matters. It has an 
advisory capacity, nevertheless the council and its report receives widespread 
public attention, both in government and business. One might question if the 
board and its report are as important for economic policy as public attention 
may indicate; it is obvious however, that it influences the policy options to a 
high degree. Between the federal government and its ministries, the central 
bank, and the advisory board, economic policy is dealt with by a “circle” of 
experts comprising, as a sound estimation, about 500 people most of whom 
are dedicated to the principle of a free market economy.

How far the specific interests of business and labor are “infiltrated” in this 
opinion and decision making group we just do not know. Critics may argue 
that it is the watch dog of capitalism or the embodiment of “State capitalism”. 
Others may point out that the very composition of this group guarantees a 
free interplay of forces for the optimal allocation of economic resources. The 
trade unions, to be sure, do play a minor role in this setting, and it was only 
during the Brandt and Schmidt Cabinets that they were, so to speak, “sitting 
also at the Cabinet table” (see for a structural analysis, Enke, 1974).

5) Free market economy means private property (and controlled egoism). 
Protagonists like Hayek have always put great emphasis on that aspect, in 
spite of the fact that private property in the case of big business means share 
holders and not management. There have been three forms of income in his
tory, Alexander Rüstow said, “robbery, inheritance and labor; labor was 
the smallest of them”. So the emphasis on private property may raise doubts, 
and Sombart as well as Schumpeter have underlined, that the ability of “combin
ing in an optimal and new way the factors of the economy” is a question of per
sonal abilities and creativity, not of inheritance of property. Furthermore 
the Federal as well as the Land Governments, not to speak of community bod
ies, do own large “public” companies. Market economy therefore means more 
than managers (with or without private property) having to act according to 
the laws of the market. “Planning” of economic policies is done in numerous
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places, not in a State bureau, and the equivalent to this complicated machin
ery is the Welfare State and the co-determination (Mitbestimmung). Is it due to 
this complexity that the idea of co-determination especially is not very much 
understood outside (but also inside) Germany.

The Welfare State was originated in Germany—as is well-known —by the 
conservative forces of the Bismarck era in order to incorporate the working 
class into the nation. (A similar procedure was repeated in Great Britain a few 
years later.) During the Weimar period, the Welfare State was enormously 
advanced, especially by the trade unions. It was fully developed after 1949; 
Adenauer was well aware that as a pendant to the Soziale Marktwirtschaft the 
development of the Welfare State was necessary to decrease conflicts that 
might hamper the Bonn government and to create the social peace inside the 
country needed in order to achieve his foreign policy goals.

Welfare States try to solve the problems of increasing risk to the security 
of individuals in society with respect to employment, illness, pensions, chil
dren’s upbringing, or the damages inflicted by war. Since the working class 
was unable to provide such security from its own resources — as the middle 
and upper classes could do until recently—the Welfare State provides it via 
transfer payments and to a lesser extent by individual insurance. On the aver
age, social security in Western Europe now absorbs about 20 % of the GNP, 
ranging from 15 % (Great Britain) to 30 % (Sweden); (Alber, 1983)'. The 
FRG, with 23 % of the GNP devoted to social security, is in an above aver
age class.

In addition, there is a vast array of institutions created by numerous laws 
and centered around the Bundesanstalt fur Arbeit and the system of health in
surance. In each case, there are representative bodies which act with a high 
degree of autonomy. Even though the Federal government may change the 
laws and benefits through the federal budget, the range in which it is free to 
act is not great. Moreover, since about 40 % of the money necessary for so
cial benefits is paid by employers and paid out of profits, the amount of mo
ney available for capital investment is decreased. It is no wonder that today 
this situation is a source of constant conflict between labor and employers or 
between the competing parties; it has, as has been claimed, a negative effect 
on the strength and flexibility of the German economy in world markets; one 
could, however, also argue the reverse.

One has to add that the rise of a new class of people provided for by the 
state (Versorgungsklasse) has accentuated this situation. Actually, this class 
consists of two elements, the workers included in the social security system 
and the highly educated middle class with its claims to public offices includ
ing security of tenure and pensions. Long term considerations already indi
cate that new class-cleavage lines have been created in addition to the older 
one of labor versus management, between religions, or between those with 
strong religious beliefs and those with more secular attitudes.
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In other words, the institutions of the Welfare State are supported by vital 
social forces independent—at least to a considerable degree—of party poli
tics. For government, however, it provides a constantly conflictual policy 
area, and the social structure of the party system as it has emerged in the 
1980s reflects this situation. The government has to cope with these problems 
mainly through the budget, an effective but nonetheless often insufficient in
strument.

In this context, the “chicken and egg” question—whether the social forces 
have been shaped by party politics and its alignment to classes or whether so
cial (macro and micro) change has determined the goal definitions or appeal of 
parties—would not make sense. As already said, Kirchheimer’s thesis (1954) 
of “catch all parties” does not fitthe German situation. The CDU/CSU always 
had its major forces in the middle and upper classes as well as in rural districts 
or among people with religious beliefs, whereas the SPD concentrated on the 
workers without only being a workers’ party, and the FDP concentrated on 
nonchurch affiliated, secularized middle class and small business populations. 
It is the Versorgungsklasse which changed this alignment, and the Green party 
consists almost exclusively of younger people (in 1984, between 25 and 40 ye
ars of age) in this stratum with “idealistic” perceptions of politics (Biirklin, 
1984). Thus competition for government between the parties becomes very 
complicated, and governmental policy action once a coalition has been 
formed is strongly influenced by considerations of if and how policy may in
fluence the chances of each party in this competition. Party government as 
such is modified by the direct impact of social forces not only on policies but 
on governmental structures as well.

The Welfare State and its proliferated set of agencies mainly support indi
vidual security against the risks of social life. We know that political behavior 
is to a large degree influenced or even determined by the individual’s percep
tion of his individual security. On the societal level, however, one could say, 
it is the implementation of co-determination (Mitbestimmung) which institu
tionalized the trade unions’ participation in economic policy making. As it 
has been introduced into German law, it restricts entrepreneurs’ control of 
working conditions and investments and makes the trade unions generally a 
partner in decision making. From the point of view of economic reasoning, 
this setup is, as said, the source of constant complaints that it hampers Ger
many’s chances in world markets by tending, in addition to the claims of the 
Welfare State, to increase labor costs of production and restricting flexibility 
and innovation. These arguments are backed by many cost analyses.

Fiowever, both the Welfare State and co-determination are the price for 
social stability insofar as they prevent (by and large) the proletarianization of 
the labor force, the “sin of the 19th century” in the eyes of Riistow. The term 
“social” in the concept of the Soziale Marktwirtscbaft would lose its meaning 
without this aspect (which is still too weak in many eyes). The proof of the 
pudding for this complex machinery and interplay of forces lies certainly in
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the low rate of devastating labor conflicts and the immense rise of mass-wel
fare since the 1950s. If the potential for innovation now required for modern
ization and for the adaptation to the “Information Society” is still great 
enough or if a “rethinking” is necessary is an open problem.

VI. Coordination of Decision Making

How does government coordination work in this situation of separation and 
diversification of powers, of institutional but not “regulated” interest politics, 
of specific party structures, of a highly volatile electorate, etc? How is the 
system—in contrast to a particular government—legitimized? The (imper
fect) answer to those questions is the key to the stability and, at the same 
time, the flexibility of the system of party government of the FRG.

First, the system demonstrates—as in other countries—an overflow of in
formation (Wildenmann, 1984). Decision makers, apart from their more or 
less limited personal ability to evaluate information, are confronted with what 
we call the “gold digger problem” —there is much “white noise” (in the terms 
of information theory). Each of the numerous organizations, each gov
ernment, each party in the Federal Parliament, even each spontaneous group 
of people like the Bürgerkomitees (citizens’ committees) contributes in its own 
way to that noise; and that noise is arbitrarily dramatized by the mass media. 
Furthermore, there are two more principal problems involved. The party 
elites also have a “Harun-al-Raschid” problem. Like the legendary rule of an
cient Bagdad, they cannot trust the selection pattern of their lieutenants and 
have “to go down to the people in disguise” in order to find out what their 
problems are. (Today, this very often means public opinion polls.) On the 
other hand, while the amount of information about the people is increasing, 
it is dispersed and in many respects simply “irrelevant” to the governing elites. 
(They may even become cynical about the level of knowledge of the people, 
and are in a position to manipulate it.) Only a small portion of the popula
tion, about 20 %, have complex and structured information and even that is 
all more or less specialized. The elites are supposed to be the “specialists for 
general problems”.

Thus, selection and evaluation of information rests fundamentally with 
three agents: the elites' network, the parties, and the government bureaucracy 
(as distinct from merely executive administrations of various kinds).

Elites' selection of relevant problems and definition of priorities depends 
very much on their basic attitudes or on the lack of such attitudes, which may 
be more decisive than a widespread consensus on various policy matters. The 
trend, e. g., in contrast to the 1950s, toward a more national and less Euro
pean understanding originated within the elites; the regression of the ideas of 
the 1940s and 1950s took place first among elites (Deutsch and Edinger, 
1965). Today, this is reflected in the “secondary” nature of the European
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elections (Reif, 1984). Also, the elites lack a convincing humanistic universal- 
ism, though this was embedded in the cultural tradition of Germany, and the 
hiatus between the political-economic and the cultural elites is clearly visible. 
Moreover, cultural elites participate in politics in only a very special and often 
mainly symbolic way. In other words, a deficiency of humanistic values in 
government life is still one of the legacies of Nazism—in spite of the amazing 
cultural development of the FRG taking place more or less outside the politi
cal arena in the last 10 or 15 years.

The elites have, as mentioned above, demonstrated a keen awareness of 
social and economic problems and were very innovative in the first 15 years 
of the FRG. And, it appears that the formation of the so-called “Big coali
tion” of 1966 to 1969 between the CDU/CSU and the SPD was a turning 
point toward lesser creativity. Fiowever, the elites had to work through and 
with the party system, and so they did.

The second agent, the parties, have, as follows from the distribution of 
power, a real impact on government decision. It sometimes may be question
able which comes first, the impact of party elites on policies or the impact of 
party membership in defining new issues. Since party organization in the final 
analysis controls membership of government, if not in the short then in the 
long term, it also controls policies, nevertheless leaving wide freedom of ac
tion for policy implementation and in spite of the fact that in certain areas 
policy options do not vary much between parties. There certainly is much 
“show business” involved —and a lot of money spent—in the seemingly 
endless stream of party conventions on all levels, but their legitimizing func
tion cannot be overlooked. This is certainly very different from the American 
scene, but very similar to the British.

According to Max Weber, government bureaucracy should or could be the 
decisive agent in selecting relevant information for policy decisions. (Fie drew 
his conclusions on the basis of the bureaucracy of his times, which was not 
party government; even the Weimar experience is not included in his assess
ment.) Today, each party in government chooses its top personnel (and fires 
those of its predecessor). The Federal bureaucracy especially has been turned 
into a policy staff; executive bureaucracies — except customs, military, and 
border police —rest with the Länder. It is one of the endless complaints 
among federal parliamentarians that the ministerial bureaucrats present at 
parliamentary committee meetings have a much higher level of information 
than the committee members, and that they, not the parliamentarians, define 
the options for decision. And in the Länder; each prime minister takes care to 
have a small, but highly efficient, staff at hand in his own office, which in 
turn controls the bureaucracies of the special ministries of the Länder. The 
top, since the days of Adenauer and his Secretary of State, Globke, has been 
the bureaucracy or staff of the Federal chancellory; the effectiveness of a 
Chancellor’s conduct of business depends very much on the quality of his 
staff.
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Generally, however, the style of thinking of the juridically trained bu
reaucracy still plays an important role. Here, the assessment of Giorgio 
Freddi (1986) comes fully true; the administrative rationality of continental, 
German bureaucracy has its full impact—and deficiencies. The enormous 
number of unnecessary petty prescriptive regulations for almost every aspect 
of life has its origin here. Bureaucrats have been trained to subsume reality 
under the norms of law (fiat iustitia), not in decision-making as such, and 
there are today only a few schools (like the Academy at Speyer) which train 
them in decision-making. Responsive law may be a problem to modern legal 
scholars, but not for the daily life of the system.

The longer the system works, the more these deficiencies come to bear, 
making not only the implementation, but also the formation, of policy diffi
cult. Here we have the old “German sickness”, over bureaucratization, and it 
is also no wonder — empathetically, not sympathetically, speaking — that 
party government of the FRG today has its specific problems indicated by the 
“alternative” political understanding of the Greens. The “machinery” is des
pised, and this is also an old tradition in itself; many scholars had it, including 
Alfred Weber (Alfred Weber, 1950). It still reflects a certain helplessness of 
the individual in Germany.

Second, coordination of government policies takes place between the Fed
eral and the Länder-government through the machinery developed between 
Federal government, federal parliament, and the Bundesrat, but also inside 
the parties through the representation of political leaders of the Länder on the 
ruling bodies of the federal parties.

The Bund-Länder machinery is most certainly an element of rational con
trol, that is rational information gathering and decision-making. When the 
majorities in the Federal parliament and in the Bundesrat are different (as has 
usually been the case), the machinery has a mitigating compromising effect 
(Neureither, 1959); sometimes, of course, the Bundesrat exercises a veto 
power, which can, of course, be used in an obstructive manner. However, 
“white noise” is limited; consensus in public and within the different party 
elites normally is reached.

When, as today, the Federal government finds a similar majority in the 
Bundesrat, the likelihood of a “homogeneous” policy ( “homogenisiert” Minis
ter Schröder, 1957) increases and control by the opposition parties decreases. 
Since the Länder; however, have their own interests, especially with respect to 
taxation and the allocation of resources between Federal and Land levels, as 
well as among the Länder (Finanzausgleich), conflicting views have to be dealt 
with within the leading bodies of the parties forming the Federal government. 
Länder prime ministers do not regard themselves, whichever party they may 
belong to, as willing “eunuchs” of the Federal government.

“Coalition-committees” among the coalition partners of government or 
special committees of Federal and state party leaders thus are regularly 
needed, and private or official meetings of the leaders take place. The con-
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stant struggle between the government of Bavaria and the Federal govern
ment, for example, is due not only to the personal conflicts between Franz 
Joseph Strauss and Helmut Kohl (or formerly Helmut Schmidt, the previous 
federal chancellor), but also due to very different complexes of interests. In 
any case, the debates and extensive trade-off procedures between Bund and 
Länder are an important element of policy coordination.

To sum up: the leading staffs of the parties fill the institutional gap be
tween the Federal institutions, on one hand, and the Bundesrat, and the 
Länder governments or parliaments, bureaucracies, interest organizations, or 
citizens movements on the other. They are the final definers of the frame 
within which policies are formulated. (And this is also an important reason 
why the chancellor ought to be the leader of his party at the same time, and is 
always in difficulties — like Erhard or Schmidt—if he is not.) Finally, coordi
nated decision-making —after “information” has been absorbed and trans
formed into options —depends on the probability that decisions are shaped 
into laws or regulations and that such decisions will be accepted both by ex
perts and — as far as central issues are concerned — the public as well.

Empirical analysis of law-making is a rather neglected topic in research. In 
part, it is a wearying and frustrating field without the “glamor” of foreign 
policy where scholars can participate freely as “politicians without mandate” 
or “philosophers of state” with speculative ideas; in part it is rather difficult to 
get the necessary information about committees that have confidential proce
dures. On the other hand, the Federal and Länder parliaments are very busy; 
there is a constant stream of new laws and administrative regulations coming 
down, if only because federalism has a tendency to increase the sheer number 
of laws.

In order to demonstrate the difficulties, we will briefly describe a case, 
that of the so-called “university laws” enacted after 1968. These were re
garded as a major reform to adjust the educational system to social change. 
Before 1967, the governance and regulation of universities consisted of tradi
tional understandings, that is of nothing but general rules put down on a very 
few pages. The rights of the supervising ministries and those of the universi
ties were defined by the traditions of the Humboldt concept. Universities 
were very autonomous, governed by the professors with tenure who in turn 
were appointed by the Länder ministries of cultural affairs. Regarding bud
gets, there were the normal rules for handling public money, but the universi
ties had great freedom to allocate the available resources and to bargain for 
them. Each professor signed a sacrosanct contract which allocated money to 
his personal discretion for employing assistants, helpers, secretaries, etc. It 
was true governance by “aristocratic” tradition, and the rectors, elected for 
one year, were more or less representative figures. Regulations for curriculae, 
statutes for examinations and their procedures were very much in the hands 
of the professors. Entry for students who had achieved the proper school cer
tificate was unlimited; students’ numbers were small because only about 10 %
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of each generation made it through school. One can easily argue that this set
up resulted in great flexibility and kept the development of science outside the 
reach of power politics or ideological pressures.

This was all changed in the following years. First, educational policies and 
an astonishing baby boom up to 1966 increased the numbers of students both 
absolutely and relatively, to 25 % of each generation. In accordance with 
federalism, each Land enacted its own university bill in 1967 to 1969. In the 
middle of the student unrest (Wildenmann and Kaase, 1968), the universities 
were asked to reorganize themselves, aiming for “democratization”. This was 
a very big undertaking, since every rule or principle guiding university life 
had to be reconsidered and “reformed”. And the ideological differences of 
different government parties in the Länder had a real impact on the goals of 
the “reform”.

In the 1970s, the Brandt government started the procedure to pass a Fed
eral university bill; it tried to “unify” the laws and achieve a “higher rate of 
progressive ideas”. After several years of negotiations with the Länder the 
Bundesrat, that federal law was passed in 1976 as a “framework” asking the 
Länder again to pass new bills within their own jurisdictions. Again three 
years of negotiations were necessary to restructure the universities’ charters. 
The whole process lasted about 12 years and seems not to be finished yet.

Without going into details or principles now guiding the governance of 
universities, their working procedures, the relations between their various 
members, etc., we have to note the important features of this legislation 
which changed the German university fundamentally, for better or worse:
— reforms through legislation, especially if they attempt to change tradi
tional structures, take a very long time in a federal, but nevertheless united, 
governmental system. But even in the case of really divergent opinions re
garding policy goals, the chances of consensus by compromise are not low;
— the process in this case was facilitated since the universities did not have an 
efficient and organized structure to defend their conservative interests; the is
sue had low priority and no centrality among the general public, which only 
wanted to be rid of the unrest which they blamed on the social position of the 
professors;
— since the CDU/CSU had a more traditional perception of what should be 
done and the SPD a higher inclination to “democratize” the university, that is 
since there was a conflict of goals, the result was bound to be a compromise, 
but important decisions had to be farmed out to the universities;
— a rational relation between policy goals and instrumentality was almost 
impossible, because every participant worked on insecure assumptions and 
with insufficient information; this state of uncertainty is also common in 
fields like defense, technological development, or other central issues;
— during the more than 12 years of law making, enormous energies were ne
cessarily consumed, especially on the part of the subjects of those laws, the 
university personnel;
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— the “winner” was the cultural bureaucracies who now interfere constantly 
in the universities and provide an easy instrument for financially “redressing” 
their resources; the autonomy of the universities was severely restricted.

The reform of higher education was a crucial issue. It was brought about by 
the perceptions of political agents about the consequences of social change. 
The demands for equal chances in education were overdue in Germany (but 
not really achieved). But it is also clear that the “mood” of the times to break 
the prestige of professors, insufficient information, uncertainties of goal de
finitions, and the complexity of the machinery involved produced a very diffi
cult decision-making process.

These observations about law making, however, are not only relevant for 
the specific subject matter of university education, but are applicable to many 
other fields. In cases where entrenched and highly organized interests are in
volved, e. g., trade unions or business organizations, or where the subject 
matter has high centrality in the eyes of the people, law making is even more 
complex and difficult and raises some fundamental questions about party 
government as such. There is a major dilemma involved. Rapidly changing 
social conditions call for highly flexible government machinery in fields pre
viously regarded as the unproblematic domain of democratic government. 
Party governments working through parliaments, however, lack this flexibil
ity, with decisions taken becoming quite irreversible. On the other hand, it 
must be said that in many cases, e. g., the reform of the criminal code (which 
had been formulated originally in 1871), the German system was able to en
act reforms of a secular nature (even if they hurt traditional perceptions), and 
that all these reforms had to be put through by almost endless hearings, wide
spread participation, compromise formulas and consensus formation. The 
real problem is that such reform laws have to be passed under conditions of 
great uncertainty, that they are prone to great mistakes, but that they are 
irreversible. (In the case of educational reform, after these exhausting proce
dures a “reform of the reform” would be almost impossible.)

In other words, there is an overabundance of complexity in almost every 
policy field, whether it be economic, social, scientific, cultural, not to men
tion foreign policy. There never was an easy field in politics, but democratic 
government has the additional problem that it must achieve consensus as a 
norm of the system. If we look at the four “magic” corners of economic poli
cies (as I called them, Wildenmann, 1964), i. e., stable value of money, full 
employment, rising productivity, and avoiding damaging business cycles, we 
find that they can never be reached at the same time; there is only the possi
bility of the nearest approach to them. Mistakes are not only due to the fool
ishness of government, but also to the uncertainty of policy outcomes. In 
other important fields of basic political needs, the problem is even more in
tense (Deutsch, Fritsch, and Wildenmann, forthcoming).

The stability of a democratic system therefore rests very much on confi
dence (like the value of money depends on confidence and not on the amount
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of gold backing it up). In any given legislative proceeding, it is sometimes 
more important to build up confidence than to find “perfect” solutions. And 
it is very likely that party government and its machinery, just because it is so 
diversified as in the FRG, produce such confidence, provided that it really is 
able to form consensus through its structural exigencies.

VII. Populist Charismatic Tendencies

In this context of confidence and consensus, we have finally to add a few 
words about the tendencies for popular charisma. Weber’s concept of charis
ma clearly refers to religious interrelations as one source of legitimacy. The 
charismatic leader is “chosen”; he rules because of his ascribed divine powers; 
he has followers and he selects his successor.

“Populist charisma” as we use the term certainly lacks those religious 
qualities in the strict sense. But it is not only in non-democratic societies with 
enormous masses of population, poverty, diffuse lines of communiation, and 
small numbers of really powerful people, but in party governments as well, 
that leaders are hailed (or condemned) by the masses, that they have become 
the symbols of the individual’s aspirations and expectations, and that the peo
ple cherish those in powerful positions. There is not only the “iron law of oli
garchy” as R. Michels (1957) saw it, but the intense personalization of politi
cal leaders. Mass society seems to need symbols of admiration — even if the 
same persons are condemned later on.

These tendencies have different effects according to the institutional set
up of government. American democracy with its strict presidential system 
— although such presidents may face enormous difficulties vis-à-vis the 
Congress in carrying out policies —has an built-in tendency for “imperial 
presidencies” (but see Fiorina, this volume). This may not be the case so much 
in domestic politics, but it has been true of international politics since the turn 
of the century. At the other end of the spectrum, the Dutch, Norwegian, 
Danish, or Italian democracies are very different. The international “weight” 
of these countries may prevent them from developing leaders with populist 
charisma from the beginning, but it is also due to the weak position of gov
ernments because of their institutional and party structures.

In Germany, the imperial tradition was destroyed in the catastrophe of 
1945. There were conscious efforts to avoid any institution that could sup
port such tendencies. The president of the FRG has a position which ideally 
squares with the prescription of W. Bagehot: the head of state should take 
care that there is a government, but he should not rule (directly) himself. The 
exception to the destruction of the imperial tradition is the position of the 
chancellor.

As established in empirical research, the chancellors are the incarnation of 
the voters’ desires, the cherished (or condemned) people of power, and they
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are carried by this popular support. If, as in the case of Kiesinger as chancel
lor, there are doubts about these perceived qualities, they may be honored but 
not admired, but even he increased his recognition to almost 100 % when he 
became chancellor. Populist charisma is by nature a secularized “religious” 
quality. This makes chancellors empirically the center of political activity and 
prestige — and Adenauer already knew it and developed an imaginative style 
of “handling power”. Chancellors are therefore also the main coordinators of 
politics.

The difference between such populist charisma and its analog in non- 
democratic or semidemocratic countries is the fact that chancellors have to 
stand for regular elections and that there is strong party control. The chance 
to become a “charismatic loser” is not small. The German chancellor is not 
limited to two terms of office as is the American president; Adenauer could 
stand in 1949, 1953, 1957, and 1961, but even he finally was defeated. Given 
the volatility of the voters, chancellors are not very likely to last more than 
two parliaments; their parties are compelled to look for successors or lose 
access to office.

Mass societies have their own exigencies supporting populist charisma. 
This would have to be addressed in the (hypothetically assumed) case of citi
zens democracy, but the lack of party control would be obvious. E contrario 
we have to argue accordingly that in the FRG there is now a balance between 
the populist charismatic tendencies and party (representative) control. It is 
also likely that the growing participation and information of large parts of 
the electorate, the strong tendency for individualistic self-assurance, the crea
tion of the “new citizen” (Barnes, 1986) turn populist charisma into an office 
oriented leadership —provided the plebiscitary components of the constitu
tion are skillfully strengthened.

The FRG has a chance to achieve the political configuration which the 
(unsuccessful) revolution of 1848 was hoping for: a free citizens’, representa
tive, and federal democracy with freedom, equal chances, and solidarity. For 
the individual and in society, the road to the present living constitution with 
its deficiencies but also its potentialities was hard enough, and entailed enor
mous sacrifices. The lessons learned by the catastrophe of 1945 may have 
provided the basis for a “learning democracy” in the Federal Republic of 
Germany.
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“. . . the British Parliamentary system is ‘perfected’ party government.” (Sidney Low, 
1904:116)

“The limited role of party government in Britain is particularly striking . . .” (Richard 
Rose, 1969: 443).

I. Introduction

Party government in Britain, usually dominated by a single-party executive 
with plebiscitary electoral authority, experienced new trends in the 1970s 
that, as will be seen below, run counter to normal expectations. The period

* I would like to thank Ute Bachmann for constant clarifying queries. I am also 
indebted to Richard Katz for his commentary on an earlier draft of this chapter.
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between 1974 and 1979 witnessed, to emphasize but a few unanticipated inci
dents, a hung Parliament, minority government twice, a decline of party 
discipline in the House of Commons, increasing electoral volatility and the 
rise of third parties. To what extent, if at all, do those exceptional events 
challenge British conventions of party government? In suggesting an answer, 
this contribution sets out to assess the present state of party government in 
Britain in terms of Richard Katz’ paradigm outlined in the first volume of 
the “Future of Party Government” project (Katz, 1986; Wildenmann, 1981, 
1986).

The chapter is divided into four parts. In the first section, the degree of 
“partyness” of British government in Katz’ sense will be analyzed. Here, the 
empirical evidence will be reviewed using the notions set forth in the earlier 
contributions to the project. The second section shows how in Britain a 
fortuitous yet ingenious symbiosis existed between the legitimating norm of 
strong single-party government and the precarious reality of all-party 
bargaining with interest groups in a system of pluralistic conciliation, perhaps 
best labelled corporate pluralism (Rokkan, 1966) rather than a fully-fledged 
corporatism. Proceeding from the breakdown of “corporate bias” 
(Middlemas, 1979: 371 ff.) in 1970, the third section will focus on the decline 
of disciplined party government. In view of these novel developments 
between 1974 and 1979 which did not conform to the expectations of strong 
party government, the question arises: Were they just one of those hiccups 
that have beset the system of disciplined party government alternating 
between two major parties in the past? Or are they an expression of a far- 
reaching change of the conditions of party government as we have known it 
in Britain? In consequence, section four will try to put forward, in a rather 
speculative rondo, some conjectures, in Sjoblom’s (1986) sense, about the 
future of party government in Westminster.

II. The State of British Party Government Revisited

A moment’s reflection and a glimpse at the literature will reveal that there is 
no universally accepted definition of party government. Furthermore, when 
party government first emerged in Britain, it was largely misapprehended 
and, in Sartori’s phrase, occurred “within the mental fog of practical experi
ence, out of the force of facts far more than out of the foresight, let alone the 
design, of ideas” (Sartori, 1976: 23). Nevertheless, the rationale for party 
government is to link electors and governments, a requirement that became 
the more compelling the more the franchise was extended to broad segments 
of the population. But as for the precise nature of this linkage, there are 
widely diverging answers. Katz’ definition is broad enough to accommodate, 
among others, the two quite different notions of party government, to which 
British political parties, as well as political scientists, tend to adhere.
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A. A Note on the Analytical Framework
First, there is the Labour Party doctrine of party government based, at least 
in theory, on intraparty discussion and the ensuing manifesto. The party 
would then try to get an electoral mandate for the policies outlined in the 
manifesto, authorizing it to put into effect far-reaching changes spelled out in 
advance. Second, there is the Tory conception of party government. It 
supposes voters choose a team of political leaders based on a generalized 
sense of their fitness to govern. The leaders of the electorally successful party 
then have a mandate to formulate policies in light of their own assessment of 
the national interest. These doctrines are, of course, at loggerheads with each 
other. (For a summary of both versions see Beer, 1965: 79—102; Birch, 1979: 
114-122).

Katz’ conception bridges this schism by stipulating: “It is not necessary 
that parties compete on the basis of alternative policy proposals, but whatever 
policies are made must be made by individuals who owe their authority either 
directly or indirectly to the electoral success of their parties” (1986). Control 
may be prospective or retrospective, and Tory or Labour Party doctrines are 
but sub-types of party government. The present chapter therefore will forego 
extended discussions of rival doctrines of party government, and confine 
itself in this first section to an empirical assessment of the extent to which 
party government in Britain meets Katz5 criteria.

Katz (1986: 42 — 44) defines “partyness of government” in terms of three 
variables which, in accordance with Fiorina (this volume), I will further 
subdivide into five. These are:
1. The degree to which decisions are made by elected party officials or by 

those under their control.
2 a. The degree to which policy is decided within parties which
2 b. then act cohesively to enact it.
3 a. The degree to which officials are recruited and 
3 b. held responsible through party.
It is important to note that conditions 3a and 3b, recruitment and responsib
ility of officials through party, are meant to apply to appointed policy
makers, e.g., bureaucrats, as well as to those elected. In assessing the degree 
of “partyness” of British government, we will proceed in the following order: 
conditions 3 a, 3 b, 1, 2 a, 2 b.

B. “Perfected” Party Government in Terms of Recruitment
The Westminster-type of party government as commonly understood consists 
of two parties in an adversary House of Commons dominated and controlled 
by an executive formed from the party which holds a majority of the seats. 
“In the absence of any judicial power to void Acts of Parliament as unconsti
tutional, the victorious party dominates legislature, executive and courts. The
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restraints upon the party in power come from commitments by previous 
governments, from actions by those outside Whitehall and from the limita
tions of the economic and political environment” (Rose, 1976: XXV).

Although there is a duopoly of parties, the plebiscitary electoral contest 
leaves no executive and legislative powers to Her Majesty’s Opposition 
(Finer, 1980: 9 f). It may, however, reasonably hope to get a majority of seats 
at a future election, enabling it to take in its turn the reins of office. Thus, the 
British system of government meets the standard that, “Party government is 
fully developed where not only do parties compete for the electors’ votes, but 
also where elections decide the next government in a virtually plebiscitary 
manner” (Wildenmann, 1986: 7).

Table 1. Party in Government — Votes and Seats

% electorate % vote % seats1

1945 LAB 36 48 61
1950 LAB 40 46 50
1951 CO N 40 48 51
1955 CO N 38 50 55
1959 CO N 39 49 58
1964 LAB 34 44 50
1966 LAB 36 48 58
1970 CO N 33 46 52
1974 Febr. LAB 29 37 47
1974 Oct. LAB 29 39 50
1979 CO N 33 44 53
1983 C O N 31 42 61

1 percentages are rounded.

Source: Butler and Sloman (1980)
Times Guide to the House of Commons

Britain is unique in Europe in that a general election determines which party 
shall form the government without resort to inter-party coalition bargaining 
(Finer, 1980: 10). Furthermore, the idea of the electorate “turning out” the 
government is a distinctly Anglo-American notion, since throughout the 
universe of Western nations, there is a less than one-in-four chance of parties 
in government being dismissed in consequence of a general election result 
(Rose and Mackie, 1982: table 8). Since membership in one of the Houses of 
Parliament is required for taking executive office, the fusion of Government 
and the majority of the Legislature is complete. This stands in marked 
contrast to presidential (United States), semi-presidential (Fifth French 
Republic), or authoritarian regimes (Imperial Germany) where acceptance of 
Cabinet office was and is incompatible with, and results in resignation of, a 
parliamentary seat.
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If one focuses exclusively on elected officials, British government must be 
assigned a very high score on variable 3 a. So much so that the British system 
can be said to be “perfected” party government as Low noted as early as 1904 
(Low, 1904: 116). But once in office, ministers are denied access to the 
papers of the outgoing government by permanently appointed officials. To be 
sure, elections decide who shall form the government, but doubts have arisen 
about the extent to which a government’s freedom of action is limited by the 
non-partisan civil service — a question to be dealt with under variable 3 b, 
which includes the degree to which appointed officials are in fact held 
responsible through party.

In the following paragraphs, the recruitment of national political leaders 
and the Whitehall civil service will be analyzed in turn. Concerning political 
leaders, Samuel Finer’s summary is hard to improve on: “There are precious 
few independent candidates, and even fewer have ever been elected. M.P.s are 
therefore party M.P.s, and governments are drawn exclusively from the parli
amentary parties . . .  At rare intervals a handful of important individuals like 
Ernest Bevin, Lord Woolton, or Frank Cousins have been brought into 
government from the outside. Then they have either been given a peerage to 
enable them to sit in the House of Lords or, if their post required that they 
answer to the Commons, some safe constituency has been found for them. 
The incumbent M.P. has been persuaded to resign in return for some other 
honorable post, and the outsider has been incorporated into the party 
system.” (1980: 168).

Party control of political careers starts with candidate selection at the 
constituency level. The party leadership has no equivalent of the hold over a 
slate of candidates given by, for example, the West German systems of 
proportional representation with slates arranged according to Landeslisten. 
The law does not even know political parties. On the ballot paper, there 
simply stand individuals, each requiring the support of only ten local citizens 
to be nominated. Parliament did not agree with the Home Secretary’s 
1968 — 69 proposal to allow party labels to be printed on ballot papers; candi
dates were only given permission to add any slogan of their choice after their 
names, provided it did not exceed six words, including a great many eccentric 
ones such as “Liberal dog lover” or “Anti Common Market on any terms” 
(Birch, 1980: 73 f.). But even so, there is, as numerous examples show, the 
strong convention of constituencies voting for the candidate endorsed by the 
national party head office and not for the local private member (Birch, 1980: 
133-138).

The choice of candidates rests with the local parties and they cannot be 
forced to accept someone they do not like. But the national party leadership 
also is involved, with the right to veto the selection of applicants it considers 
undesirable. “Taken together, local government, the trade unions and the 
political families produce between 45 and 55 per cent of British M.P.s. The 
remainder cannot easily be ‘typed’. They first make their appearance on the
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political scene when they apply for inclusion in the parliamentary panel of 
one of the three main parties, or when they apply directly as ‘self-starters'” 
(Birch 1980: 133). But there is no way for them to be elected unless they are 
endorsed by one of the political parties.

Once elected, M.P.s are requested to observe party discipline and to 
sustain a government in office by voting for it in the division lobbies. (The 
trend towards, as well as the reasons for, a weakening of party discipline in 
the 1970s will be discussed in section 3.3.). The House of Commons may, by 
a motion of no-confidence, vote a government out of office, but any such 
move, if successful, does not lead per se to a change of government. Rather 
the Premier can deploy the royal prerogative of dissolution. Callaghan's fall 
from office on a censure vote in 1979 was the first successful use of this 
device since 1924. The party in Parliament elects the Prime Minister desig
nate who is endorsed by the electorate and thus returns with strong overtones 
of plebiscitary-charismatic authority. This rule held for both parties between 
1966, when the Conservatives changed the method of choosing their leader 
to election by ballot of the parliamentary party rather than “emergence” from 
a network of informal consultations behind closed doors, and 1981, when the 
Labour Party introduced an extra-parliamentary electoral college in which 
the parliamentary party was reduced to 30 % of the votes, with 30 % for the 
constituency parties and 40 % for electors named by trade unions affiliated 
with the party.

Because a Prime Minister designate can be dismissed by the party in Par
liament or the electoral college that has chosen him or her, as Edward Heath 
was ousted by the election of Margaret Thatcher as Leader of the Opposition 
in 1975, “a Prime Minister is much more bound to the party and must be 
much more loyal to it than is an American or French equivalent. As long as 
the Prime Minister can dominate the party in fact as well as name, then his or 
her position is secure. Doing this is a continuing and imperative task . . .  A 
Prime Minister need have little concern about losing votes on legislation in 
the House of Commons. Unlike votes in the U.S. House of Representatives, 
votes in the Commons can usually be taken for granted. Managing Parlia
ment is not so much a matter of legislation as it is a party task. It means main
taining good relations with backbenchers whose confidence is important for 
the Prime Minister's successful presentation of self” (Rose, 1980 b: 47—48). 
It is the dependence of the chief executive on election by his party that effec
tively militates against whatever presidential features there may be in the 
Prime Minister's power.

One resource for party management is the Prime Minister's undiluted 
right to appoint about a third of his party's M.P.s to paid posts as Secretaries 
of State, Ministers of State, and Parliamentary Secretaries. In the Thatcher 
government of May 1979, the total number of ministers was ninety-nine 
(Punnett, 1979: table XXIII, 197), to which one must add the unpaid Parlia
mentary Private Secretaries. Altogether, the total number of government
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appointees in the Commons, whether or not on the payroll, has risen from 42 
in 1900 to 119 in 1974 (Rose, 1976: table 14.1, 360). Edward Heath gave 
paid posts to 21 % of those in receipt of the Conservative whip in the 
Commons in 1970 (Rose, 1976: 359).

Although there are in recent years signs of backbench members playing a 
"less tame and minor role” (Norton, 1981: 219 — 234), they are expected to 
support the government in the division lobbies. Given that so many M.P.s are 
members of Her Majesty’s Government and, further, that the Cabinet 
controls the time-table of the House and the initiative of legislation, the 
complete fusion of the executive and legislative powers is felt to be the "effi
cient secret” of the British Constitution (Bagehot).

Despite Cabinet control over the House, backbench members are not just 
lobby fodder. The whips constantly take the pulse of the party by sounding 
out members. Furthermore, the government’s standing in public opinion can 
be damaged by continuous backbench rebellions, i. e., the widely publicized 
event of government backbenchers going through the Opposition lobby. In 
the final event, a new leader could be elected against a Prime Minister unpop
ular with his own parliamentary party. What is even more important: ". . . in 
considering the view that the Cabinet has ‘usurped’ Parliament’s position as 
the centre of political power it should be remembered that Cabinet ministers 
are themselves Parliament men, whose careers have been established over 
many years of activity in the Commons” (Birch, 1980: 148). In the period 
since 1867, membership in the Cabinet has been attained on the average only 
about fourteen years after entry into Parliament (Birch, 1980: 147 f.; Rose, 
1976: 363). With the number of Cabinet members to be taken from the Lords 
limited by law, the House of Commons serves as the training ground for poli
tical leaders. There is hardly another way to the top but through an appren
ticeship in the Commons dominated by party discipline. Thus, in terms of 
recruitment of elected officials, British government is "perfected” party 
government indeed.

Progressing from the recruitment of elected officials to that of appointed 
ones, i.e., the senior civil service, there is no element of party whatsoever. 
Britain is strict in disallowing political activity of civil servants (including 
letters to newspapers) as well as excluding party patronage for appointments 
to the senior civil service. There is a divorce of politics from administration. 
The separation of the party in government and the senior civil service stands 
in marked contrast to the West German “party state” (Dyson, 1977; 1982), 
for example. In Britain, civil servants are barred by law from standing for 
Parliament. The convention for party and parliamentary control of bureauc
rats is that they are answerable to ministers who in turn are held responsible 
through Parliament. Therefore a score for the likely degree of “partyness” of 
civil servants can only be entered after discussion of variable 3 b in section 
II.C. Nevertheless, a brief outline of recruitment patterns to the senior ranks 
of the Whitehall civil service is appropriate here.
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The senior civil service is closed to political appointees and recruited 
through an independent commission. In contrast to most other countries, 
where professional administrative skills or a degree in law is a precondition 
for becoming a senior civil servant, in Britain applicants for the highly 
competetive examination are mainly taken from students holding first-class 
or upper second honours degrees in classics or history. In 1964, there were 
eighty-eight vacancies in the administrative (senior) class of the Whitehall 
civil service for which 835 candidates applied, but only forty-eight appoint
ments were made (Birch, 1980: 168 f.). Given this highly selective method of 
recruitment based on a preference for a broad general education and a slight 
suspicion of the specialist, there is no reason for surprise that the “Oxbridge 
classicist” between 1948 and 1956 formed 78 %, and between 1957 and 1963 
85 %, of recruits to the senior rank of assistant principal (Madgwick, 1979: 
120).

While this pattern does not apply with the same force to the senior civil 
service at the Scottish Office (Kellas, 1982: 67), for England at large the 
following verdict still holds: “Most of the senior civil servants, many of the 
top men in industry and finance and the professions share the background 
and the values of the political leaders; they communicate through a handful 
of quality media — The Times, The Economist, the BBC — which, at the 
higher reaches are also staffed by men largely like themselves. This does not 
mean that they are necessarily out of touch with the opinions of ordinary 
people: it does mean that they are a socially and intellectually unrepresenta
tive, and relatively homogeneous, group. The similarity of background is 
largely provided by the equally elitist British educational system; in so far as 
this system is changing it could well lead to a fragmentation of the political 
elite, but it will clearly be some time before such a development can have a 
noticeable impact” (Pulzer 1975: 156 f.).

Even if party patronage for appointment to the public service is fore
closed, the so-called “Quango-Explosion” (Holland and Fallon, 1978) has 
opened up a new field of political patronage in the quasi-public service.

“Side by side with the regular civil service departments has mushroomed a 
great cloud of organizations, the appointments to which are the personal gift 
of ministers. Some appointments are paid; others are entitled only to recover 
out-of-pocket expenses plus, perhaps, per diems; some are full-time and some 
are part-time. These bodies are known as Quangos, from the original name, 
quasi-nongovernmental organizations. This is now taken to mean quasi
national-governmental organizations. Whereas one hundred years or so ago, 
the radical John Bright described the British Foreign Office as a ‘gigantic 
system of outdoor relief for the aristocratic classes’, the Quangos are a 
gigantic system of outdoor relief for party hacks — of both parties to be sure, 
but positively including one’s own” (Finer, 1980: 158).

The quasi-public agencies range from the Arts Council or the University 
Grants Committee to the boards of nationalized industries down “to lowly



126 Herbert Döring

ones such as the Dental Estimates Board or the China Clay Council” (Finer, 
1980: 159). As definitions of a “Quango” vary, the list of such bodies varies 
between 295 and 800 — 900, but from parliamentary questions it appears that 
seventeen ministers dispose of 8,411 paid jobs and nearly 25,000 unpaid ones 
(Finer, 1980: 158 — 159). They tend to be divided between party men and 
serving civil servants. In the final analysis, Samuel Finer arrived at this 
verdict: “The significance of the development of the Quangos is not, then, 
that it has given political direction to an important part of the public service, 
but that it provides party leaders with a new means to reward the party 
faithful or to provide a fat retirement cushion for those who have served it 
well in the past.” (Finer 1980: 161)

In conclusion, while British government is “perfected” party government 
in terms of recruitment of elected officials, any such contention cannot, in 
terms of appointed officials, be based on their recruitment, but only on the 
possibility of their being called to account, after the event, by party. It is 
therefore to an assessment of variable 3 b, the responsibility of officials 
through party, that we now turn.

C. The Responsibility of Officials Through Party
As in the previous section, analysis will have to be subdivided between elected 
and permanently appointed officials. For the former, i.e. ministers, the 
conventions of collective as well as individual ministerial responsibility apply. 
“The accountability of the Government is said to be ensured by two constitu
tional conventions: the convention that ministers are collectively responsible 
to Parliament for the policy of the Government as a whole and the conven
tion that each minister is individually responsible to Parliament for the work 
of his department” (Birch, 1980: 196). The same author hastens to add, 
however, that there is a degree of unreality about this constitutional theory, 
given that nearly 100 Members of Parliament are Members of the Govern
ment and more than 200 other M.P.s are loyal supporters of the Government. 
As a general rule, governments in the twentieth century are defeated not by 
Parliament but by the electorate. Nevertheless, the doctrine of collective 
responsibility, in inducing the governing party to act cohesively, clearly does 
the “party governmentness” of the British Cabinet no harm. It may be noted 
in passing that the convention of resignation of Cabinet upon defeat on an 
important Bill no longer holds. The Callaghan Government was in 1977 and 
1978 defeated on a number of important legislative proposals (Butler and 
Sloman, 1980: 175 f), but instead of resigning, it put the question of confi
dence to the House the next day. It won, however, without trying to retrieve 
the contentious Bills.

The convention of collective ministerial responsibility has on occasion 
been suspended by the Prime Minister, if only to preserve the unity of the 
governing party, as by Harold Wilson in 1974 over the issue of renegotiation
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of Britain's entry into the European Communities (Norton, 1982: 65). This 
reflects the pragmatic English way of putting utmost emphasis on collective 
responsibility while tolerating exceptions (Le May, 1979: 107).

In conjunction with the Prime Minister’s undisputed right to appoint, 
dismiss, and reshuffle ministers, the doctrine of collective responsibility is, in 
the hands of a strong Prime Minister, a powerful device to enforce cohesive
ness of a party divided into factions. For the convention holds — and be it 
only in terms of one of de la Rochefoucauld’s maxims most frequently 
quoted in the affirmative by the Puritan British culture: “L’hypocrisie est un 
hommage que le vice rend a la vertu.” Thus, there is hardly any virtue other 
than party government thinkable in a country that enjoys “sportsmanship” 
and theatrical performance.

As for individual responsibility of ministers, Samuel Finer has traced only 
sixteen cases of a minister resigning as the result of parliamentary criticism of 
his department between 1855 (when the first case occurred) and 1955. Since 
there were no cases between 1955 and 1979, this makes sixteen cases in 124 
years (Birch, 1980, 200). This is not to say that things did not go wrong. It 
rather implies that the convention of individual ministerial responsibility is a 
weak one (Norton, 1981: 150). Ironically, it was the very rise of party 
government and parliamentary party cohesion which ensured that no minister 
was likely to be censured by the House nor a Government with an overall 
majority turned out on a vote of no confidence. The elective function of 
Parliament has been transferred to the electorate.

No matter how often the conventions of collective and individual ministe
rial responsibility may be violated in practice, they are not useless. Insistence 
that it is the minister, and the minister exclusively, who is responsible to Par
liament for all actions of his department entails two opposite effects: “The 
positive aspect of this is that Members of Parliament wishing to query the 
actions of a department, either privately or publicly, know that there is one 
man who cannot evade the duty of answering their questions. The negative 
aspect is that it protects the anonymity of civil servants and shields them from 
political controversy” (Birch, 1980: 199). We therefore must now turn to the 
degree of responsibility of permanent officials to or through the party in 
power. This question opens up a contentious matter where empirical evidence 
is rather sparse.

As pinpointed by Giorgio Freddi (1986), even very recent and sophisti
cated works on government implicitly tend to accept the normative notion 
that, “bureaucracies are relatively docile instruments: what really matters is 
aggregation and policy formulation.” This is, indeed, the British “civil service 
myth”. Generally speaking, such an arrangement could, but not necessarily 
should, act as a camouflage, in that administrators may operate “from behind 
a dignified screen of partisan politicians, nominally acting as the government” 
(Rose, 1969: 441). In Max Weber’s terminology, there is the ever-present 
danger of usurpation of power by the Verwaltungsstab (administrative staff)



128 H erbert Döring

over the politische Leitung von Verbanden (the incumbency of the highest 
executive offices of a regime).

That ministers are party appointees, and civil servants are not, has led to a 
false dichotomy between the study of politicians and the study of civil 
servants (Rose, 1976: 418). Higher civil servants are, as already mentioned, 
not permitted to engage in party activity, nor may they stand for Parliament 
unless they resign from the service. “In practice there is almost no inter
change between the civil service and Parliament, unlike many European 
countries, such as France and West Germany, where a high proportion of 
legislators are former civil servants” (Finer, 1980: 151). Permanent officials 
may operate freely in a day-to-day manner while remaining ultimately 
answerable to ministers. Under the convention of ministerial responsibility, 
all officials within a Department are accountable to the Minister (or rather to 
the Permanent Secretary, and through him to the Minister), and only 
through the Minister can the House question what is going on within his 
Department (Norton, 1981: 154).

Under the notion of party government cum civil service neutrality, Minis
ters, held responsible through a party and, ultimately, by the electorate, 
determine policies, while their officials advise them and ensure that their 
decisions are carried out. In practice it is not as simple as that. For one thing, 
in 1900 there were 50,000 civil servants controlled by about 60 ministers 
(cabinet and junior). Today there are some 500,000 civil servants with just 
over 100 ministers (Norton, 1982: 58). Even if one takes into account only 
the 850 top-ranking civil servants (those with the permanent status of under
secretary or above), the ratio remains at an unfavorable 1:8.5. The intro
duction of 38 special advisers between 1974 and 1979, who enjoyed fixed- 
term tenure together with their Ministers, did not redress the balance (see 
below).

An obvious hindrance to effective control of departments by Ministers is 
frequent changes of ministerial office. It is not only that Ministers come and 
go with a general election. What is more, as a corollary to government by 
amateurs, Ministers are, by convention, deemed to be “generalists”, and 
frequently are posted by the Prime Minister from one department to another 
during the lifetime of a cabinet. “Most ministers have little time to familiarize 
themselves with their department before they are moved to another one. In 
1945—1951, the average tenure of a minister in one department was two 
years” (Finer 1980: 152). Civil servants cannot be appointed or moved by the 
Minister. Authority to appoint, dismiss, or change a permanent secretary lies 
with the head of the civil service, a career civil servant, usually the Secretary 
of the Cabinet Office. “In practice all such decisions are taken with the 
concurrence of the Prime Minister; hence when a minister wants to change 
his permanent secretary he may do so, but only with the agreement of the 
Prime Minister. The matter goes farther, however, for he cannot change a
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more junior official unless his permanent secretary agrees” (Finer, 1980: 
155).

Another aspect likely to hinder permanent officials’ responsibility through 
party is Whitehall concern with secrecy. To an extent unique among western 
democracies, Britain shields the names and documents of officials from 
outside scrutiny (Leigh, 1980). By convention, the number of Cabinet 
committees, who sits on them, and what they are considering are closely 
guarded secrets. The Official Secrets Act covers most documents, whether 
sensitive or not; in the classic words of a former director of MI5, “It is an 
official secret if it is in an official file” (Leys, 1983: 250).

Secrecy is enforced by the Courts not so much against journalists as 
against junior civil servants leaking information to the press. Ironically, this 
state of affairs is justified by the very convention of British party government, 
i. e., the doctrine of ministerial responsibility to Parliament. Thus, the 
convention is “that ministers are responsible for policy, and that public 
knowledge of how they make policy, including the information and advice 
tendered by civil servants, would undermine their responsibility on which the 
constitution rests” (Leys, 1983: 249). Endeavors to pass a Freedom of Infor
mation Act relaxing Whitehall’s obsession with secrecy have failed so far 
(Norton, 1982:93).

Criticism of the position of the civil service is most marked among Labour 
ex-ministers. Frustrated by their experience in office, a number of them have 
argued that the civil service, rather than the incumbents in the highest formal 
offices of government, are the genuine center of power, effectively blocking 
any policies designed to change the status quo (For a summary, see Norton, 
1982: 82 f), but they have not been alone in expressing their doubts about 
ministerial control of permanent officials. “Journalists, such as Chapman 
Pincher, academics on the political right such as Sir Max (now Lord) Beloff, 
and Conservatives such as Sir Ian Gilmour and even Mrs. Thatcher herself 
have given voice to critical views” (Norton, 1982: 83).

Two devices have been tried to remedy this state of affairs: the appoint
ment on partisan lines of special advisers by the 1974—1979 Labour govern
ment, and the establishment of departmental watchdog committees in 1979 
by a crossparty majority of backbenchers. Each will be discussed briefly. 
Prime Minister Wilson in 1974 authorized Cabinet Ministers to appoint their 
own special advisers, limited to two for each department, for a fixed-term 
tenure of five years (provided the Minister stayed in office). Their small 
number (38 vis-à-vis 850 top-ranking permanent officials) contributed, 
together with their uncertain status, to frustration, vividly expressed in their 
memoirs (For an assessment, see Rose, 1980b: 45). In fiction, representing 
political satire at its best, the failure of special advisers has been put into a 
series of delightful sketches by playwrights Jonathan Lynn and Anthony Jay 
(1981). In fact, observers are agreed that the special advisers had little, if any, 
impact on the “machinery of government” (Finer, 1980: 153 f; Rose, 1980 b:
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45). The experiment was abolished by the Conservatives, who set their face 
against a politicization of the civil service.

Turning to departmental watchdog committees, it must be recalled that, in 
contrast to most other Western democracies, to have select committees moni
toring each department represents a major break with the past. Down to 
1964, there were only four specialized committees. Second and third readings 
of bills took place in general committees or in Committee of the Whole 
House. As backbench M.P.s on both sides of the House became frustrated at 
their apparent inability to penetrate the veil of ministerial secrecy, a number 
of specialized committees were set up, but they have in Samuel Finer’s 
verdict, “at best been all bark and no bite”. For example, in 1971 —1977, 
eighty-three select committee reports were published, only forty-four debates 
took place, and only eleven of these were pressed to a floor vote (Finer, 1980: 
155 f).

During the 1979/80 session of Parliament, however, fourteen depart
mental committees were set up for the length of Parliament as a result of 
backbench Members’ pressure and against a reluctant Government 
(Walkland, 1981). They were given wide terms of reference “to examine the 
expenditure, administration and policy of the principle government depart
ments . . . and associated public bodies” (Coombes, 1982: 173). Characteristi
cally, however, they were not given legal powers to compel the attendance of 
ministers, nor to force the surrender of official papers and documents. In 
fact, a memorandum “leaked” from the Civil Service Department “revealed 
that officials giving evidence to the new committees have been warned to 
avoid giving certain categories of information.” The liaison committee 
chairmen decided to pocket the insult and not to make a major issue of this 
aspect of the committees’ relationship with the Executive (Coombes, 1982: 
176).

Ironically, it is, again, the very notion of party government to which 
British politicians adhere that prevents effective control of the Executive by 
the House. A select committee, where party discipline is not enforced, 
conventionally produces a unanimous report representing the opinion of the 
House as a legislature in contradistinction to the Executive (Finer, 1980: 
155). Select committees, thus, are likely to strengthen the House or in parti
cular, backbenchers against the Government. There is a fundamental doubt 
whether the House of Commons can or should devote its time and energy to 
specialized, non-partisan activity of this kind (Coombes, 1982: 176). Select 
committees are so marginal because both Government and Opposition see the 
House as an adversarial battleground.

Increased power of such departmental watchdog committees need not 
strengthen party government, i. e., party control of the Executive. To the 
contrary, it could lead to “. . . the exact opposite and this is precisely why the 
scheme was rejected so passionately by Michael Foot, the leader of the House 
and leftist deputy leader to the party. In his view, since the select committees
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conventionally arrive at unanimous or consensual reports, then the scheme 
would result in ‘consensus politics' which, as a self-confessed leftist, he 
rejected” (Finer, 1980: 157). While it is still too early to assess the impact of 
the new select committee structure, it is pertinent to recall research into 
Congressional decision-making and control over bureaucratic agencies, for 
as Fiorina points out in his contribution to this volume, those are in fact 
responsible to the insular interests of Congressional committees and sub
committees unrepresentative of the full chamber.

From the preceding analysis of variable 3 b, i.e., the degree to which both 
elected and appointed officials are in fact, as opposed to doctrine and 
convention, held responsible through party, only a pass mark at best can be 
assigned. There is much inconclusive evidence, though, so that there is room 
for further research. For the time being, it can fairly be summarized with 
Middlemas: “If the history of government departments in the inter-war years 
is fragmentary (apart from the dense, official war histories), after 1945 it is 
non-existent. To ask whether the charges against the bureaucracy made in 
the 1968 Fulton Report on the Civil Service were accurate at the time, or 
whether they still stand, is the unfulfilled duty of Parliamentary committees 
for which the often misconceived diatribes in Ministers' posthumously 
published diaries are a poor substitute” (Middlemas, 1979: 390). Neverthe
less, based on the available scattered and impressionistic evidence, a fairly low 
mark of variable 3 b is warranted.

This inconclusive verdict is carried over automatically to variable 1, i.e., 
the degree to which decisions are made by party officials or those under their 
control. Inevitably, there are numerous examples for and against. For 
example, “Tony Benn and Joe Haines, among others, have given examples of 
cases where officials have sought to use that position to achieve a particular 
outcome. Mr. Benn, in particular, complained of officials keeping from him 
information which he should have been given. For example, as Energy Secre
tary he had not been told that the Atomic Energy Authority knew there had 
been a major nuclear disaster in the Soviet Union in the 1950s, nor had he 
been told about the hijacking of a shipload of uranium which had taken place 
in 1968 or about leaks of toxic waste material at the Windscale processing 
plant” (Norton, 1982: 87). On the other hand, “. . . civil servants spend much 
time analyzing election manifestos and feel bound to try to find ways of 
helping ministers to carry out manifesto promises” (Norton, 1982: 89). Thus, 
with the evidence inconclusive, we must conclude that, while the convention 
of control of officials rules supreme, it can in practice be assigned no more 
than a pass mark.

D. Constraints on Policy Making by Parties
For Katz’ criteria 2 a and 2 b to be met it is not necessary that policies be 
formulated in advance let alone that they originate from within the party. It is 
important that whatever policy is, from whereever, adopted be made by



132 H erbert Döring

elected officials “along party lines, so that each party may be held collectively 
accountable for ‘its’ position” (Katz, 1986: 43). In fact, in a down-to-earth 
response to the APSA’s 1952 committee report, David Butler dismissed as 
“American Myths about British Parties” (1959) the contention that British 
parties put forward internally consistent and clearly distinguishable programs 
arrived at in each party by intra-party discussion and that they, thus, 
presented the voter with a clear choice. Rose assigned a low mark to British 
government in terms of his yardstick, that “parties must formulate policy 
intentions for enactment once in office” (1976: 372 —375). British political 
parties, as parties elsewhere, tend to play down most policies before elections, 
while emphasizing selected issues. Similarly, Birch concluded from an anal
ysis covering the twentieth century, that the Labour party doctrine of the 
electoral mandate based on a manifesto arrived at in intra-party discussion 
and then put to the electoral contest was of a little help in explaining party 
government in Britain (Birch, 1979: 130).

If, however, the parties do put forward clear policies at elections, they 
then tend to act cohesively to enact them. Contrary to what recent complaints 
(Finer, 1975) about the dogfight of “adversary politics” and “manifesto 
moonshine” assume, Richard Rose proved, by a quantitative analysis of mani
festo pledges between 1970 and 1979, that “the great bulk of the manifesto 
commitments of both parties — up to 90 °/o in the Conservative case and up 
to 73 % in the case of Labour — were in fact acted upon” (Rose, 1980a: 65). 
When parties were forced to make reversals on economic policy, they were 
coerced by circumstances beyond their control, such as the international 
monetary situation.

There is confidence among British voters that elections make governments 
“pay attention to what people think”; 72 % said so in 1963 and exactly the 
same proportion in 1969 (Finer, 1980: 175), but in recent years, there has 
been a growing awareness among voters about the limited range of what a 
government can do. Both parties were forced by the monetary and economic 
situation to embark on major policy reversals only two years after taking 
office. As a result of these turn-abouts, caused by “something stronger than 
parties” (Rose, 1980a: chapter 8), there is now a widespread feeling of both 
parties being incapable of solving the country’s economic ills, with the voters’ 
own party supposed to “be less unable” (Fiimmelweit et al., 1981: 117, 192). 
A weakening of previously strong party identification, to be discussed under 
section IV.A., can in no small part be attributed to the insight that there was 
“some/not much difference between the parties” (Crewe, Sarlvik, and Alt, 
1977: table 12, 159f.).

Policies are usually devised by the party leadership (Birch, 1980: 
115 — 124; Rose, 1976: chapter 8). To the extent that policy is decided by the 
Cabinet and supported by the parliamentary party, which can be held respon
sible in a forthcoming general election, Britain scores high on variable 2 a. 
But there are striking counter-examples of departmental policies made by
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civil servants and accepted by successive ministers who changed their minds 
on taking office. For example, the Home Office for many years convinced 
alternating governments that it would be wrong to abolish capital punishment 
(Birch, 1980: 164).

In a similar vein, a series of interviews with fifty present and past Cabinet 
ministers (Headley, 1974), revealed that ministers gave a low priority to 
policy initiatives. Nearly three-quarters emphasized the importance of 
defending the department in Cabinet and in Parliament (Rose, 1976: 366 f.). 
Much as this finding may contradict the conventional picture of a Cabinet 
minister as a policy initiator, it not only appears to be a realistic assessment, 
but it also accords with civil servants5 role perceptions as evinced by survey 
reseach. Thus, in Aberbach and Putnam’s sample, 87 % of the 123 top- 
ranking civil servants interviewed said they put emphasis on policy-making as 
their most important role focus, followed by the types of “broker55 (64 %) or 
“trustee” (58 %) (Aberbach et al., 1981, table 4.3: 97).

From the evidence, it again emerges that we cannot but enter a pass mark 
for British government fulfilling Katz5 condition 2 a, that policies must be 
made by parties. In conclusion, British party government scores high on 
variable 3 a, recruitment of elected officials through party, but on all other 
counts the available evidence, both of the kind called impressionistic as well 
as from the best possible quantitative data, renders a fairly inconclusive 
picture.

Hence, both epigraphs, chosen at the outset as contradictory to each 
other, appear to be vindicated. Britain can be said to be “perfected” party 
government in terms of recruitment. But relating to everything else, the 
limited role of party government in Britain is, beyond the appearances of the 
adversary game, quite striking. Put differently: “Parties are necessary and 
important in determining who governs, but it does not follow that they are 
equally important in determining what government does” (Rose, 1980 a: 10). 
In order to try to explain this apparent puzzle, section III will take up the 
contention that disciplined party government may have been reduced to a 
“dignified” part of the Constitution.

III. Legitimation by Party of Corporate Conciliation

With regard to the changing nature of party government since World War I, 
Keith Middlemas, among others, recently has come up with the diagnosis of 
“creeping corporatism” (1979: 450). Leading politicians were prepared to 
forego party principles as well as the institutional devices of party govern
ment for the sake of crisis avoidance. From this line of reasoning, the ques
tion arises: To what extent, if at all, have party government and, for that 
matter, Parliament been reduced to “dignified parts” of the Constitution, 
with a “corporate bias” of by-passing Parliament in tripartite decision
making grafted on to it as the “efficient part”?
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A. The Tacit Condominium of Corporate Interest Mediation Reconsidered
From the historical study by Middlemas (1979) as well as from the policy 
analysis by Richardson and Jordan (1979), one could jump to the conclusion 
that the traditional models of Cabinet and party government are but 
travesties covering a system of pluralistic-bureaucratic interaction by-passing 
Parliament. Controversial as the notion of neo-corporatism is for Western 
democracies at large, analysis of decision-making structures in Britain have 
been even more bedevilled by a peculiarity of the British Constitution, namely 
that it rests on “tacit understandings” which, according to Sidney Low, domi
nate constitutional thinking, even if the understandings themselves “are not 
always understood” (Low, quoted by Bogdanor, 1983: 7). It must be kept in 
mind that these trends are not confined to Britain, but are a general aspect of 
policy making in modern industrialized democracies, regardless of the form 
of government (Lehner, 1979: chapter 7).

According to Bagehot, the adaptable and elitist nature of British politics 
requires “dignified parts of government” to keep the masses from interfering 
with the “efficient government” of the few. (For a recent elucidation, see 
Daalder, 1982: 9). It is a habit of the British system to dignify ancient institu
tions that are left standing even if their function has changed or vanished. 
Thus, it is tempting to argue that the form of disciplined party government as 
it evolved after 1867 has been retained, while after the First World War the 
reality changed out of recognition.

In contrast to the cataclysms of a great many Continental states where, in 
the aftermath of the First World War, the newly-established parliamentary 
democracies collapsed, British government “gave way to, or actually encou
raged, corporate bias in order to overcome problems which the classical 
democratic system could not solve” (Middlemas, 1979: 382). The British poli
tical system accommodated a rising working-class by recognizing, in a grand 
design geared to the avoidance of crisis, both employers’ organizations and 
trade unions in “tripartite” arrangements with Government, not merely as 
pressure groups but as tacit “governing institutions”.

The amorphous corporate conciliation that came into being between 1916 
and 1926 has been an informal system based on consultation, committees, 
and “consensus in the nominal home of adversary politics”, the chamber of 
the House of Commons (Rose, 1980a: 75). As a matter of expediency rather 
than for premeditated reasons, government and opposition parties formed a 
tacit condominium to remove certain issues such as, for example, defence and 
the exchange rate from the competitive game by mutual consent (Middlemas, 
1979; Daalder, 1982: 31; Tivey, 1983). “Great areas of national policy 
tended to become the prerogative of ministers and civil servants, acting within 
the curtilage of ‘government’, rather than of political leaders and MPs in the 
House of Commons” (Middlemas, 1979: 309).

Clearly, it would be out of place to give here a detailed account of this 
system of corporate interest mediation. (For a recent assessment relating to
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Britain, see Coombes, 1982.) Nevertheless, its three dominant features should 
be illustrated briefly. These are: pressure groups working as “client groups” 
in close collaboration with the civil service; various “tripartite” bodies 
comprising trade unions and employers’ organizations under the chairman
ship of a Minister; and, quasi-autonomous public bodies to which govern
ment functions have been devolved by Parliament.

Birch (1980: 184 f.) provides a good example of the collaboration between 
ministries and their respective client group: “If no organization exists to 
represent an interest, the government department concerned may sponsor 
one: thus in 1956 the Forestry Commission stated that they were prepared to 
give a substantial sum to assist the establishment of a Woodland Owners’ 
Association to represent the interests of private owners; in 1959 a grant of 
thirty thousand pounds was included in the Commission’s estimates for this 
purpose (with the approval of the Treasury); and a few months later the new 
Association was reported to be urging the Government not to accept any 
large increase in timber imports from the Soviet Union.” Furthermore, each 
department entertains a special relationship with a number of interest groups 
forming a “policy community” in its field of activity (Richardson and Jordan, 
1979: 44, table 3.1) such as, for example, the Department of Health and 
Social Security with the British Medical Association (Eckstein, 1960).

As for the establishment of regular tripartite consideration, the best 
known forum is the National Economic Development Council (NEDC) 
together with its affiliated bureaucratic organization, the National Economic 
Development Office (NEDO) (Coombes, 1982: chapter 18). Voluntary as 
these consultative bodies are in theory, their practice had nevertheless “been 
extended into a ‘grey area’, in which what are, in effect, new forms of policy 
making and administration mingle uncertainly with traditional conventions” 
(Coombes, 1982: 79). Interestingly, NEDC provided a neutral meeting 
ground for talks between the Heath Government and the trade unions even 
at the height of controversy between 1970 and 1972, when outwardly the net
work of corporate interest mediation had broken down. Another example is 
the Manpower Services Commission taking charge, among other services, of 
the Job Creation Programme. The Commission is appointed by the Secretary 
of State for Employment to include three nominees each from the Confeder
ation of British Industry and the Trades Union Congress, two representatives 
of local authorities, and one from the education profession. It is given wide 
statutory discretion in the field of manpower policies but requested to obtain 
the Secretary of State’s approval for its plans (Coombes, 1982: 101 f.).

The third method of keeping sensitive conflicts out of party competition is 
the creation of quasi-autonomous bodies, subject to some kind of govern
ment supervision but free from day-to-day control by ministers, by Parlia
ment, and by the Treasury “The reasons why such separation is useful vary 
quite widely. It may be that a new organization is needed which can operate 
freely in a day-to-day manner (for example, in commercial areas) while
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remaining ultimately answerable to ministers. Or the issue concerned may be 
a sensitive one where the government does not wish to be seen as having a 
direct role: for example, in funding artistic activity, the government uses the 
intermediary of the Arts Council to avoid charges that it is creating a ‘state 
culture’. Or the policy task of the quango may simply be one for which 
standard civil service management or personnel are not appropriate (as in the 
case of the Atomic Energy Authority)” (Dunleavy and Rhodes, 1983: 110 f.). 
Furthermore, public agencies with a quasi-judicial function have been used 
extensively in British economic policy during the last twenty years (Coombes, 
1982: 63).

Concomitant to the multiple bargaining process outside Parliament, there 
was a general change in the nature of legislation towards “empowering 
public, and even private, bodies, to take discretionary decisions affecting the 
status and welfare of particular groups” (Coombes, 1982: 168). The relative 
unimportance of Parliament in this system of pluralistic-bureaucratic interac
tion in Britain is further highlighted by the fact that interest group officials, in 
contrast, for example, to the Verbandsinseln in the German Bundestag, hardly 
think it necessary to get elected to Parliament (Guttsmann, 1974: 100). Obvi
ously, there are better avenues to the corridors of power.

Has corporatist interest mediation been grafted onto party government, 
thus reducing the latter to a dignified part of the Constitution? Any attempt 
to resolve this question will have to take account of, first, the intermittent 
breakdown of “corporate bias” since 1970, and second, the strength of the 
belief in the exclusive legitimating role of party government.

B. “Corporate Bias” and the Legitimacy of Party Government
As for the latter question, Middlemas’ assessment can hardly be improved on: 
Tripartite interest mediation by-passing Parliament “. . . never acquired the 
patina of legitimacy which hallowed the ninetenth-century parliamentary 
constitution; no political economist provided it with the sort of justification 
Bagehot or Dicey had conferred on changes in the forms of party democracy 
after the 1860s. Prophets of corporatism, as it was understood in the 
inter-war years, were instead almost wholly discredited by the military 
extinction of Fascism in Germany and Italy in 1944 — 5, while corporate bias 
itself — though quite distinct — remained too politically embarrassing to be 
admitted publicly to an electorate schooled in nineteenth-century dogma by 
parliamentary and party ceremonial. It existed in the twilight, the dark side of 
the double standard of political morality known to consenting participants 
but publicly deprecated if not actually denied. Essential as triangular colla
boration of institutions had become to the growth of the state, its constitu
tional acceptance was therefore indefinitely postponed” (Middlemas, 1979: 
391).
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These “corporate underpinnings of the adversary game” (Dahrendorf, 
1982: 111) are held by Joseph A. Schumpeter to be desirable to keep party 
government afloat, rather than seen to be limiting it. In his view, one of the 
conditions for the success of the democratic method of alternating party 
government is a “limitation of the activities of the state” (1950). Quite simply: 
“Democracy does not require that every function of the state be subject to its 
political method.” Therefore, the competitors could agree to grant “a large 
measure of independence” to certain “political agencies . . .  in fact of a public 
nature”. This readiness to forego party principles is seen by Schumpeter as a 
corollary to government by amateurs or, for that matter, government by 
party, rather than by permanent officials (Brittan, 1977; Doring, 1983).

This is precisely how the matter has been treated by British political elites. 
“In practice, British governments have not gone to the lengths of giving 
tripartite arrangements any formal, constitutional status; their approach has 
been essentially pragmatic and has always sought to avoid any hint of change 
in the status of Parliament or the unique answerability of ministers to it. 
Tripartism has been presented as if it were no more than an extension of 
normal consultative arrangements, based on the Executive and therefore, 
conducted by ministers responsible to Parliament” (Coombes, 1982: 79). But 
it is not based on deception. Conflict management by multiple bargaining not 
only requires the acquiescence of the party possessing a majority in the 
House of Commons, but also works on the proviso that it is not legally 
binding and may be suspended by a return to the legitimate norm of unfet
tered rule by single-party government. Furthermore, attempts at corporate 
interest mediation in Britain have broken down not least due to the inability 
of the new barons of industry and Labour to strike bargains behind closed 
doors and then make them binding on the rank and file of trade unionists 
(Nuscheler, 1979: 515-17).

From the point of view of Katz5 conception of party government, the 
creation of specialist or corporatist boards is one of the “short run responses 
to political problems” deliberately chosen by party leaders (Katz, 1986: 64). 
The “partyness” of government will subsequently decline, and in the long run 
any such strategy would be to the detriment of party government (Katz, 
1986: 37). But whatever doubts may have been entertained about the persis
tence of party government, they have been alleviated by the speed with which 
single-party government reasserted itself in 1979 (Holmes, 1983: 210). Even 
the anti-corporatist Thatcher Government, significantly, did not dismantle 
the institutional apparatus of “corporate bias”, namely NEDC (Leys, 1983: 
279), and yet adversary party government, in order to push controversial 
policies through, has returned with a vengeance.

The Heath Government tried and failed between 1970 and 1974 to re
establish the primacy of party over tripartite institutions. The Conservative 
Government of 1970, which was elected by 46.4 % of those voting but, due 
to a low turnout, by only 33.4 % per cent of the electorate, was able to pass
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the Industrial Relations Act with its majority in the House of Commons. The 
trade unions wrecked it, simply by refusing to operate it, which prompted (in 
the wake of the miners’ strike and the three-day-week) the premature elec
tion of February 1974 which Heath lost in spite of his appeal to the country 
to decide “Who governs?”.

Peter Pulzer has argued that the outcome of the February 1974 election, 
which produced a hung parliament and a minority government, conformed to 
the logic of Britain’s ambiguous party government: “For a politically decisive 
answer to the question ‘Who governs Britain?’ would have damaged, if not 
broken, the de facto permanent coalition of the major producer groups that 
has been Britain’s other government since World War II. It would have 
exposed, irremediably, the contradictory expectations we have hitherto 
harboured of strong, single-party government and pluralistic conciliation” 
(Pulzer, 1975: 2). But this is precisely what happened in the following years, 
if only because the Callaghan Government tried, and failed again, to re
establish a “social contract” and subsequent “concordat” with the trade 
unions, giving them, to the exclusion of employers’ organizations, access to 
government proposals before they reached Cabinet. This fragile attempt at an 
incomes policy finally broke down during the notorious winter of discontent 
1978/79, when a wage limit of 5 % was imposed by a Labour government on 
the trade unions, while inflation ran at a higher level. Rank and file dissatis
faction prompted widespread industrial action and caused disruptions in the 
private and public sectors.

The Labour Government’s explicit appeal (and subsequent failure) to its 
ability to rule through bilateral, rather than tripartite, corporate conciliation 
made explicit what up to then had been based on tacit understanding. By thus 
letting in — to use Bagehot’s phrase — the daylight on mystery, it brought 
out the twilight of party government in Britain and prompted a return to the 
legitimate norm of party government. (For this argument, see Middlemas, 
1979: 427.) The doctrine of sovereignty of Parliament, no matter how 
avowed a fiction it may be (Le May, 1979: 19; Nuscheler, 1969: 97 f.), is 
accepted as legally enforceable by the Courts. It is also widely held to be legi
timate in such a way that any powers devolved by Parliament may subse
quently be withdrawn by a simple party majority of the Commons. Political 
debate in Britain — at least at the elite level — and in marked contrast to 
consociational experiences of Continental countries, has not, apart from a 
few academic exercises, defined corporatism “as an alternative to adversary 
politics, but rather treated it as a new football in a game played by the old 
rules” (Coombes, 1982: 156). Party government, to be sure, with corporate 
modifications, was not reduced to dignified trappings but remained the ulti
mate source of government formation and legitimation of authoritative deci
sions. But although party government has reasserted itself since 1979, it has 
done so from a weakened basis that throws, as mentioned in the introduction,
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some accepted understandings into doubt. It is to these new trends that the 
concluding section of this chapter now turns.

IV. The Decline of Disciplined Party Government in the 1970s

In spite of the first-past-the-post electoral system, the 1970s witnessed a hung 
Parliament in 1974, seven parties in the House of Commons, and minority 
government twice, with the nationalist anti-system parties holding the 
balance over the Callaghan government. Moreover, in February 1974, as in 
the general election of 1951, a party won more seats with fewer votes than its 
competitors. The following analysis will take up those recent trends. It will 
proceed from the electoral level to changes in the Labour Party’s internal 
constitution likely to render Robert McKenzie’s classic analysis obsolete. 
Also, a general weakening of backbench discipline across both major parties 
in the House of Commons will have to be put into perspective, as will the 
impact of supra-national integration, with the accession to the European 
Communities, and the re-assertion of the periphery in Britain.

A. Disenchantment Without Realignment: Electoral Volatility
Compared with the 1950s and 1960s, there is a considerable degree of dissat
isfaction with the two major parties as measured by three indicators: (a) 
approval of the Government’s record to date; (b) party identification; (c) the 
combined share of the vote. After 1966, when Britain’s relatively slow econ
omic growth turned into decline of the standard of living, approval of the 
Government’s record fell to a level considerably lower than in previous 
decades. This is shown in annual averages drawn by Finer (1980: 133) from 
the answers to regular Gallup questions put every month except during a 
general election. Finer supplements these annual averages with scattered 
survey evidence pinpointing the unpopularity of the two main parties (1980: 
129-32).

This trend accords with the erosion of the strength of party identification. 
No matter what the theoretical status of that variable is (Budge, Crewe, and 
Farlie, 1976), changes over time can, if and when the question is used in 
identical wording, not be dismissed as insignificant. If taken at face value, 
party identification in Britain remains relatively high.

As measured by the standard Michigan question, about 70 % still identify 
with the two major parties, but there was a virtual collapse after 1970 in the 
bracket of “very strong” party identification from an average of 40 % 
between 1950 and 1970 to 24%  in October 1974 and 19% in 1979 to 
recover slightly to 23 % in 1983 (Crewe, 1983 a: 189). The proportion with a 
“not very strong” identification almost doubled from an average of 10 % 
between 1950 and 1970 to 15 % in October 1974 and 19 % in 1979 (Crewe, 
1980: 392).
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This state of affairs is matched by the evidence of a shrinking of the 
combined share of the vote of the two major parties in general elections after 
1945.

1) t u r n o u t

Sources:Butler and Sloman (1980)
Times Guide to the House of Commons (1984)

Figure 1. Combined Share of Labour and Conservative Parties

Here, it is important to note that, if the two sets of data are seen together, 
overall identification with the two major parties — albeit on a weakened basis 
— remains at a higher level (76 % in 1979 and 70 % in 1983) than the 
percentage of the electorate that actually votes for them (61.4 % in 1979 and 
50.9 % in 1983 (Crewe, 1983 a: 189)). These figures are testimony, as Ivor
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Crewe aptly put it, to the “glacially slow rate at which a major party in 
Britain is finally abandoned by the electorate” (Crewe, 1981 a: 37).

The decrease in the combined share of the votes coincided with a steady 
rise in the popular vote of third parties such as the Liberal Party in Great 
Britain, Plaid Cymru in Wales and the Scottish National Party in Scotland.

Table 2. Liberals in the U.K. and Nationalists at the Periphery

Election Liberal % 
vote in 

the U.K.

Liberal 
seats won

SNP % 
vote in 

Scotland

SNP seats 
won

Plaid 
Cymru °/o 

vote in 
Wales

Plaid 
Cymru 

seats won

1945 9.0 12 1.2 0
1950 9.1 9 0.4 0
1951 2.5 6 0.3 0
1955 2.7 6 0.5 0
1959 5.9 6 0.8 0 5.2 0
1964 11.2 9 2.4 0 4.8 0
1966 8.5 12 5.0 0 4.3 0
1970 7.5 6 11.4 1 11.5 0
1974 Febr. 19.3 14 21.9 7 10.7 2
1974 Oct. 18.5 13 30.4 11 10.0 3
1979 13.8 11 17.3 2 8.1 2
1983 25.41 231 11.8 2 7.8 2

1 1983: Alliance of Liberals and Socials Democrats.
Source: Butler and Sloman (1980)

Times Guide into the House of Commons 
Nuffield election studies quoted by Ball (1981: 192) 
Kellas (1979: 99)

The multiplication of the popular vote for third parties which, despite the 
setback of 1979, is at a higher level than in previous decades, is likely to 
threaten the smooth working of the first-past-the-post electoral system. 
According to statistical analyses by Curtice and Steed (1982), it has lost some 
of its ability to provide the winning party with a safe parliamentary majority 
and to prevent a hung parliament.

In terms of electoral volatility, Britain has entered the league of Western 
European countries with increasingly volatile election outcomes (Pedersen, 
1982: fig. 2.4). Due to the uncertainties of the first-past-the-post electoral 
system, the outcome of a general election has become more unpredictable if 
there is a three-cornered contest, or, as in Scotland, even a four-cornered 
one, with a great number of floating voters. In view of the survey evidence 
summarized by Crewe, there can be no doubt: “. . . partisan dealignment in 
all its manifestations — a plummeting of party membership, a weakening of 
party identification, a wavering and prevarication among major party suppor-
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ters, negative voting, and a growing instability and unevenness of electoral 
change — have all occurred, indeed accelerated, over the past three decades” 
(1982:9).

But as the same author was able to show, this partisan dealignment has not 
been followed by a realignment of loyalties breaking the mold of the two- 
party systems. Thus, between 1958 and 1974, there have been three short
lived eruptions of support for the Liberal Party in the mid-term of an unpop
ular Conservative government (Crewe, 1982: tables 2 and 3). From Crewe’s 
scrutiny of the recent survey evidence, it emerged that the spectacular, if 
short-lived, support for the Liberal-Social Democratic Alliance 1981 — 82 is 
remarkably similar in nature to past support for the Liberals. Furthermore, 
the 1974 British Election Study panel data reveal that the Liberal Party was 
abandoned by 48 % of its February 1974 supporters (2.91 million) only eight 
months later in the second election of that year, while it attracted an addi
tional 2.19 million voters within the same brief interval (Alt, Crewe, and 
Sarlvik, 1977; Crewe, 1982: 13). Similarly, of those who switched to the 
Liberals in February 1974 and stayed with them in October, over half (57 °/o) 
had left five years later in the 1979 general election (Crewe, 1982: 12). Issue 
voting and disenchantment with the established parties are likely to make 
electoral volatility permanent features of British political life.

B. The Labour Party Doctrine of Party Government Put Into Practice
As disenchantment with the two major parties, mentioned in the previous 
paragraph, grew, there was in the late 1960s a mushrooming of voluntary 
organizations (community action groups) such as the Child Poverty Action 
Group or Shelter (Coxall, 1980: 101 f., 109; Cyr, 1980: 73 f.), but a decline in 
party membership. The Report of the Committee on Financial Aid to Political 
Parties (Houghton Report 1976) suggests that Conservative party member
ship fell from 2.8 million in 1953 to about 1.5 million in the mid-1970s. Indi
vidual membership of the Labour Party fell from around a million in 1951 to 
the official figure of 303,953 in 1981 (Pinto-Duschinsky, 1981: 158; the 
Times, 26 February 1982). Wellhofer and Hennessey (1974) have suggested 
that the steep decline in individual membership may usefully be explained by 
Olson’s logic of collective action. Party leaders have to serve two quite 
different clientels, voters and members, the interests of which for various 
reasons tend to be incompatible. Hence it may be attractive for party leaders 
to substitute voters for members. It is easier for them to provide public poli
cies to pay off voters, rather than to pay tribute to members’ claims so as to 
retain or attract a large membership.

If parties deliver public goods and services to their followers and to the 
electorate at large, the question arises as to why people join political parties 
at all, since they would be able to obtain those benefits, i. e., policies, without 
the cost of committing themselves. The standard answer is selective incen-
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tives: in order to induce potential members to join they are given additional 
benefits which can be effectively withheld from non-members. These selective 
incentives may be divided into three kinds (Wilson, 1973): material incentives 
(monetary returns like business contracts and party patronage for salaried 
public offices or posts in government-controlled banks, enterprises and the 
like); solidary incentives (satisfaction derived from identification with the 
group or membership of party-affiliated clubs and auxiliary groups); purpos
ive incentives (such as the goals of an organization and its stand on public 
policies). Due to the divorce of politics and administration mentioned in 
section II.C., in Britain the number of material selective incentives, or “the 
spoils” in American usage, is small. When they exist (e. g., salaried posts in 
nationalized industries and quangos), they are likely to be within the gift both 
of senior civil servants and party politicians. In the wake of the declining 
strength of party identification, it can be assumed that solidary incentives 
have lost much of the appeal they had in previous times. Finally, the rigid 
representative nature of British parliamentary government, which tradition
ally has downgraded extra-parliamentary pressures on the parliamentary 
party, militates against the policy-making desires of party activists.

The declining number of individual members of the Labour Party has trig
gered a chain reaction. Due to the absence of effective selective incentives of 
one kind or another, party organizations and membership figures succumbed 
to atrophy. This enabled small groups of militant middle-class activists virtu
ally to take over a great many Labour Party constituency parties which, as a 
result of their radical policy-making desires, put an additional strain on the 
received norms of the British parliamentary system. This situation has been 
aggravated by differences of opinion as to how to cope with Britain’s econ
omic decline relative to her major trading partners, particularly in respect to 
Britain joining the EEC, which led to a deep split within the party. These 
differences had far-reaching consequences with regard to the intra-party 
constitution of the Labour Party, the subsequent break-away of the SDP and, 
last but not least, the rejection of supra-national interdependence by the 
Labour Party Conference in 1981. The argument can be put as follows.

The split within the Labour Party over entering the European Communi
ties — the bill was carried by a cross-party majority against opposition from 
both Labour and Conservative backbenchers — widened when, between 1974 
and 1979, the Wilson-Callaghan governments ignored a succession of critical 
party conference and TUC resolutions committed to the left wing’s “Alterna
tive Economic Strategy”. The struggle within the Labour Party focused on 
devising arrangements to ensure that a policy emanating from the party orga
nization would be effectively adopted and carried through by the party in 
government. In the past, the Labour Party doctrine of party government 
based on intra-party democracy and the electoral manifesto was a norm, the 
fulfillment of which was problematical (Beer, 1965: 79—102; Birch, 1979: 
114—122). However, recent changes in the party’s constitution by the 1981



144 Herbert Döring

Wembley conference — mandatory reselection of sitting M.P.s by constitu
ency parties and election of the party leader by an electoral college rather 
than the Parliamentary Labour Party — tend to undermine the once axio
matic finding of Robert McKenzie that the logic of the Constitution leads to 
a concentration of power in the hands of parliamentary leaders whatever 
internal party rules may exist. These organizational changes prompted the 
break-away of the Social Democratic Party.

The specter was raised of a faction within the Labour Party selecting 
M.P.s by the vote of 20 or 30 party activists in the General Management 
Committees of constituency parties, winning an election with about 35 % of 
the total vote, and gaining an absolute majority in the House of Commons on 
a manifesto written by the extra-parliamentary machine (Jenkins, 1979: 737). 
With the second chamber in a weak position, a left-wing government of the 
day might try to override its veto or abolish the legislative powers of the 
House of Lords altogether, to which the Labour Party is now committed 
(The Times, 10 March 1983).

As a serious politician, Anthony Wedgewood Benn, appeared to put the 
formal Labour Party doctrine into action, the nature of the British constitu
tion became a matter for live political discussion again. Many of the proposals 
for constitutional reform — devolution, proportional representation, an 
elected second chamber, a Bill of Rights — are aimed at checking the ability 
of one single-party government to push through far-reaching changes, simply 
on the basis of a majority vote in the Commons. This view is by no means 
confined to the ranks of the Social Democrats but cuts across an influential 
minority within all the political parties and the judiciary (Finer, 1980: 
203-207).

Those fears were shown to be premature by a number of subsequent 
events, the failure within the fraction of a percentage point of Anthony Benn 
to be elected to the deputy leadership of the Labour Party by the electoral 
college, and, finally, due to the upsurge of Prime Minister Thatcher’s popu
larity in the wake of the military expedition to the Falkland Islands. The 
National Executive Committee of the Labour Party was purged of left-wing 
members by the block votes of the trade unions at the 1982 party conference. 
But the fact must not be overlooked that, in contrast to earlier findings by 
Richard Rose in the 1950s, Labour Party activists are consistently more left 
wing than either the Parliamentary Labour Party or prospective Labour 
voters (Whiteley, 1981, 1983). The possibility of wide fluctuations in party 
policies advised by Conference, the block votes of the trade unions notwith
standing, as well as the constitutional changes giving Labour Party activists a 
say in electing the leader and prospective Prime Minister and in reselecting 
sitting M.P.s are additional lasting changes in British parties.
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C. The Weakening of Party Discipline in the House of Commons

It is obvious that an increase in factional dissent within the extra-parliamen
tary party organization will have consequences for disciplined voting 
behavior in Parliament, but whereas the Conservative Party is not visibly 
beset by factional strife, backbench discipline in it, too, is weakening. 
Lowell’s index of party voting, which so aptly demonstrated the rise of disci
plined party government in Britain after 1867, showed a decline between 
1974 and 1979 (Beer, 1982: 182 f.). Furthermore, meticulous counting by 
Norton found a steep rise of up to 20, 23, and 28 % of divisions witnessing 
dissenting votes in the three parliaments between 1974 and 1979, compared 
to a much lower level after World War II. What points to a general weak
ening of party government is that the government of the day faces more 
dissent from within its own party than from the ranks of opposition M.P.s 
(Norton, 1980, Table 1: 428; Norton, 1981:227, 230).

The significant change in parliamentary behavior in the Parliament of 
1970 —74 — the explosion of cross-voting — undermined a number of 
generalizations made previously about Parliament. Norton sums them up as 
follows: “The whips were shown not to be powerful ‘disciplinarians’; through 
the power of persuasion, the whips helped to limit dissent, but they were 
unable to respond to the serious dissent that took place with serious discipli
nary sanctions — they had none. The belief that any defeat would entail the 
Government’s downfall was dispelled; the question of resigning (or, for that 
matter, seeking a vote of confidence from the House) was never discussed. 
Also, the correlation between the incidence of dissent and the Government’s 
overall majority no longer held, and Members by their actions demonstrated 
less willingness to accept that the Government of the day, through the 
resources of information at its disposal, ‘knew best’. Subsequent experience 
demonstrated also that dissent was no bar to later promotion” (Norton, 1981: 
229).

The variable identified by Norton as being responsible for this sudden 
change is the forceful style of prime ministerial leadership of Edward Heath, 
who pushed radical measures without trying to communicate with his suppor
ters or to make use of his powers of appointment and patronage to keep 
Members content. But Norton is quick to add that many of the pressures 
motivating Mr. Heath’s controversial policies would have faced any Prime 
Minister and were not peculiar to Britain; indeed, they were the common 
features putting the problem-solving capacity of party government under 
strain: the scarcity of energy resources, the breakdown of Keynesian econ
omic assumptions, the assertion of regional consciousness, the pressures of 
international trade, and the tasks of transnational economic cooperation 
(Norton, 1981: 228). As Members became accustomed to a “less tame and 
minor role,” spontaneous objections to Mr. Heath’s result-oriented approach 
of prime ministerial dominance gained a momentum of their own and set an
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example for future Parliaments. To this, one might add the general argument 
that increasing social-structural and occupational differentiation makes 
homogenous majorities less likely than in the past.

As Norton’s findings have already been put into perspective by Beer 
(1982: 180—194), one need not go into further detail. Three points, 
however, are noteworthy. First, in several cases, the Government lost a 
motion on a substantial issue, but while it felt the need to resort to a 
successful vote of confidence, it did not seek to reverse the damaging vote 
itself (Beer, 1982: 182; Norton, 1981: 226). Thus, there was a divorce 
between incumbency and policy. Second, cross-voting had been on the rise 
before Mr. Heath took office. An important turning point was an outburst of 
Government defeats in standing committee in 1968 (Beer, 1982: 188 f.; 
Schwartz, 1980). Third, attempts to link cross-voting in the 1970s with a 
“new intake” of middle-class M.P.s, in contrast, for example, to trade union
ists, do not hold because a change in attitude pertains to all Members (Beer, 
1982: 189 f.; Schwartz, 1980). They are now able and willing to avail them
selves of the new system of Select Committees introduced in 1979. The 
period witnessing the decline of backbench discipline was also marked by the 
advent of issues that created differences of opinion within the major parties, 
the most notable of which were membership in the European Communities 
and devolution to Scotland and Wales.

D. Supra-National Integration and the Assertion of the Periphery
Both parties were forced into major policy reversals after only two years in 
office by the economic situation at home and international monetary pres
sures. On the contentious issue of an incomes policy, both parties put 
forward policy stands, split during their attempts to enact them, and reverted 
to an opposite stand (Finer, 1980: 186 f.). Furthermore, on the constitutional 
issues of entry into the European Communities and devolution for Scotland 
and Wales, the parties were split within their own ranks. Britain joined the 
EC with a cross-party majority against backbench opposition within the two 
major parties. Over the issues of the EC and devolution, the Labour govern
ments took recourse to a referendum if only to preserve the unity of the party 
or to assure backbench discipline for a bill rejected by most members. For the 
outcome of a referendum to be unconditionally accepted by the Government, 
however, runs counter to the sovereignty of Parliament. In the circumstances, 
it has, in the words of Samuel Finer, become the Pontius Pilate of British 
politics.

With the accession of Britain to the EC, ratified by Parliament a second 
time in 1974 and confirmed by a referendum, part of the sovereignty of the 
Crown-in-Parliament has been transferred to the political institutions of the 
Community. It may be argued that, with the Treaty of Rome, substantial 
elements of a written constitution have already been grafted onto the
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unwritten constitution of the United Kingdom (Kavanagh, 1978: 19). British 
citizens may take their grievances to the European Courts, the decisions of 
which are binding for the British executive and legislature. Even this partial 
supranational integration hampers the monopoly of effective political deci
sion-making by the parliamentary majority (Kolinski, 1978). Any transfer of 
power to Brussels would also facilitate devolution to Scotland, an issue which 
vigorously entered the national agenda in 1974.

Cleavages that have not been salient since the aftermath of the First World 
War, have come to the fore again. The Scottish National Party still 
commanded 17.3 % of the Scottish votes at the 1979 General Election and 
11.8 % in 1983 after their dramatic gain of 30.4 % of the Scottish votes in 
October 1974. The reassertion of the periphery is in keeping with regional 
protest in other European states (Urwin, 1983). So is the declining import
ance of class as a predictor of the voting outcome, as evinced by the Alford 
index of class voting (Lipset, 1981: 21).

The surge in the popular vote for the separatist Scottish National Party, 
from between 0.5 and 2.4 % of the total Scottish vote before 1964 to 21.9 % 
in February 1974 and 30.4 % in October 1974, threatened a major change in 
the electoral geography of Britain. Only once had the Labour Party been able 
after 1945 to get a majority of seats in the House of Commons without a 
regional majority in Scotland and Wales. For tactical reasons, the Wilson 
government changed its stance on devolution, and between February and 
October 1974 adopted a favorable policy in order to outbid and ditch the 
Nationalists. This was prompted by a “private” Labour Party Mori poll which 
was leaked to the press. It showed that after February 1974 the Labour 
minority government would lose 13 more seats in Scotland to the Nationalists 
were it not to change its devolution policy (Drucker and Brown, 1980: 93). 
Thus, a recalcitrant party was swung behind the devolution bills, which 
formed a major part of the legislative agenda of the House of Commons 
between 1976 and 1978. Eventually the rejection of the Scotland and Wales 
Bills in the referenda of March 1979 also brought down the Callaghan 
Government; he was the first Prime Minister since 1924 to resign on a lost 
motion of no-confidence.

For the time being, devolution is a non-issue in Britain. It certainly 
appears to be irrelevant for Wales, were only 11.8 % of the electorate opted 
for devolution in the referendum of March 1979. One reason appears to be 
that many Welsh voters are afraid that Plaid Cymru would force the Welsh 
language, which only 19 % of all Welsh identifiers are able to speak, down 
their throats (Balsom, 1981). In Scotland, however, 32.9 % of the Scottish 
electorate and 51.6 % of those voting opted for devolution. In the run-up to 
the referendum, awaiting a Scottish Assembly, the Labour Party in Scotland, 
which previously did not possess an independent regional organization, was 
reorganized as a branch with its own identity.
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V. The Future of Party Government — Some Conjectures

The fortuitous symbiosis of “tripartite” corporate bargaining grafted onto 
disciplined party government went unnoticed from its inception between 
1916 and 1926 until the 1970s, if only because British parliamentary govern
ment had been able to weather the transition from an intra-legislative aristo
cratic contest to disciplined party government based on universal franchise 
with remarkably few changes of parliamentary form, thereby building up “a 
degree of corporate loyalty and commitment to parliament as an institution” 
(Pulzer, 1982: 13). Thus, if the appearances of the adversary game at West
minster were taken at face value, political analysts, especially those from 
abroad, could be misled into accepting the contention that there were no 
powerful pressure groups in Britain precisely because the country conformed 
to parliamentary and party government — as Robert McKenzie (1958) found 
out to his amazement when he reviewed the literature of previous decades.

But similar to other highly industrialized democracies, there is, below the 
level of formal institutions legitimized by law, an informal network of corpo
rate conciliation which more often than not prejudices parliamentary deci
sions by party government (Ionescu, 1975 b; Lehner, 1979; Schmitter, 1982). 
As long as this system of corporate interest intermediation worked smoothly, 
notably in the 1950s, there appeared to exist this paradox: “Despite the two- 
party system . . . which is supposed to lead to strong governmental leadership, 
Britain seemed to be immobilized by a multi-party coalition of economic 
interests, operating by the side of, and through, the state machine” (Pulzer, 
1975: 154). British government, in Richard Rose’s verdict, produced neither 
the effects of party government nor of “administrative government,” but 
yielded the rewards of “directionless consensus” (Rose, 1969: 442).

In the terms of Gordon Smith’s (1986) typology of party goverment, 
Britain conformed to the “immobilistic pattern”. The “pristine purity of party 
government” is combined with the absence of innovatory power. Given the 
breakdown of “Butskellism”, however, strong single-party government with 
fairly radical alternative solutions has returned with a vengeance in 1979.

A first conjecture is that, no matter what party politicians say about strong 
single-party government, they will return, after imposition of new ground 
rules for industrial relations, to some sort of “tripartite” arrangement.

Such a conjecture may be derived from four observations. First, a need to 
reform the highly segmented system of labor relations is recognized even by 
trade union members and Labour voters. Any party or coalition of parties in 
power, other than the Labour Party, would use its mandate to impose new 
ground rules for conflict management. Second, in spite of the Conservative 
government’s stance of neoliberal economic thinking, a radical reduction of 
state intervention was not favored in 1979 by a majority of electors voting the 
Conservatives into power (Crewe, 1981 b: 304, table 16), nor did the govern
ment act according to its own wilder announcements. Rather, it continued
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bailing out flagging nationalized industries. Third, as has been convincingly 
argued by Heclo, the present conservative approach of divesting government 
of its economic responsibilities is a world-wide but transient overreaction to 
the unsustainable obligations that the welfare state took on during the 
post-war period of unusually rapid economic growth. Rather than succumb
ing to a new pessimism, any reformulation would pursue the basic yet 
contradictory values that have always underlain the democratic welfare state 
(1981: 384, 398 — 402). To be sure, from a logical point of view it can be 
assumed that after taking credit for the economic boom of the 1960s, political 
parties “must now pay the price of unfulfilled expectations of continued rapid 
growth in the late 1970s and 1980s” (Katz, 1986: 65). But both party leaders 
and voters are quick to adapt, as borne out by the survey evidence. Whereas 
in 1970, nearly 60 % of the population felt that “a government can do a lot to 
check rising prices”, in February 1974, only a quarter of the electorate felt 
that way (Alt, 1979: 157).

On the other hand, this indicates a declining importance of political 
parties and the role of party government in the voter’s evaluation. From this 
reasoning, backed by survey evidence, a second conjecture may be derived, 
that a realistic assessment by the voters of the limited freedom of manoeuver 
possessed by political parties will lead to a decline of support for and the 
legitimacy of party government concomitant to rising confidence in non- 
party institutions.

The once proud identification of the British with their form of govern
ment as probably the best and most civilized in the world has become attenu
ated. In the absence of empirical trend data one has to tread carefully, but the 
traditional political institutions, once named proudly (Almond and Verba, 
1963: 102, table 1) now, with the notable exception of the Crown, range 
behind the army and the police (Times, 10 September 1980. For a compilation 
of similar evidence see also Finer, 1980: 129—132). Economic decline, the 
dissappointment of high expectations and the subsequent adaptation to the 
constraints upon party government made support for party and government 
more instrumental, as Alt (1983) shows in applying Fiorina’s model of retro
spective voting to the British data. In a similar vein, the survey of the 
Houghton Report discovered that only a small proportion of the population 
thought parties important for policy making, the day-to-day running of the 
country, or for looking after ordinary people (For an interpretation, see 
Drucker, 1979: 17).

As a third conjecture, one may assume that partisan dealignment and elec
toral volatility will remain in Britain. Between 1945 and 1974 four of Sartori’s 
conditions for the Downsian model of two-party competition to be applied 
(1976: 346), were met by the British system; all conditions except the first one 
have become problematical. 1) Indeed, the floating voters were, and still are, 
center-located, that is, moderates. 2) Between 1945 and, say, 1974, the party 
system was, in marked contrast to the previous period of national coalition
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government, characterized by smooth and frequent alternation in power. 
This has become doubtful due to intraparty conflicts within the Labour Party, 
the advent of the Liberal-Social Democratic alliance and the monopolization 
of issue competence by the Conservatives in respect of the defence of the 
realm as a result of the successful Falklands expedition. 3) In previous 
decades, the two parties competed within the same space of “Butskellism,” 
with most of the electoral outcome to be explained in terms of class. Now 
they have taken up incompatible policy stands, while class as a predictor of 
the vote not only Ims been attenuated but also has been cross-cut by a division 
along center-periphery lines. 4) Due to the steady rise of third parties the 
electoral law has lost some of its ability to enable a single party to win a 
majority.

From the foregoing, an answer can be given to the question raised in the 
introduction. Events between 1974 and 1979 were based not on coincidence 
leading to a “hiccup,” but on factors that are likely to persist. Single-party 
government based on a clear majority in the Commons was reinstated in 
1979, but beneath the surface the abandonment of the major parties by the 
electors continued. The Conservatives scored an absolute majority of seats 
with only 33.3 % of the total electorate or 43.9 % of those voting, less than 
they had in their victories of 1970 (46.2 %) or 1959 (49.2 %). Their success 
was due to the default of the Labour Party, which obtained the lowest share 
of the votes since its disastrous defeat in 1931 (30.4 %), namely 36.9 %. At 
the general election of 1983 these trends continued — notwithstanding the 
appearances of a landslide Conservative majority of 144, for this result came 
from a modest 42.4 % of the vote and an even more modest 30.8 % of the 
total electorate, down 1.5 % from 1979. The Labour vote was 27.6 per cent 
of those entitled to vote, Labour’s lowest share since 1918. Thus, the electo
rate “did not embrace the Conservatives; it rebuffed Labour and flirted with the 
Alliance” (Crewe, 1983 b: 5). To be sure, 63 % of those voting for the Alliance 
said that they did so out of dislike for another party, but 62 % of Labour 
and 55 % of Conservative voters equally said so (Crewe, 1983 b: 5, table 6).

In conclusion, it may be hypothesized that due to the fluidity of the elec
torate, Britain is in for some more surprises. Furthermore, Sjoblom had indi
cated trends in Western societies that militate against limiting the effective 
range of political decision-making — a precondition for the adversary game 
to be successful. Not only has the social structure become more diversified 
but demands on the public sector have also increased. “Because of the 
increased amount and increased diversification of demands, a proportionately 
smaller part of them can be handled by separate political authorities, who 
therefore have to delegate decisions to specialized bureaucratic agencies” 
(1986: 107). This general analysis suggests that there are strong pressures to 
forego the principle of strong party government and to take refuge in a 
somewhat resigned fashion in consociational or corporatist practices, if only 
to keep the democratic government afloat.
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I. Basic Concepts

This chapter seeks to contribute to understanding of the relative influence of 
parties in different types of competitive democratic party governments by 
examining in particular the cases of Denmark and Sweden. In general terms, 
“party government” is a type of regime where parties (whether one or many) 
are constitutive parts of the regime; without parties there would necessarily 
be a radical change of regime. To include a regime in the class of party 
governments does not necessarily imply that the parties are the dominant 
institutions or actors; all that is implied is that they are constitutive 
(indispensable) components of the regime. A “competitive party government” 
is one in which at least two parties compete for power. Finally, “democratic” 
refers to a system of representative government with general and equal fran
chise.

Political Regimes

Party

Competitive 

Democratic

Figure i .A  Typology of Regimes

Governments 

\
N ot Competitive

N ot Democratic

N ot Party Governments

As understood in this volume, “the relative influence of parties” has two
main components: partyness of government and party governmentness (cf.
Katz, this volume, pp. 6—12; Katz, 1986 a).

Partyness of government refers, in a narrow institutional sense, to the
degree of party control of the formal governmental apparatus. Five compo
nents will be considered:
1. The degree to which decisions are made by elected politicians (or those 

under their effective control). This point is assuimed to include the degree 
to which elected party politicians are in control, directly or indirectly, of 
the implementation of the authoritative decisions;

2. The degree to which policies are made within parties;
3. . . .  which then act cohesively to enact them;
4. The degree to which officials are recruited through parties;
5. The degree to which officials are held responsible as representatives of 

parties.
For these components, the following catchwords will be used: 1. Decisions; 2.
Policies; 3. Cohesion; 4. Recruitment; 5. Accountability.
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Party governmentness refers to “a characteristic of the ‘Herrschaftsorgani- 
satiorT of the overall society and indicates the proportion of all social power 
exercised by parties within the framework of the party government model” 
(Katz, 1986 a) — the larger that proportion, the higher the degree of party 
governmentness. That degree may, in other words, be dependent on the size 
of the public sector: a large public sector is a necessary (but not a sufficient) 
condition for high party governmentness.

To these I would like to add two further concepts — “partyness of 
society” and “public opinion of parties”.

Partyness of society refers to the role of parties in the overall society which 
is not dependent on their role in government or in the organs of the public 
sector. Parties may dominate interest organizations, religious associations, 
promotional groups, grass roots movements, etc. — and if they do so, we 
may speak of “partyness of society”. This may be a very important further 
resource for a party, working within a party government regime, e. g., 
concerning its ability to mobilize people for political strikes, political lock
outs, riots, peaceful demonstrations, etc. (cf. Pasquino, this volume).1

Public opinion of parties, finally, refers to the degree of legitimacy which 
the parties, the party system and the type of party government have among 
the citizens. An important distinction must be observed, however, between 
opinions regarding the idea of party government as such and opinions of the 
actually existing parties and party government in a specific country. If the 
very idea of party government is rejected, the alternative is another form of 
regime. If a specific party government is not legitimate, this may lead to party 
break-ups, to the formation of new parties, etc. These would be indications 
of discontent with, and distrust of, an existing party government but not a 
rejection of party government per se.

On the other hand, one must ask whether citizens perceive any viable 
alternatives to party government? Many systems are stable less because of 
strong positive support than because the alternatives are regarded as worse 
(or, possibly, are unknown). Even if this distinction between opinion of the 
regime and opinion of the current parties is obvious, it is often disregarded in 
talk about “the crisis of party government”.

One further complication deserves mention in this context. The relative 
influence of parties may vary not only across systems but also within one 
system over time, depending on which party (parties) is (are) in office. 
Different parties may have different views on the desirability of party influ-

1 Maybe we could assume that a high partyness of society tends to be connected 
either to 1) a party government regime with low partyness of government and /o r 
low party governmentness (e.g., a situation where considerable parts of the popula
tion demand a democraticization of the existing party government), or to 2) a party 
government regime where some more important parties are permanently outside 
the governmental establishment and then use their connections to organizations, 
movements, etc. to bring pressure on the government.



158 Gunnar Sjoblom

ence in the polity, and hence different ambitions to increase or decrease that 
influence.2 Public opinion of parties and of party government also may vary 
with the incumbents. The degree of party influence in a polity may be diffi
cult to change in the short run; but in a longer time perspective, it is highly 
probable that party influence may depend on which party/parties has (have) 
dominated government.3

In principle these four variables — partyness of government, party 
governmentness, partyness of society and public opinion of parties — may 
vary independently of each other. Empirically, some combinations of values 
on two or more variables are more likely than others, of course, but no spec
ulations on that will be made here.4

This essay will concentrate on partyness of government but some assess
ments will also be made about the other three dimensions of the role of 
parties. The tacit assumptions are that the more the parties dominate recruit
ment, the easier it is to achieve party cohesion; the higher is party cohesion, 
the easier it will be to formulate policies within the parties; the more policies

2 Consider the following alternatives (which may refer either to existing conditions
or to party aspirations): _ , .. _

Public Sector
large small

Party large 1 3
Influence small 2 4

1. Some parties may want a large public sector dominated by parties; 2. others a
large public sector not dominated by parties; 3. others a small public sector but
dominated by parties; and 4. others, again, a small public sector with low party 
influence. Only the first of these alternatives will lead to high party government
ness; the last alternative means automatically low party governmentness; alterna
tives 2 and 3 are intermediate cases which cannot be ranked according to degree of 
party governmentness without further stipulations.

3 My general conclusion in this essay will be that the relative influence of parties is 
high in both Sweden and Denm ark but that it is higher in Sweden than in 
Denmark. One reason for the general influence of parties in the two countries may 
be that the Social Democrats — who have worked for a large public sector with 
large party influence — have dominated both Swedish and Danish politics for long 
periods. The strength of the Swedish Social Democrats is, however, considerably 
greater than that of their Danish counterpart.

4 Suppose that all four dimensions used here for the study of relative party influence 
in a competitive, democratic party government were dichotomized; high/low  
partyness of government, high/low  party governmentness, high/low  partyness of 
society, and high/low  (positive/negative) opinions of parties among the citizens. 
This gives us 16 possible combinations — one with high values on all four dimen
sions, one with low values on all four dimensions, and 14 intermediate cases with 
“mixed” values on the four dimensions. All combinations seem to be conceivable 
theoretically but some of them are more probable than others. We may speculate 
about the degree of stability of a certain type of party government — eventually of 
party government as such — given different combinations of values on the four 
dimensions.
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are formulated within the parties, the easier it will be for the parties to domi
nate authoritative decision-making; and the more the parties do all these 
things, the easier it will be for the people to hold them accountable.

But other conditions may be relevant. If the parties do not dominate 
public agenda-setting their ability to make decisions and to formulate policies 
may be hurt. It is also easier for parties to formulate policies and to make 
decisions if they have experts available (either within the parties themselves or 
from the central administration but loyal to whoever is in power). Further, 
party recruitment and party cohesion may be easier to achieve when party 
members and party voters are stable and socially homogeneous; the problem 
of accountability also will be easier. This last-mentioned problem is also 
connected to the problem of whether or not the parties compete for votes 
using extensive and explicit platforms which more or less guide their policies 
during the coming mandate period (whether in government or in opposition). 
The assessment of accountability may also depend on whether the majority 
formed during a mandate period is stable or not.5

At present, preconditions of these sorts are changing in a number of coun
tries in such a way as to make party government, or some parts of it, more 
difficult: voters and members are less and less homogeneous and stable; 
parties cannot rule (or base their opposition) mainly on platforms (e. g., 
because the political agenda is changing rapidly, not only because of party 
activities, but also because of other actors’ activities and because of foreign 
actors and/or foreign conditions that are changing rapidly); there is vigorous 
competition between parties and other actors (mainly mass media but also 
interest organizations) over the political agenda and also in the area of poli
tical opinion formation; many experts are not connected to parties and as one 
cannot rule without experts, policy formulation increasingly is taken over by 
them; majority formation is fluid in many political systems; etc. (cf. Sjoblom, 
1983a).

II. Party Government in Denmark and Sweden 1970 — 1984:
A Rationale for the Comparison6

The main part of this chapter consists of a description and comparison of 
party government in Denmark and in Sweden. The similarities and differ-

5 The assessment is based on a rather detailed and demanding interpretation of the 
notion of “accountability”. There are other interpretations, e.g., those of Tory 
democracy (people choose leaders on the basis of generalized confidence and 
competence, not policy proposals, and the government decides policy irrespective 
of concrete and immediate public opinion), or pluralism (democracy allows groups 
to veto proposed threats to their interests). Cf. Sjoblom, 1983.

6 On the Danish party system, see Pedersen, 1981; W orre, 1982; on the Swedish 
party system, see Back and Berglund, 1978. For a comparison, see Berglund and 
Lindstrom, 1978.
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ences between these two countries are such that a comparison may give some
hints of the factors explaining the degree of party influence.
Some of the relevant similarities between Denmark and Sweden are:
— both are small states in the international system; economically (and cultur

ally), both have a high degree of international interdependency;
— both are parliamentary democracies;
— both have high voter turnout;
— both have very large public sectors (which have expanded mainly at the 

local level, but are highly regulated centrally);
— both are welfare states (and both may be called “social-democratic” 

states);
— both increasingly are dominated by members of “the new class;”
— both have similar overriding problems: large budget deficits; large public 

debts; high unemployment; strong resistance to further tax increases; but 
also strong resistance to cut-backs in the public sector.

Among the more important differences which may be relevant are the
following:
— their party systems differ in format (9—11 parties represented in 

Denmark, 5 in Sweden);
— on the whole, the party systems also differ in their mechanics (the parlia

mentary style in Denmark is more “coalescent,” in Sweden more “adver
sarial”) ;

— their systems of public party finance are widely different (large public 
subsidies to the parties in Sweden, very small in Denmark);

— rules for parties’ use of of radio and TV (state monopolies) in electoral 
campaigns are widely different (“equal competition” in Denmark, 
“oligopolistic competition” in Sweden);

— the frequency of elections differs, and hence the length of the mandate 
period (more frequent elections in Denmark);

— majority formation usually is stable in Sweden, unstable in Denmark 
(since 1973);

— Danish voters can, to some extent, influence the choice of party candi
dates, Swedish voters effectively cannot;

— the Swedish public sector is larger but the growth of the Danish public 
sector, which started later, has been more rapid;

— the average size of industries is small in Denmark, large in Sweden; 
Danish industrial policies are general, Swedish selective;

— they have different types of central administrations (ministerial rule in 
Denmark but not in Sweden), although the differences have tended to 
decrease;

— party recruitment to the public administration is much more common in 
Sweden than in Denmark;
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— they differ in their orientation concerning defence, foreign policy and 
trade (Denmark is a member of NATO, Sweden is neutral; Denmark is a 
member of the Common Market, Sweden is not).

III. Some Institutional Parameters for Party Competition

In both the Danish and the Swedish constitutions, political parties are 
mentioned only in passing, if at all — but in both cases they are taken for 
granted and in neither case could the regime be conceived without parties. 
No specific “party law” exists in either country.

In this section, I will concentrate on three “institutional parameters” 
which are important for the competition between parties and with regard to 
which the two countries differ widely:
1. the electoral laws (and the rules for the dissolution of parliament);
2. the public financing of the parties;
3. the party access to the state monopoly mass media — radio and TV — in 

particular during electoral campaigns.

A. Electoral Laws
In Denmark, the threshold for parliamentary representation is 2 % of those 
actually voting; in Sweden, it is 4 %. In cases when a party is close to the 
threshold, this may lead to “tactical voting”, i. e., some persons may vote for 
the party in danger, even if it is only their second choice. In Sweden, there is 
a two-bloc tendency, usually with rather small margins between the blocs. If a 
small party in one of the blocs is not represented, it is overwhelmingly likely 
that the bloc will be in the minority. There is at least one very clear recent 
example of tactical voting in Swedish elections. According to surveys, more 
than one-third of those voting for the Communist Party in 1982 (1.9 % of all 
votes cast) had the Social Democrats as their first party preference; without 
those votes the Communists probably would not have been represented in the 
parliament and the majority then would have been non-socialist. The 
phenomenon is not new and is generally called “comrade 4 % ” (Holmberg, 
1984: 41—45). Additionally, in the 1984 Danish election, some would-be 
Conservatives presumably voted for some of the smaller parties in the non
socialist government coalition, in particular for the Christian People’s Party.

The Danish Folketing has 179 mandates (including two from Greenland 
and two from the Faroe Islands). The Swedish Riksdag has 349 mandates 
(1970-1975 it had 350).

In Sweden, parliamentary elections are held every third year (and simul
taneously with local elections). The very arrangement of an election is rather 
time-consuming — for most of the time studied here (1970—1984) at least 
three months were needed. The parliament may be dissolved, but this delay in
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combination with the short mandate periods does not make such moves very 
tempting; it is also clear that the constitutional fathers intended to discourage 
extra elections, since even if one takes place the dates of the ordinary elec
tions are fixed. In Denmark, the formal mandate period is at most four years; 
no parliamentary election days are fixed (but the local elections are held 
every fourth year, at fixed dates). Since 1971, Denmark has had a new elec
tion about every second year (1971, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1979, 1981, 1984). An 
election may be arranged in about 3 — 4 weeks.

B. Public Party Finance
In Denmark, public subsidies to the parties are very limited. On the whole, 
they only are given for secretarial assistance to MPs. In the early 1980s, the 
sum was only about D.kr 8 million (Pedersen, 1981). A debate on the intro
duction of public subsidies to parties is going on in Denmark, but so far 
(1985) no concrete proposals have been presented.

In contrast, Sweden has a very extensive system of public support for the 
established parties (Gidlund, 1983). It was introduced in 1965 and since has 
expanded gradually. In 1969, local subsidies were introduced, from both 
municipalities and counties. In 1982/83, the state support was around S.kr 80 
million, while the municipal subsidies amounted to more than S.kr 100 
million and the county subsidies to more than S.kr 50 million. The present 
public subsidies total around S.kr 250 million. (To these figures should be 
added the subsidies to the Swedish press, at present almost S. kr 500 million, 
while there are hardly any direct subsidies of the Danish press.) The subsidies 
are given to the parties in proportion to the mandates won (in the parliament 
or in local bodies). Basic subsidies also are given for secretarial costs.

C. The Use of State Monopoly Media
In Denmark, every party which is allowed to participate in the election 
(which means that it has to present lists with around 20,000 signatures, the 
“cost” of one mandate) gets the same time on radio and television during the 
campaign as all other parties.

In Sweden, there are no fixed rules and the arrangements are negotiated 
for every election between the parties and radio/TV. Parties which are not 
represented in parliament are not excluded totally from the radio and TV 
programs, but their access is negligible as compared with the established 
parties. Between the campaigns, the unrepresented parties are almost 
forgotten in the mass media.

D. Summary
There has been much more political volatility in Denmark than in Sweden 
during the period since 1970. New Danish parties have been founded, elec-
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toral volatility is very high (cf. Pedersen, 1983) and shifts of government have 
been frequent. It is hard to believe that these developments are not connected 
to the “institutional parameters” mentioned in this section in the sense that 
the established Danish parties are unprotected institutionally — the electoral 
threshold is very low; the public subsidies may be the lowest of any Western 
democracy; the principle of “equal time” in radio and TV means that there is 
no difference in this respect between a party which gets 30 % of the elector
ate and a party which gets only a few thousand votes.

In Sweden, the institutions are very different. In the middle of the 1960s 
(a period of rapid change and some signs of dissolution in the party system), 
the established parties decided to build a protective wall for themselves — by 
establishing a rather high threshold in the electoral law; by gradually 
increased and now very high public subsidies to the parties represented in 
parliament; by an apportionment of time on state radio and TV which is very 
favorable for the established parties and very unfavorable for new parties or 
for parties which do not belong to “the inner circle”.

IV. The Party System and the Electorates
A. Parties and Elections
According to the famous Lipset-Rokkan thesis, most Western European 
party systems took their shape at the end of the First World War and then 
were “frozen” (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967). This thesis fits the Swedish party 
system: around 1920 there were five parties represented in the Swedish 
parliament — one conservative, one liberal, one agrarian, one social-demo
cratic, one communist. In 1984, this is still the case. Until 1973, the Danish 
party system had great similarities to the Swedish: 4 to 5 parties, with general 
ideological labels of the same type as in Sweden, dominated the scene. In 
1973, however, the Danish party system changed considerably and since then 
10 to 11 parties have been represented in parliament.

Table 1. Party Shares of Votes, Electoral Fractionalization, and Voter Turnout, 
Sweden 1970—1982

1970 1973 1976 1979 1982

Communists 4.8 5.3 4.7 5.6 5.6
Social Democrats 45.4 43.6 42.9 43.2 45.6
Center Party 19.9 25.1 24.1 18.1 15.5
Liberal Party 15.2 9.4 11.0 10.6 5.9
Moderates 11.5 14.3 15.6 20.3 23.6
O ther Parties 

(unrepresented) 2.2 2.4 1.7 2.1 3.9

Fractionalization 0.713 0.715 0.720 0.725 0.700
Turnout 88.3 90.8 91.7 90.7 91.4
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The figures in Table 1 show that in Sweden there was a socialist majority 
1970—1973 and since 1982, a non-socialist majority 1976—1982, and an 
exact deadlock between the two blocs 1973—1976. The more important 
shifts between the different parties have been within the non-socialist bloc. 
The percentage of votes unrepresented in parliament shifts from a minimum 
of 1.7 % (1976) to a maximum of 3.9 % (1982). Turnout is high, in all elec
tions around 90 %. These figures suggest that the Swedish party system is 
highly representative.

Table 2. Party Shares of Votes, Electoral Fractionalization, and Voter Turnout, 
Denmark 1971 — 1984

1971 1973 1975 1977 1979 1981 1984

Communist Party (1.4) 3.6 4.2 3.7 (1.9) (1.1) (0.7)
Left Socialists (1.6) (1.5) 2.1 2.7 3.7 2.7 2.7
Socialist People’s Party 9.1 6.0 5.0 3.9 5.9 11.3 11.5
Social Democrats 37.3 25.6 29.9 37.0 38.3 32.9 31.6
Radical Liberals 14.4 11.2 7.2 3.6 5.4 5.1 5.5
Justice Party (1.7) 2.9 (1.8) 3.3 2.6 (1.4) (1.5)
Agrarian Liberals 15.6 12.3 23.3 12.0 12.5 11.3 12.1
Center Democrats 7.8 2.2 6.4 3.2 8.3 4.6
Christian Party (2.0) 4.0 5.3 3.4 2.6 2.3 2.7
Conservatives 16.7 9.2 5.5 8.5 12.5 14.5 23.4
Progress Party 15.9 13.6 14.6 11.0 8.9 3.6
O ther (0.2) (0.0) (0.0) (0.9) (0.4) (0.2) (0.1)

N ot Represented 6.9 1.5 1.8 0.9 2.3 2.7 2.3
Fractionalization 0.778 0.859 0.821 0.809 0.799 0.827 0.810
Turnout 87.2 88.7 88.2 88.7 85.6 83.2 88.4

Figures in brackets unrepresented in Parliament.

The Danish election of 1973 for good reasons has been called an “earthquake 
election”. The number of parties represented in parliament doubled (from 5 
to 10); the 5 parties represented after the election of 1971 lost together 
almost 30 % of the total votes between the two elections; 45 % of the 
members of parliament were replaced (compared with 34 % in the 1971 elec
tion and 20 °/o in the 1968 election) (Pedersen, 1981). The result came as a 
surprise, even if there had been some warning signs, e. g., the polls and also 
that the proportion of the electorate not represented in the parliament by the 
election of 1971 was an all-time high 6.9 % (the normal figures in the elec
tions of the late 1960s shifted between 3.1—3.7 %). Obviously, the election 
figures of 1973 indicate that the earlier party system was not very representa
tive, i. e., it could not “structure the vote”. But what happened after 1973? 
The format of the party system seems to have changed for good: in the five
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elections after 1973, 9 to 11 parties have been represented in.the parliament. 
Turnout has varied between 83 and 88 %. The percentage of votes unrepre
sented has been lower (0.9 —2.7 %) than the average in the late 1960s and, of 
course, considerably lower than in 1971.

B. National and Local Party Systems
Another indicator of the grip of central parties is their position in local politics. 
If the existing party system’s degree of influence is high, we should expect the 
party system in local politics roughly to mirror that at the national level. This 
could be an important condition of party governmentness.7

In Sweden, there is a tendency for parties not represented in parliament, 
together with purely local parties, to increase their shares of the local 
mandates, but the increase certainly is not dramatic. After the local election 
of 1982, about 95 % of the mandates in the local bodies were held by the five 
parties represented in the national parliament (Johansson and Schmidt, 1983: 
3). Local elections take place on the same day as the national election; one 
reason for this is, no doubt, a wish to encourage a congruence between the 
national party system and the local party systems.

During the period studied here, Denmark had 4 local elections: 1970, 
1974, 1978, 1981. In these elections, candidates representing the national 
parties won around 90 % of the mandates in local bodies (slightly less in 
1981). 1970 was the first local election after a communal amalgamation 
reform which resulted in a strengthening of the national parties at the local 
level; earlier, these parties won only around 60 % of the mandates (cf. 
Bentzon, 1981: 18). One may discern a slightly increasing trend during the 
1970s for the use of “alternative lists”. The dominating impression, however, 
is still that the national parties also have a firm grip on local politics (but 
small parties generally do worse in local rather than national elections).

C. Parties and National Referenda
Let us also have a look at the outcomes of some national referenda. A refer
endum may be used precisely because political parties are unable to take a 
stand on an issue, but this is rare: the alternatives in a referendum usually 
follow party lines. If there is a high degree of party influence, the parties 
should be able to influence their general election voters to vote for the official 
party line in the referenda as well.

7 It should be observed that it is the indicator “party governmentness” which is at 
stake here. The values of “partyness of government”, “partyness of society” and 
“public opinion of parties” may well be high even if we lack such a congruence 
between the national party system and the local party system (Canada may be an 
example). But if the congruence exists, we certainly would say that the parties are 
able to “structure the vote” and it also may make party governance much easier.



166 Gunnar Sjôblom

There are two referenda which are of interest in this connection: the 
Danish referendum in 1972 concerning membership of the Common Market 
and the Swedish referendum in 1980 concerning the use of nuclear energy. 
Both were preceded by very protracted and bitter debates and both caused 
intense public opinion.

Of the Danish parties represented in the parliament in 1972, only one — 
the Socialist People’s Party — was against Danish membership of the 
Common Market, while the other four — the Social-Democrats, the Radical 
Liberals, the Agrarian Liberals and the Conservatives — officially wanted 
such a membership. However, some of these parties — in particular the 
Social-Democrats — were very divided on the issue. The result was a large 
majority (63.3 °/o) for Danish membership. Turnout was high: 90.1 %.

To what extent did the voters follow party lines in the referendum? 
Among those who voted for the different parties in the election of 1971, the 
proportions voting “yes” in the referendum of 1972 were: Agrarian Liberals, 
92%;  Conservatives, 75 °/o; Radical Liberals, 80 %; Social Democrats, 
59°/o; Socialist People’s Party, 9% . In the election of 1971, the Social 
Democrats got 37.3 % of the votes; that almost 40 % of these voters did not 
follow the party line in the referendum 10 months later is an indication of 
low representivity of the party system concerning this extremely important 
issue. The Social Democrats’ lack of cohesion was even more evident in the 
trade unions: some of them openly campaigned against Danish membership.

If we move to the elections to the European Parliament in 1979 and 1984, 
respectively, it is again clear that the Danish parties have difficulties holding

Table 3. A Comparison Between Elections to the European Parliament and 
General Elections, Denmark 1979, 1984

Elections of 1979 Elections of 1984
European General European General

June October June January

Social Democrats 21.9 38.3 19.5 31.6
Radical Liberals 3.2 5.4 3.1 5.5
Conservatives 14.1 12.5 20.8 23.4
Agrarian Liberals 14.5 12.5 12.4 12.1
Center Democrats 6.2 3.2 6.6 4.6
Christian Party 1.8 2.6 2.8 2.7
Progress Party 
Popular Movement

5.8 11.0 3.5 3.6

Against the EC 21.0 — 20.8 —

Socialist People’s Party 4.7 5.9 9.2 11.5
Left Socialists 3.5 3.7 1.3 2.7
Others 3.3 4.9 — 2.3

T urnout 47.8 85.6 51.8 88.4
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their voters from the normal elections; the main reason is that the Social 
Democrats are very split on the issue of Danish membership of the Common 
Market.

If we compare the results of the national elections of 1979 and 1984, there 
are two strong general tendencies, one on the socialist side and another on the 
non-socialist side: the Social Democrats decrease while the Social People’s 
Party increases, and the Conservatives increase while the Progress Party 
decreases (after the election of 1984 there also has been a split in the Progress 
Party at the parliamentary level). If we compare the national election with the 
European election each year, two facts are pertinent: turnout is much lower 
in the European elections than in the national elections, and the Social 
Democrats have remarkably poor results in both European elections, while 
the Popular Movement against the EC (which does not contest other elec
tions) in both cases gets around 20 % of the votes. Only by a narrow margin 
did the Social Democrats get more votes than the Popular Movement in 
1979; in 1984, the Social Democrats fell to third place. According to a poll on 
election day in June 1984, almost one-half of those voting for the Social 
Democrats in January abstained from voting in June and one-third of those 
Social Democrats who did vote gave their votes to the Popular Movement 
against the EC or to one of the two left-wing parties (which are also against 
Danish membership of the EC) (Weekend-Avisen, 22 — 28/6 1984.s.2) The 
Popular Movement against the EC, the Socialist People’s Party and the Left 
Socialists together got almost one-third of the votes in the European election 
in 1984. According to a poll from March 1984, however, a slight majority 
(51 %) of the Danes wanted their country to leave the EC. If this result is 
valid, the outcome of the European election obviously does not mirror 
Danish popular opinion. One conceivable interpretation is that many Danish 
voters abstain from voting because of cross-pressure (“In dubio non est 
agendum”) and a supplementary interpretation is that the issue has low 
saliency for many voters.

The Swedish referendum on the industrial use, or non-use, of nuclear 
energy is also instructive (Asp and Holmberg, 1984). That issue dominated 
Swedish politics for more than four years in the late 1970s. It was one of the 
main reasons for the non-socialist victory in the election of 1976, which led 
to the formation of the first non-socialist government in 44 years (and the 
first tripartite non-socialist government ever), but it was also the main reason 
for the break-up of this government in 1978. Two parties were strongly 
against the use of nuclear energy, one socialist (the Communists) and one 
non-socialist (the Center Party). Three parties were officially positive to the 
industrial use of such energy — the Social Democrats, the Liberals, and the 
Moderates. In the referendum, these three parties split between two rather 
similar alternatives; one (“Line 2”) was recommended by the Social Demo
crats and the Liberals, while the other (“Line 1”) was recommended by the 
Moderates. The Center Party and the Communists were united behind “Line
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3”, which opposed the use of nuclear energy. A comparison between voting in 
the general election of 1979 (September) and the referendum (March 1980) 
gives the results shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Sweden, Voting in the Referendum of 1980 and the General Election of 
1979

September 1979

March 1980 Commun. Social
Dem.

Center Liberal M oderate %

Line 1 3 11 6 23 68 18.9
Line 2 11 69 9 41 10 39.1
Line 3 83 22 84 31 19 38.7
Blank 3 4 1 5 3 3.3

N 298 2656 1087 583 1181

(Holmberg and Petersson, 1980: 175)

While the Communist Party and the Center Party were able to keep a large 
majority of their 1979 voters in the referendum, the other three parties were 
less successful. Only close to 70 °/o of the Social Democratic voters voted for 
the line recommended by their party and the proportion among the Moder
ates was about the same; only around 40 °/o (hence a minority) of the Liberals 
voted for the line recommended by their party. In light of the intense and 
protracted debate on the issue, the turnout (76.6 %) was surprisingly low.

D. Summary
In this section, I have concentrated on the extent to which the existing party 
systems of Denmark and Sweden are representative of their respective 
electorates. Voting turnout, share of the electorate not represented in the 
parliament, degree of correspondence between national and local party 
systems and comparison between voting in some national referenda and in 
the closest parliamentary elections have been used as indicators. In the 
Danish case, the elections to the European Parliament in 1979 and in 1984 
also have been mentioned.

Turnout is high in both countries: around 90 % in Sweden, between 85 % 
and 88 % in Denmark. Only small parts of the electorates are unrepresented 
in the parliaments; the share is lower in Denmark, as expected (lower 
threshold and more parties). The national parties also dominate the local 
party systems — slightly more in Sweden than in Denmark. The comparison 
of referendum and election results points, however, to a low representativity 
on some very important issues, as does the comparison of European election 
results with the general election results in Denmark in 1979 and in 1984.
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V. Party Organizations

What is the importance of party organizations for an assessment of the 
degree of party influence in a political system? Nothing has been stated 
explicitly about these organizations in the indicators of “partyness of govern
ment”, even if “degree of party cohesion” presumably also refers to party 
cohesion within the parties’ membership organizations, as well as to their 
parliamentary groups.

I will proceed along the following lines. First, some figures are given on 
the number of party members. This is followed by an assessment of the role 
of parties concerning three fundamental activities: influencing the voters’ 
opinions; recruiting candidates to political posts; and formulating policies, 
programs, etc. Finally an assessment is made of the degree of internal party 
cohesion.

A. Number of Party Members
Figures concerning party membership often are difficult to get and the 
figures that are given publicly by the parties often are unreliable and/or non
comparable because of different rules of counting. Tables 5 and 6 give the 
numbers of party members as reported by the parties themselves. According 
to surveys, the proportion of citizens who regard themselves as party 
members is considerably lower. Around 15 % of the respondents declare 
themselves as party members (Birgersson and Westerstaahl, 1979: 57; cf. 
Westerstaahl and Johansson, 1981: 56 ff).

Table 5. Number of Party Members and Organizational Percentage, Denmark

Members (1000s) Org. % (members as percent
of voters)

1948 1966 1976 1981 1948 1966 1976 1981

Social Democrats 
Agrarian Liberals 
Conservatives 
Radical Liberals 
Progress Party 
Christian Party 
Communists 
Socialist People’s Party 
Left Socialists 
Center Democrats

306 240 122 106
198 169 110 95
79 142 62 45
33 30 20 13

15 15
11 11

45 ? 10 10
6 6 5

2 }
2 2

37 22 13 10
35 31 16 27
31 27 37 10
23 15 9 6

4 5
7 15

32 8 29
2 4 1

3
2 1

(W orre, 1982: 31. Based on information directly from the parties.)
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Table 6. Number of Party Members (in 1000s) (Youth Unions Not Included), 
Sweden

Cons. Lib. Christ. Center Soc.
Dem.

Comm. Total Entitled to 
Vote

1932 126 30 33 304 30 523 3699
1948 115 85 145 635 52 1032 4707
1952 129 112 179 746 30 1196 4805
1958 180 106 176 780 23 1265 4925
1962 199 108 178 836 25 1346 5024
1970 129 94 15 182 907 16 1328 5646
1973 135 69 21 201 953 15 1394 5690
1976 128 59 24 212 1060 16 1499 5947

(Back and Berglund, 1978: 94). Proportion of members in relation to those entitled to 
vote (selected years): 1932, 14 % ; 1984, 22 % ; 1962, 26 % ; 1976, 25 %.

What is most striking in the Swedish figures is the very high number of 
members in the Swedish Social Democratic Party — a party which sometimes 
has been characterized as one of the strongest in the world. On the whole, 
this is probably a correct assessment, but the figures unfortunately are not 
directly comparable to those of other parties, as they include a very high 
percentage (around 75 %) who are members by virtue of collective decisions 
in the trade unions (Elvander, 1980: 166; Birgersson and Westerstaahl, 1979: 
56). This method of getting members is much debated in Swedish politics and 
has come under severe attacks, including from within the party itself, but so 
far no decisive changes have been made. But even if the collective member
ship is taken into account, the Social Democratic movement in Sweden is 
very strong organizationally, a fact which is even more evident when we look 
at the formal and informal connections between the party and some other 
intermediate actors in Swedish society.

The party organizations of the Communists and of the Liberals are weak, 
and have been for a long time; in particular this may be one factor explaining 
the Liberal Party’s very unstable electoral results. The Center Party has a 
fairly strong party organization, as have the Moderates, even if the streng
thening of their party organizations has not kept pace with the party’s long
time increase among the voters.

Seen in a long time perspective, it seems as if the growth of the Swedish 
party organizations culminated in the 1950s, and that a certain decline then 
occurred. However, the trends differ for the different parties and not even 
the general trend is unequivocal.

In contrast to the Swedish data, the Danish figures show a very clear 
trend: a constant decrease of the number of party members among the “old 
parties”; the “new parties” never have had many members, a fact which in 
itself is of considerable interest (see section V.B). To the extent that member-
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ship is an indicator of party strength, the Danish figures point toward a 
steady decrease of party government in Denmark. Measured as a percentage 
of registered voters, the proportion of party members was cut by half from 
the early 1960s to the late 1970s (from 21 % to 10 %) (Pedersen, 1981). The 
individual parties differ considerably concerning the strength of this ten
dency, but its general direction is clear.

B. Parties as Instruments in the Electoral Arena
How important are the local party organizations in influencing the voters? 
This general question covers many different things: the role of party-organi
zational activities in socializing the voters; in changing (or reinforcing) their 
opinions of different issues; getting them to vote; getting them to shift party. 
My general assessment is that the role of party organizations in these respects 
has decreased, for a number of reasons. Presumably, parties are more 
important in mobilizing party sympathizers than in converting those who are 
skeptical or indifferent, but with very high turnout, the reserves of latent or 
potential sympathizers decrease. Attention then turns to "marginal voters,” 
who may not be easily accessible to activists from the party organizations (cf. 
Sjoblom, 1983 a). The obviously increased role of central media (in particular 
TV) points in the same direction and this trend is further strengthened by 
another tendency, viz., the concentration of media attention on a few leading 
politicians of each party ("personalization”).

In the Danish case, two further circumstances should be mentioned. Elec
tions have been very frequent and they often have come unexpectedly and 
with short campaigns — all of which gives increased importance to central 
propaganda through nation-wide media at the expense of the more long-term 
local "face-to-face” influence. Also, some of the "new parties”, (in particular 
the Center Democrats and the Progress Party) sometimes have been very 
successful in the elections despite weak organizations and few members. One 
is almost tempted to ask if there are situations in which a weak party organi
zation could be an asset, e. g., in situations where the need for strategic and 
programmatic flexibility is high.

C. Party Organizations and Candidate Recruitment8
In one important respect local party organizations still have a very important 
role: candidates to parliament still are nominated at the constituency level 
both in Denmark and in Sweden. In neither country does a candidate have to 
live in the constituency from which he or she is elected but most candidates 
do — even if there is a decrease of this tendency in Denmark, where candi
dates sometimes shift from "unsafe” to "safe” nomination districts as a part of 
their party careers.
8 Cf. Foverskov, 1979; Johannsen and Kristensen, 1979; Katz, 1986 b; Petersson,

1984; Pedersen, 1981;W orre, 1982.
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In both countries, several candidates are elected in each constituency. In 
Sweden, the candidates for each party are elected in the order that they are 
placed on the list (for exceptions see below). Hence, a party can “compose” 
the list in such a way that it contains candidates with different backgrounds, 
possibly different opinions within the frame of the party, etc. In particular, 
this is important for parties which can elect several candidates, i. e., the large 
parties. Thus, the voters have very little opportunity to vote for individual 
candidates, instead of for a party only. Occasionally a party will present 
alternative lists within a constituency, but if the voter wants to promote a 
candidate who is not ranked in a “safe” place on the list, the only chance to 
get the candidate elected is to cross out the names of candidates with higher 
positions on the list — and for this to be efficient, one must persuade many 
voters to do the same thing. Obviously, this is an option with heavy odds 
against it. Efforts to increase “voting for persons” so far have been met with 
resistance by the established Swedish parties (even if they sometimes pay lip 
service to the idea) (Cf. SOU 1977: 94).

In Denmark, however, there is a system of preference voting. Each of the 
17 constituencies is divided into a number of nomination districts. All parties 
and their candidates are listed on the ballot. The voter can indicate a vote 
either for a party or for a candidate. The parties may choose among several 
list forms; the two most important are that its candidates are listed in alpha
betical order (no recommendation is given by party) or else that one of 
the candidates is recommended by the the party by being put on the top of 
the list, in which case that candidate will receive all the votes given simply to 
the party. A candidate’s chance of being elected depends partly on the size of 
the nomination district and its “safety” for the party, and partly on the 
number of personal votes. The proportion of personal votes is at present 
around 45 %; the tendency to cast personal votes is decreasing (in 1945, it 
was 70 °/o) (Petersson, 1984: 40). However, the method does not seem to 
change things very much. Most personal votes go to the official party candi
dates and the rest go to well-known candidates who already are nominated in 
“safe constituencies”, but the possibility of a “voters’ revolt” against the offi
cial party priorities is there (Worre, 1982; Katz, 1986 b)9.

D. Party Organizations and Policy-Making
To what extent do internal party decisions on programs and policies bind the 
party’s MPs? The influence is of an informal nature; constitutionally, 
members of parliament cannot be bound by anything other than their own 
“consciences”. Informal influence — based on loyalty, threat of sanctions, or

9 Katz (1986 b) provides a thorough investigation of the effects of intraparty prefer
ence voting. His conclusion concerning Denm ark is that preference voting there is 
relatively unimportant in comparison to other systems with preference voting, but 
compared to Sweden it is obviously quite important.
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whatever — is very difficult to assess in general terms. The different strata of 
the party organizations usually are quite active in stating their policy prefer
ences, but even so the general impression is that the parties’ MPs dominate 
the scene, either because they often also have strong positions in internal 
party bodies or because they have great possibilities to modify or even ignore 
policy decisions of the party organization.

In recent years, most party congresses have been open to the public, i. e., 
to the mass media (cf. Gustafsson, 1978). The result is often that very sensi
tive issues are not on the agenda. Another method to strengthen central influ
ence is to bring congress decision to an editorial committee, usually domi
nated by loyalists of the party leaders or by those leaders themselves; the 
decisions often are reformulated in such a way that they are acceptable 
directly to the parliamentary leaders and/or subject to different interpreta
tions. It also happens that differences between congress majorities and the 
parliamentary party groups are recognized openly.

The influence of party members is limited by the fact that party activists 
are more oriented toward principles and ideologies, while MPs are more 
pragmatically oriented and also have to take strategic factors into considera
tion in order to be reelected. The ability of party members to bind the MPs 
also depends on the options for parliamentary majority formation. Majority 
formation is more stable in Sweden with its five-party system, while the 
Danish fragmented party system makes majority formation much more 
unstable: hence, the parties for tactical reasons must have some discretion in 
the negotiations to form a majority. Parties outside the normal majority 
formation circles often are more tightly bound by congress decisions and the 
like — a phenomenon that is well known in most parliamentary systems.

E. Internal Party Cohesion
The term “internal party cohesion” will refer here both to cohesion within a 
party’s organization (“organizational party cohesion”) and within its parlia
mentary group (“parliamentary party cohesion”). (While standard methods 
exist to measure parliamentary party cohesion, this is not the case concerning 
organizational party cohesion — even if it is not difficult to find a number of 
indicators). What should we expect of internal party cohesion if we compare 
a party system with five parties to another with 10 — 11 parties? Let me state 
two contrary hypotheses:
a) The more parties there are, the more internal cohesion within each of them 
(we could expect such parties to be homogeneous in opinions, as they do not 
have to “aggregate” so much).
b) The fewer parties there are, the more cohesion (the fewer the parties there 
are to form majorities, the more could be lost by lack of parliamentary party 
cohesion, the more visible is lack of internal party cohesion, the more costly
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is a party’s lack of credibility among the voters because of low internal party 
cohesion, etc.).

It is my general impression that hypothesis b seems to cover the Danish 
and Swedish cases better than hypothesis a. On the whole, organizational 
party cohesion seems to be greater in Sweden than in Denmark. The 
upheaval of the Danish 1973 election was in itself a sign of low organiza
tional party cohesion, but the lack of such cohesion seems to have grown 
since 1973. In Sweden, there seem to be only three cases of malignant 
internal party conflicts during the period studied: among the Moderates in 
the early 1970s (a problem of party leaders); among the Communists in 1977 
(factional conflicts led to the formation of a splinter party but after that to 
considerably greater party cohesion); among the Liberals in the years after 
the election of 1982 (a problem of leadership — the party leader was 
replaced). As mentioned before, there were also severe strains in two or three 
of the parties because of different opinions of the use of nuclear energy, but 
these strains seem to have vanished soon after the referendum.

If this description of the differences concerning organizational party 
cohesion between the two countries is correct, two different explanations 
seem reasonable. The first is that given the institutional protection of the 
established parties in Sweden (cf. section III) and the usually small govern
mental majorities in a (mostly) adversarial system, the costs of low organiza
tional party cohesion are higher than in the Danish case with its more 
“liberal” institutional system and its more “fluid” majority formation.10

The second explanation could be made in terms of political culture — the 
“ideological space” in Danish politics is larger than in Sweden. As with most 
explanations of this sort, this one calls for its own explanation. I will return to 
such problems in later sections.

VI. Parties in Parliament and in Government

The main question to be discussed here is the extent to which members of 
parliament and of government regard themselves in these roles as party 
representatives and the extent to which they are so regarded by the public.

Conceivable alternatives to “the party role” could be: that members of 
parliament and government are regarded as individuals, primarily elected on 
their personal merits; that they are seen mainly as representatives of their 
local constituencies; that they are seen as representatives of broad social 
groups and of the interest organizations of these groups or as representatives

10 The reader may rightly find this explanation unsatisfactory and, at least, incom
plete, as indicated by the question: W hy is lack of organizational party cohesion in 
the Danish case not connected to lack of parliamentary party cohesion? — This is, 
I think, a good question.
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of popular movements and of promotional groups, etc. We assume that such 
groups are not monopolized by any single party. Finally, and cross-cutting 
the other alternatives, it is possible that members of parliament and govern
ment regard themselves as members of “issue-networks” or “sectoral groups”, 
e. g., groups concerning industry, agriculture, education, defense, etc. (cf. 
Damgaard, 1978).

If alternatives to party structuring are viable, we should expect this to be 
indicated by voting coalitions (and initiative coalitions) which do not follow 
party lines. We might also expect efforts to keep certain issues outside party 
competition, e. g., by trying to refer them to arenas other than the parlia
ment, such as courts, supernational organizations, local government, corpor- 
atist institutions, referenda, etc.

A. Parliamentary Work
Parliamentary work in both Denmark and Sweden is structured along party 
lines to a very high degree. Party affiliation is a necessary condition for elec
tion to parliament, and it is also the basis for selection of members of parlia
mentary standing committees. Parliamentary debates to a high degree are 
organized according to party, e. g., the order of speakers follows party size. 
Further, all members of parliament participate in the parliamentary party 
groups, which meet often and regularly and where all matters of any import
ance are discussed. These groups are, accordingly, the main instruments for 
party cohesion and also for policy coordination.

In Denmark, each parliamentary party selects a “party spokesman” for 
different policy areas; in Sweden, the same function usually is filled by a 
leading party member of each standing committee. Party leaders are the main 
speakers in all more general and important debates. In such questions, parlia
mentary activities are watched closely by the mass media, which has consider
able repercussions for the behavior of the politicians. In particular, the pene
tration of TV into the parliament has led to a “personalization of politics”. 
This “personalization” is, however, closely connected to the party role of 
individuals.

In both parliaments, the number and range of activities in the form of 
proposals, reservations, interpellations, etc., have increased considerably 
during the last decades. This is particularly clear in Denmark after 1973, 
when the number of parties represented doubled (Pedersen, 1981). All 
members of parliament complain about the increased workload at the same 
time that most of them contribute to this increase. Not only has membership 
of parliament become a full-time job, it also has become a job which requires 
a rather strict division of labor within the party groups. The result is speciali
zation and “sectoral professionalization” (cf., e. g., Damgaard, 1979).

As mentioned before, the Danish electoral threshold for representation is 
2%  and the Swedish is 4 % , while there are 175 ( + 4) mandates in the
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Danish Folketing and 349 in the Swedish Riksdag. In the Danish case, this 
means that a party which passes the threshold will get at least 4 mandates, 
while a party which passes the threshold in Sweden will get at least 14. The 
figures 4 and 14 are significant in the context of specialization. Given the 
present workloads of parliaments, it is very difficult for a party with 4 
members to cope with parliamentary tasks without a very high degree of 
specialization — while a party of 14 should have at least a reasonable chance 
to follow the more important activities. While most studies of the impact of 
electoral systems on parliamentary work have concentrated their effects on 
majority formation, it also may be important to analyze their effects on 
working procedures, specialization and agenda-setting (Rae, 1979).

Specialization leads to severe problems of coordination; after all, one of 
the main functions of political parties is to provide some form of coordina
tion between different policies, decisions and actions. Much has been written 
in recent years about the tendencies toward the “segmentation” of political 
systems, sometimes resulting in counterproductive outcomes and also in a 
weakening of the parliamentary system as such. There can be no doubt that 
this is a severe problem for party governments. Conflicts arise between 
“generalists” and “specialists”. In periods where efforts to reduce the public 
sector, or at least efforts to contain its further growth, are common, we often 
find conflicts between ministers of finance (who are responsible for one of 
the main coordinating tasks) and ministers for specific policy-areas. Corpora- 
tist “iron triangles” often offer formidable resistance to changes of policy 
within their policy areas, and in particular to cutbacks. On the other hand, 
there are signs that recent economic difficulties have strengthened the parlia
mentary and governmental “generalists” vis-à-vis the specialized and corpor- 
atistic interests, which are in a better position during periods of growth than 
during periods of scarcity.

B. Parties in Government
In section II of this chapter it was mentioned that both Denmark and Sweden 
might be characterized as “social-democratic states” (cf. Dahrendorf, 1979; 
Lafferty, 1983). Conceivable indicators include: the size of the public sector, 
its composition and its regulation; a general mentality (or “political culture”) 
concerning the content and direction of policies; the role of the social-demo
cratic parties in government. If the term is appropriate at all, it evidently is 
more appropriate in the Swedish than in the Danish case.

Since 1970 Denmark has had seven different governments. Only one of them, 
the non-socialist tripartite government until 1971, was a majority govern
ment, but the (very untraditional) coalition between Social Democrats and 
Agrarian Liberals between 1978 and 1979 came close to a majority as no 
majority could be formed against it. Three governments have been non
socialist, three governments have been social-democratic, and one govern-
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Table 7. Danish Governments, 1970—1984

-1 9 7 1 Radical Liberals — Agrarian Liberals — Conservatives
1971-1973 Social Democrats
1973-1975 Agrarian Liberals
1975-1978 Social Democrats
1978-1979 Social Democrats — Agrarian Liberals
1979-1982 Social Democrats
1 9 8 2 - Conservatives — Agrarian Liberals — Center Democrats — 

Christian People’s Party

Note: In case of coalitions, the prime minister comes from the party listed first.

ment was (as said) mixed in this respect. If we disregard this last coalition, the 
Social-Democrats have been in government for around 8 years, the non
socialist parties for around 5 years (1984). During the whole period, the 
parliament has had a non-socialist majority. There are, however, also two 
mandates for Greenland and two for the Faroe Islands (these representatives 
are sometimes outside the regular Danish parties, sometimes inside); because 
of such mandates, the Social-Democrats could, for instance, govern 
1971—73 in an informal coalition with the Socialist People’s Party without 
having to cooperate with the non-socialist parties. Historically, there has 
been in Denmark close cooperation between the Social-Democrats and the 
Radical Liberals, the latter a typical “center party” which often has had a 
pivotal position.

With the occasional exception of the Social Democratic/Agrarian Liberal 
coalition 1978 —79 (which was dissolved because of inner tensions), majority 
formation has been precarious in the Danish parliament since 1973. This — 
in combination with a long tradition of minority parliamentarism — may 
explain why the general political style has been one of “coalescence” 
(Pedersen, 1981). Since the formation of the non-socialist, four-party 
government in 1982, there are, however, some signs of an emerging two-bloc 
system, but the signs are far from unambiguous. A permanent debate is going 
on about the general parliamentary relations between the parties, about the 
advantages or disadvantages of broad versus narrow majorities, about alter
native majority coalitions, in general or concerning specific issues, etc. (For 
an historical overview, cf. Meyer, 1965; Rasmussen, 1969). The system is 
often called a “cooperative popular government”. This does not mean 
advocacy of all-party government — some parties have more or less perma
nently been left outside of the process of majority formation (since 1973, the 
parties to the left of the Social Democrats and — with a few recent excep
tions — the Progress Party). For those parties which potentially belong to the 
majority, it may be dangerous to appear as very intransigent and in particular 
to be blamed for being the cause of a new election — the frequent elections



178 Gunnar Sjoblom

have made most voters rather impatient with what they regard as govern
mental ineffectiveness.

Since 1973, majority formation in the Danish parliament usually has been 
a rather protracted affair, sometimes resulting in quite comprehensive 
“deals”. Parties belonging to the “inner circle” all have been more or less 
mixed up in policy-making; consequently, the voters’ assessment of accounta
bility is complicated.

A study of parliamentary roll-calls since 1973, comparing them to an 
earlier period (Svensson, 1982), reveals that party cohesion has not changed 
very much; it is high in most parties most of the time, and most decisions still 
are made with large majorities. It should be remembered, however, that most 
parties have had internal splits some time after 1973, but these splits have 
mainly been seen in the party organizations, not in the parliamentary groups 
(with the exception of the Progress Party in 1984).

Recruitment to Danish governments in most cases has been based on party 
positions, usually on membership in parliament. Some persons outside parlia
ment have been appointed ministers, but they usually have had positions in 
the party organization or in local politics. In a few cases, experts with “party 
sympathies” have been appointed without formal party standing. All in all, 
however, Danish governments are party governments in this respect and they 
are also generally regarded as such.

Table 8. Swedish Governments, 1970— 1984

-1 9 7 6 Social Democrats
1976-1978 Center Party — Moderates — Liberals
1978-1979 Liberals
1979-1981 Center Party — Moderates — Liberals
1981 — 1982 Center Party — Liberals
1982— Social Democrats

Note: in case of coalitions, the prime minister comes from the party listed first.

Sweden has had six different governments since the election of 1970. The 
Social-Democrats were in government until the election of 1976 and since 
the election of 1982; non-socialist parties governed in four different govern
ments between the election of 1976 and the election of 1982. Only the two 
tripartite non-socialist governments of 1976—78 and 1979—81 have been 
majority governments, but the Social-Democratic minority government 
1970—1973 got stable support from the Communists and gets somewhat less 
stable support from the same party since 1982. The non-socialist government 
formed in 1976 broke up in 1978 because of a conflict on the use of nuclear 
energy. (As mentioned before, the issue was “solved” — i.e., taken from the 
agenda — by a referendum in 1980.) The non-socialist government formed in
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1979 broke up in 1981 because of a conflict on tax policy. The Liberal 
government of 1978 —1979 was an extreme minority government with only 
about 10 % of the parliamentary mandates.

The period between the elections of 1973 and 1976 was interesting in the 
sense that the socialist and non-socialist blocs had exactly the same number of 
mandates. (In 1975, the number of mandates was made uneven to avoid such 
an outcome in the future.) Analysis of the roll-calls during this period 
demonstrated a new pattern: while the common pattern both before and after 
this period had been the socialist votes against the non-socialist votes, the 
period 1974 —76 gave rise to closer cooperation among the Social-Demo
crats, the Center Party, and the Liberals, while the Communists and the 
Moderates, respectively, were isolated on each flank. Party constellations 
tend to follow the options of majority formation.

Both before 1974 and after 1976, there occasionally have been discussions 
about cooperation between the Social-Democrats and one or both of the 
“middle parties” (the Center Party and the Liberal Party), but nothing indi
cates that this should be taken seriously as long as a bloc majority (on either 
side) can be established. Hence, for most of the time the parliamentary style 
has tended to be “adversarial”, despite the fact that the periods of genuine 
majority government have been brief.

According to the constitutional rules, a government can be formed and is 
accepted by the parliament as long as there is not a majority against it. When, 
for instance, the Liberal minority government was installed in late 1978, it 
only got its own party’s votes; the Social-Democrats and the Center Party 
abstained from voting, while the Communists and the Moderates voted 
against the new government. The Social-Democratic government could stay 
after the election of 1973, despite the exact deadlock, because no majority 
could be mobilized against it. This rule of “negative confidence” has been the 
object of much debate.

As in Denmark, recruitment to Swedish governments is based mainly on 
party careers and most ministers are also members of parliament11. (When 
they become ministers, their deputies take their seats in parliament, a method 
which obviously presupposes high party cohesion.) Party cohesion is very 
high in the Swedish parliament — virtually the only exceptions (and they are 
rare) concern local and regional issues.

As in Denmark, the mass media style of reporting has led to a “personali
zation” of politics. Party leaders and leading government ministers usually 
appear on TV several times a week. This tendency is perhaps even stronger in

11 A certain weakening of this tendency concerning membership of parliament has 
occurred, however, particularly in Sweden. In the present (1984) government, 
between one-fourth and one-third of the ministers are not members of the parlia
ment. This includes such prominent officials as the ministers for foreign affairs, of 
defense, of justice and of education.
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Sweden because of the smaller number of parties. There is no doubt that 
these individuals are regarded mainly as party representatives.

VII. Parties and the Central Administrations

The Danish and Swedish constitutions call for different patterns of relations 
between the government and the central administration.

The Swedish system is usually described as “dualistic”. One part consists 
of the governmental departments for different sectors, each led by a minister 
(sometimes two). Only these departments are under the direct control of the 
members of government. By any international comparison, these departments 
are relatively small. The quantitatively larger part of the central administra
tive tasks are performed by agencies which have a semi-autonomous position 
vis-à-vis the departments. While the departments are mainly policy-making 
and coordinating organs, the central administrative agencies have mainly 
implementing tasks. They have to work according to laws and rules given by 
the parliament and/or the government, but they apply them on their own 
responsibility. Each is connected formally to some department, but the 
minister cannot in principle direct their decisions in concrete cases. Hence, 
“ministerial rule” does not prevail in the Swedish administrative system.12

The Danish system of central administration is different and may (with 
some reservations) be described as “ministerial rule”. In principle, all central 
administrative decisions are made under the responsibility of some minister, 
who is a member of the government. During the last decades, however, the 
departments have developed increasingly into policy-preparing organs, while 
the implementing tasks more and more have been delegated to “directorates” 
which in principle are under ministerial rule, and to permanent councils and 
committees (“naevn”, “raad”,) which have a more independent position. The 
general tendency, in other words, has been a certain weakening of ministerial 
rule (cf. Meyer, 1975; Worre, 1982). In that respect, the Swedish and the 
Danish system of central administration seem more alike. But there are other 
differences which are more important.

In the Swedish departments, a “secretary of state” functions as the deputy 
of the minister and usually is replaced at a shift of government. These secre
taries of state usually are politicians even if there have been many exceptions, 
particularly in those departments which are not regarded as politically 
central. There is no similar arrangement in Danish departments, even if 
reforms in that direction sometimes have been discussed.

In addition, a number of persons in the Swedish departments are politi
cally appointed by each new government — as “specific experts”, as

12 The description here is a summary. In detail, things are (as usual) more complicated
and also more controversial. Cf. Tarschys, et al., 1983; and Stjernquist, 1984.
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“personal secretaries”, as “information secretaries”, etc. An exact delimitation 
of this group is difficult to make, but the total number of people is something 
like 100 — 150. In combination with the secretaries of state, these officials are 
an important device for a government to influence and control the central 
administration. Other officials in the departments (the large majority) are not 
appointed on political grounds (at least not officially). Danish departments 
have hardly any counterpart to this politically appointed staff.

Most Swedish administrative agencies have a board to which a number of 
external persons are recruited — members of parliament, or officials from 
the departments, or persons from other administrative agencies, or represen
tatives of interest organizations, or independent experts. While no members 
of these boards are appointed only on party grounds, this system of represen
tation means that the parties have at least some influence on, and a consider
able insight into, the central administrative agencies. In 1979, about one- 
fourth of the board members were politicians (cf. Tarschys et al., 1984). On 
the whole, however, this system of representation may be better described as 
corporatist than as a component of party government.

In Denmark, such arrangements are less common. There are, however, 
some prominent examples, the most prominent being the board of the Danish 
radio and television system; this board is like a miniature of the Danish 
parliament, an arena of party politics, filled with conflicts (cf. Skovmand, 
1975).

Recruitment to the Danish central administration is highly “internal” — 
most officials make their careers in the same branch of administration and to 
the extent that this is not the case it is usually people from other branches of 
public administration who are appointed. “Political appointments” are rare 
and to the degree that an appointment is regarded as “political”, it will stir 
public debate. Political appointments are, howevere, quite common in the 
large regional and local administration (cf. Meyer, 1975).

In Sweden, “political appointments” are much more common; prominent 
politicians leaving politics, for instance, often are appointed to leading posts 
in the central (or regional) administration. While this, on the whole, is 
regarded as legitimate, it has sometimes evoked protests from the public 
employees’ interest organizations. (Examples of such protests may be found 
in the foreign service.)

If we now try to compare party influence on the central administration in 
Denmark and Sweden, the picture is ambiguous. On one hand, Denmark still 
has “ministerial rule”, even if it gradually is weakening. On the other hand, 
the tradition of civil service esprit de corps seems much stronger in Denmark 
than in Sweden. The differences concerning appointments are also striking; 
as mentioned, “political appointments” are common in Sweden but not in 
Denmark. The appointment of “secretaries of state” and of a “political staff” 
in the Swedish departments are further indications of the much higher “poli
ticization” of the Swedish central administration than the Danish. It should
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be kept in mind, however, that corporatist arrangements in the Swedish 
central administration also are very strong; this is of importance as one tries 
to assess the relative influence of party government.

VIII. Party Relations to Other Intermediate Actors
A. Interest Organizations
Both Danes and Swedes are to a very high degree members of interest orga
nizations. In Sweden, about 80 % of the economically active population are 
members of one of the organizations in the labor market; while the Danish 
figures are somewhat lower, there is no doubt that the two countries are 
among the most “organized” democracies in the world. In both countries, 
interest organizations have played important roles in the political process for 
a long time; again, this tendency is stronger in Sweden than in Denmark. 
Both countries sometimes are characterized as “corporatist”; if the label is 
appropriate at all, it is more appropriate to Sweden than to Denmark.

If we concentrate on the interest organizations in the economy and labor 
market, there are some differences, particularly on the side of the employees. 
In Sweden, there are three large peak organizations of salaried employees: 
the Union of Industrial Workers (LO, around 2 million members), the Union 
of White-Collar Workers (TCO, around 1 million members), and the Union 
of Academic Workers (SACO, around 250,000 members). These are peak 
organizations for a number of different professional unions. Compared to 
most other countries, the degree of centralization is high (but more and more 
contested). The Danish peak organizations are organized in roughly the 
same way as the Swedish, but there are some important differences. The 
white-collar peak organization is quite weak, many white-collar workers are 
organized in the Danish LO, and, above all, the degree of centralization is 
much lower than in Sweden. One reason may be that the Swedish LO is 
organized mainly on the basis of industrial unions, while in Denmark most of 
the LO unions still are organized around professions; this also means 
frequent conflicts between skilled and unskilled workers and a wider range of 
wage levels than in Sweden. Another important difference is that the top 
organizations on the Swedish labor market usually have been able to reach 
agreement without state decrees, while such interventions (by law) have been 
common in Denmark13. “Income policy” is a dirty word in Swedish politics,

13 While “income policy” has a firm tradition in Danish politics and no doubt is 
supported by a majority of the citizens, the very idea (or at least the term) has for a 
long time been almost taboo in Swedish politics. It should be remembered that the 
Swedish top organizations of the labor market are considerably stronger than the 
Danish top organizations. The Swedish top organizations have, however, often 
demanded that the government and the parliament make deals in the labor market 
easier, by changing taxes, interest rates, social support etc., as they have also often 
demanded direct public support for large industries or branches of industry. Only
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but hardly so in Denmark. However, when it comes to realities, the differ
ences may not be very great, e. g., because one-third or more of the 
employees are public employees.

Traditionally, the LOs in both countries have connections to the Social 
Democrats, the employers’ organizations to the conservative parties and the 
farmers’ organizations to the agrarian parties. The Swedish TCO is more 
indeterminate in this respect but leans towards the Social Democrats (even if 
a majority of its members are non-socialists) (Holmberg, 1984: 98). How do 
the members of these organizations vote? Figures are not complete and it 
should be remembered that the swings between elections may be consider
able, but the data in Table 9 from the Swedish election of 1982 give a general 
overview.

Table 9. Organizational Membership and Party Voting3 Sweden, 1982 (%)

Organization VPK SD CP FP M other % N per
cent
non

voters

LO 6 70 10 2 9 3 100 680 7
TC O 6 39 10 11 28 6 100 510 3
Saco/SR 14 14 5 9 51 7 100 98 1
LRF (farmers) 0 2 81 2 13 2 100 46 2
Employer’s organ. 0 12 14 7 67 0 100 42 4

(Holmberg, 1984: 97)

According to a (yet unpublished) survey of the Danish 1984 election, the 
Danish connections in this respect are as shown in Table 10.

Even if we disregard the fragmentation because of the many Danish parties 
and just look at the aggregated figures for the three Danish political blocs (cf. 
bottom of Table 10), it is evident that the political heterogeneity of Danish 
interest organizations (and, correspondingly, the social heterogeneity of the 
political blocs) is higher than in the Swedish case. It should be remembered 
that small industries and firms (including agriculture and connnected indus
tries) have a much stronger relative position in Denmark than in Sweden, and 
also that the Danish parties to the left of the Social Democrats (“the left 
wing”) are considerably stronger than the Swedish Communist Party.

Disregarding the differences in degree, we find, however, the same 
general tendencies in the two countries as we do in most industrialized 
democracies. Because of increased heterogeneity in the society at large, the

gradually has the present government tried to introduce something which could be 
seen as the beginning of an income policy — but so far with scant effect.
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Table 10. Organizational Membership and Party Voting in the Election of 1984, 
Denmark

1
LO

2
O ther

TUs

3
Empl.

4
O ther N

Social Democrats 46 20 8 29 260
Radical Liberals 2 11 7 7 49
Conservatives 16 18 31 25 180
Single-Tax Party 2 2 2 1 13
Socialist People’s Party 17 20 5 6 . 103
Communist Party — — — 1 3
Center Democrats 2 9 5 5 41
Christian People’s Party 1 2 — 6 28
Agrarian Liberals 8 10 33 15 111
Left Socialists 4 9 7 3 42
Progress Party 3 1 3 2 17
% 101 102 101 100
N 263 172 61 351 847
Left Wing Parties 21 28 12 10 148
Social Democrats 46 20 8 29 260
Non-Socialist Parties 33 52 80 61 439

(Source: The Danish Election Study of 1984, Hans Jorgen Nielsen.) 
Percentage figures are abbreviated.

Column 2 includes unions of white collar workers outside the LO, academics’ trade 
unions etc. Column 3 includes members of the Danish Employer’s Association and /o r 
members of industrial organizations. Column 4 includes several other groups, e.g., in 
agriculture and trade.

parties are more and more socially heterogeneous and the interest organiza
tions are more and more politically heterogeneous. Class voting is decreasing 
in the long perspective and political volatility is increasing. As a result, it is 
more and more complicated for an interest organization to keep very close 
connections with a single political party.

Because of the high “organizational propensity” of the citizens, most poli
ticians are also members of interest organizations. The more important 
interest organizations usually have some voice intra muros of the parliamen
tary system. There can be no doubt that organizational connections of this 
kind usually are taken into account when a party “composes” its lists of 
candidates, even if such considerations have to compete with many others.

The main reasons for the interest organizations’ political influence are, 
however, that: 1) they are often represented on the boards of the central 
administrative agencies; 2) they are often represented in ad-hoc policy 
committees; 3) they are regularly consulted in different types of “hearings”;
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4) they sometimes directly negotiate with the government or with administra
tive agencies in those cases where their positive cooperation is regarded as 
necessary for the success of a policy; and finally, and maybe most import
antly, 5) the political parties anticipate the reactions of the large interest 
organizations and thus take them into account in decision-making. In combi
nation, factors like these tend to make the large interest organizations into 
very influential political actors. It should not be forgotten, however, that they 
may neutralize each other’s influence in the not infrequent cases when they 
are adversaries.

Much has been said and written about the “corporatist tendencies” in 
modern democracies, i. e., the tendencies for large interest organizations 
directly and indirectly to participate in public policy-making and policy- 
implementation — and also that these tendencies constitute a danger to 
representative democracy by weakening the “parliamentary channel”. While 
there are many complications, as is well known, in making valid assessments 
of the relative strength of such tendencies, there can be no doubt either that 
they are strong in both the Danish and the Swedish cases, or that they are 
considerably stronger in Sweden than in Denmark (cf., e.g., Damgaard and 
Eliassen, 1978, 1979, 1980; Jarlov, Johansen, and Kristensen, 1979; Johansen 
and Kristensen, 1982). (They are, however, very far from being institutional
ized to the extent that they are, for example, in Austria.)

B. Mass Media
The number of daily newspapers has declined in both Denmark and Sweden 
during this century. This has affected the political orientations of those which 
remain. In 1913, there were 175 daily newspapers in Denmark, which meant 
that most of the provincial centers had three or four dailies of different poli
tical colors. Today, there are about 50 independent dailies, most of them 
non-socialist but many of them with a rather indeterminate political connec
tion (cf. Worre, 1982).

The number of Swedish newspapers peaked in the early 1920s; their 
number then remained fairly stable until the 1950s and 1960s, when a sharp 
decline occurred. A system of public subsidy was introduced in the late 1960s 
and as a result the decline more or less was brought to an end. The present 
number is around 150 (main editions). Counted as proportions of the total 
number of copies, around 20 °/o are Social Democratic, 13 % Moderate, 
33 °/o Liberal, 6 % Center Party, and 0.5 % Communist; the rest are inde
pendent (Hadenius and Weibull, 1979; Hadenius, 1982). According to 
UNESCO statistics from 1975, Sweden then had the highest per capita 
consumption of newspapers in the world (571 copies per 1,000 inhabitants). 
(In 1979, however, it was surpassed by Japan and Iceland, according to the 
same source.)

As can be seen from the Swedish figures, there is no close connection 
between “party size” of the daily newspapers and party proportion of the
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electorate. (If the trade unions’ membership periodicals were included, the 
general picture would look quite different.) To this should be added that 
there is a general tendency, at least among the non-socialist newspapers, 
towards increased independence of parties (the same tendency is visible in 
Denmark). This usually does not mean that the newspapers are “depoliti- 
cized”, but rather that the political messages printed are more dispersed (e.g., 
by having columnists from different political parties). Economically, most 
Swedish morning papers rely to an increasing degree on two types of income: 
advertising and public subsidies. Evening newspapers mainly rely on the sale 
of copies (but in some cases also on public subsidies).

There are good reasons to believe that the mass media (and in particular 
television) play an increasing role for opinion formation and in setting the 
political agenda, but it is difficult to be precise. Presumably, the “muck
raking tendencies” of the “new journalism” have contributed to an increas
ing distrust of politicians among the voters. The very large amount of infor
mation, usually distributed in a very fragmented way, may cause an “infor
mation overload” for many citizens. Each voter is the target of many 
conflicting and/or unconnected messages. Mass media’s concentration on 
party leaders and a few other leading politicians leads to a “personalization” 
of politics. All in all, such tendencies may explain part of the increased elec
toral volatility and perhaps also the increased tendencies toward “political 
cynicism”.

In both countries, parliamentary activities often are followed by mass 
media in a very detailed way. This seems to hamper lengthy parliamentary 
negotiations — their very slowness often is publicly interpreted as a sign of 
ineffectiveness. The sometimes quite obtrusive reporting may have the effect 
of strengthening oligarchic tendencies with the parties (e. g., in order to 
prevent “leaks”); it also may contribute to an increase of party discipline, as 
lack of party cohesion is regarded as “hot news” by the media and widely 
reported. It certainly favors visible and propagandistic activities among MPs 
(tendencies which also are strengthened by the regular publication of opinion 
polls).

These conclusions (or, rather, speculations) are based on the assumption 
that the more party activities are made public, the more weight will the popu
larity function get, even between electoral campaigns. If so, this may give rise 
to further speculations about the indirect importance of mass media for prob
lems of governability.

C. Single-Issue Movements14
As the term implies, a single-issue movement is concentrated around one 
issue, which may be very general — peace, disarmament, environmental

14 Cf. Gidlund, 1978; Gundelach, 1980; M ouritzen, et al., 1978. Also Keranen, 1983;
and Olsen, 1983.
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protection, women’s rights — or very specific — preservation of certain 
buildings, certain areas (e.g., for recreational purposes), certain institutions 
(e.g., local schools). These movements sometimes are short-lived, sometimes 
not; they usually have a very “flat” organizational structure and often a very 
fluid membership. They tend to be “anti-establishment”. They try to recruit 
participants from very different strata of society and to avoid being 
connected to established parties and organizations (but are sometimes 
hiddenly exploited by them). The average age of the participants tends to be 
low, compared to other politically relevant organizations. Their main aim is 
to influence attitudes and opinions, but sometimes also specific authoritative 
decisions.

Those movements are interesting in our context mainly because sometimes 
they are regarded as substitutes for, or alternatives to, political parties; a rise 
of such movements could then mean a “crisis of party government”. Their 
very appearance could, for example, be taken as an indication of failure by 
the parties “to structure” public opinion or to “represent” it.

The leaders of Danish and Swedish parties often have been very uncertain 
of how to handle such movements. Among the strategies have been: to agree 
on their goals but to criticize their means; to declare that they are right in 
principle, but that the time is not yet ripe for the policies they advocate; to 
appoint commissions in order to delay (or possibly to avoid) decisions; to 
yield on symbolic details; to try to distract people from the issue by stressing 
other things of the agenda; or to stress other goals, which are difficult to 
reconcile with the goals of the movements (e.g., that some measures of envi
ronmental protection will increase umemployment). Measures like these — 
which are not necessarily hoaxes — are often complicated, however, as not 
all of the members of these movements are political amateurs; it has been 
shown that many of the participants also are activists in political parties, 
which could indicate that these movements are not necessarily alternatives 
but complements to parties (cf. Andersen, 1980; Gundelach, 1980; Damgaard 
and Kristensen, 1982; Olsen, 1983).

Some of the movements have been successful in influencing the parties. 
The number of female candidates to political assemblies has increased. Envi
ronmental issues are taken increasingly seriously and regarded as among the 
worst problems of modern society. The peace movement has at least influ
enced the socialist parties in the two countries but also many members/ 
sympathizers of middle parties.

All these movements are very much dependent on mass media for their 
success; this means that their potential influence may decrease when they are 
no longer regarded as “news”. They also may lose influence when it turns out 
that their proposals are technically very difficult to implement (e.g., proposals 
for “alternative” energy resources). The issues are then taken over by experts. 
Another problem is that more and more people become aware of goal 
conflicts (environmental matters, for instance, have not been easier to handle
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during an economic crisis). One of the main difficulties for the parties in 
being “responsive” to such movements is their “one-issue-ness”; by defini
tion, they do not engage in policy aggregation or policy coordination (cf. 
Huntington, 1974).

IX. Party Governmentness and Partyness of Society 
A. Party Governmentness
Party governmentness refers to “a characteristic of the ‘Herrschaftsorganisa- 
tion’ of the overall society and indicates the proportion of all social power 
exercised by parties within the framework of the party government 
model . . .” The degree of party governmentness may, in other words, be 
dependent on the size of the public sector. This may, for instance, refer to 
party influence in local assemblies or on local, regional, and central adminis
trative agencies. To what degree can we talk about “party governmentness” 
in Denmark and Sweden, and how can the two countries be ranked in this 
respect?

The public sector is very large in both countries, by any international 
comparison. Table 11 gives some comparisons over time concerning one 
fundamental indicator of public sector size.

Table 11. Public Expenditures as a Percentage of GNP

1961 1966 1971 1976 1981

Denmark 27.1 31.7 43.0 47.8 59.0
Holland 35.4 40.7 48.0 56.6 61.5
Sweden 31.0 38.3 45.5 51.9 65.3
O ECD  Countries 29.3 30.6 33.3 37.9 40.9
EC Countries 33.0 36.2 39.0 46.1 50.0

(Source: Näringslivets ekonomifakta 1983. Figures from OECD.)

Among the OECD countries, Holland had the relatively largest public sector 
in 1976; in 1981 it had been passed in this respect by Sweden, while Denmark 
ranked third. In 1983, the public sector in Sweden amounted to almost 70 % 
of the GNP and the public sector in Denmark to 62 °/o. Looking at the table, 
some growth periods stand out as remarkable: Denmark from 1966 to 1971 
(+11.3 °/o) and Sweden from 1976 to 1981 (+13.4 °/o). This is no less 
remarkable if we remember that both countries during these periods (respec
tively) had non-socialist governments, Sweden for the whole period 
1976—1981, Denmark for most of the period 1966—1971.

In both countries, slightly less than half of public expenditures is used for 
public consumption and investment; slightly more than half goes to transfers,
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including (rapidly increasing) interest payments on public debts. The public 
sector in both countries is financed decreasingly by direct taxes (national and 
local taxes) and increasingly by indirect taxes and contributions to social 
security — but also by loans. In 1982, all taxes and contributions amounted 
to 44.2 % of the Danish GNP and to 50.7 % of the Swedish GNP. In the 
same year, taxes and contributions per inhabitant amounted to US $ 4,871 in 
Denmark and to US $ 6,038 in Sweden.

Another indicator of interest is the number of public employees as a 
percentage of the total labor force. In Denmark it is around one-third, in 
Sweden around 37 %. In both countries, the proportions (and the absolute 
figures) increased rapidly until the very last years, mainly in the primary 
(local) and secondary (regional) communes.

One obvious conclusion to be drawn from figures like these is that the 
living conditions of the Danes and the Swedes are very highly dependent 
upon political and administrative decisions, i.e., upon public decisions.

Actually, many or most of these public decisions are made by public 
administrators, not by party politicians. The very size and complexity of a 
large public sector makes it impossible for top decision-makers to have more 
than a general overview of what is going on in the society in general and in 
the government in particular. Political decisions on the governmental/parlia- 
mentary level increasingly are framework decisions, which must be inter
preted and implemented according to the discretion of public employees at 
different levels of the public machinery — often by negotiations with clients 
and/or interest organizations. It is a system which requires a good deal of 
coordination in order to avoid counterproductive results (it may happen, for 
instance, that a slight increase in family income results in a net loss, if it 
makes the family ineligible for some social benefits). Granted that large size 
and complexity are connected to specialization, and granted that different 
issue areas tend to develop into semiautonomous units, it is hardly surprising 
that coordination often is lacking or inadequate and that counterproductive 
effects are common.

Even if party politicians actually were in control of the public administra
tive apparatus, there would be another reservation to be made: the size of the 
public sector may be a result of “automatic cost increases,” which means that 
the “free parts” of the public budgets are small and hence that the options for 
the parties in government are few. Politicians then will be confined to 
administration of the results of past decisions, which are regarded as more or 
less “irreversible” — hardly a situation of high party governmentness.

There is a third circumstance to be taken into account which sometimes 
makes it difficult to assess the power position of a certain type of actor — 
e. g., the parties — in a society. Power is dependent not only upon the 
resources that an actor possesses, but also upon the existence of opponents 
and their resources. Different actors, perhaps each with very large resources, 
may stall each other in conflict or competition. The public power structure
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then will tend to be diffuse — which means, among other things, that it may 
be very difficult for the citizens to assess who is responsible for what. A 
corporatist system, for instance, usually means a diffuse public power struc
ture, and so far nobody has been able to tell what a system of accountability 
for a corporatist system would look like if it followed the principle that 
power and accountability should be combined. Are the political parties at the 
governmental/parliamentary level in such a system reduced to scapegoats, as 
the only actors who can be held accountable by the public, and hence 
punished for unpleasant states of affairs even if they only partially are able to 
influence them? What does “representative government” mean if the connec
tion between power and accountability is broken? And do parties with small 
resources but without any strong power competitors have a relatively 
stronger position than parties with very large resources in a system with very 
powerful competitors outside the party system?

The problems mentioned here — lack of government control over the 
public administrative apparatus, lack of control over public finances, lack of 
power vis-à-vis organized interests — are common themes in discussions of 
“ungovernability”. As mentioned before, there are, however, some signs that 
such trends are met by countervailing trends. Perhaps paradoxically, these 
mainly stem from “the fiscal crisis of the state”. Shrinking public resources 
tend to undermine the autonomy of different administrative units and to 
produce a tighter control over public finances. Cost increases may happen 
automatically, but cutbacks are not automatic and require a higher degree of 
coordination — something which only central governments can produce. It is 
a common observation that governmental powers tend to increase in periods 
of crisis. Bureaucracies and interest organizations are not very suitable as 
cutback actors or even as containing actors, and while such roles may be very 
unpleasant for political parties in government, they have no choice. The fact 
that efforts to contain inflation have been given a higher priority in recent 
years than was the case during the 1960s and 1970s also results in a strength
ening of the central political authorities.

The reasoning so far concerning party governmentness has been very 
general and has referred to domestic power relations. It is my interpretation 
that it is applicable to the present situations in Denmark and in Sweden (with 
some difference in emphasis between the two countries) and that it describes 
some of the essential problem situations for the parties in the two countries 
with respect to their power positions. If we widen the perspective and look at 
the countries in their international context, however, it is clear that increasing 
international interdependence tends to reduce national autonomy, e.g., 
concerning economic policies. In particular, small states (like Denmark and 
Sweden) increasingly are vulnerable to international fluctuations. If this were 
to be taken into account, the assessment of the relative roles of political 
parties over time would be much more complicated.
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B. Partyness of Society

What about “the partyness of society” in the two countries? This notion was 
introduced to account for the cases where parties, irrespective of their posi
tions in government/parliament or in the public sector, are able to mobilize 
citizens and interest organizations for political purposes. Obvious examples 
are if trade unions, dominated by a political party, engage in “political 
strikes”; if groups of people boycott some products for political reasons, or 
start demonstrations against the government at party initiative; or if conflicts 
(and recruitment) within interest organizations, firms, universities, etc., tend 
to be structured along party lines. An assessment of “the partyness of society” 
is probably more complicated than an assessment of “party governmentness” 
and clearly more complicated than an assessment of “partyness of govern
ment”.

We can, of course, expect societies with very large public sectors to be 
highly “politicized” in the sense that demands from organizations, groups 
and individuals (to do something, or to abstain from doing something) to a 
very high degree are directed towards the political authorities. Further, the 
“degree of partyness of society” is connected to the degree of politicization 
of society — without the latter we cannot detect the former. But it is not 
necessarily the other way around: a society may be highly politicized without 
having a high degree of “partyness”, i.e., in those cases where the demands 
are not channeled along party lines and/or where public decisions are not 
made by party officials but by public administrators. (This is why an assess
ment of grass-roots movements’ influence is important for an assessment of 
the degree of partyness of society.)

Both Denmark and Sweden can be regarded as highly politicized societies. 
This is not surprising if one considers the sizes of their public sectors, but it is 
also a question of political cultures, which in both cases are very “participa
tory”. There is a difference in degree, however, which is important: Denmark 
is a much more “liberal” society than Sweden, both institutionally and attitu- 
dinally.

All political arrangements have to balance notions of “public interests” 
versus “individual interests” (if they are not to be either totalitarian or 
completely anarchistic). There is no doubt that the balance in Sweden is 
tipped heavily in the direction of the (alleged) “public interest”; this is 
obvious to such an extent that some foreign observers have talked about the 
“neo-totalitarians” (cf., e.g., Huntford, 1971). Without discussing the suit
ability of terms like that, it is clear that the dominant Swedish culture has a 
very “collectivistic” bent, while this is not the case in Denmark, or, at least, it 
is the case to a much lower degree.

The “political space” is also larger in Denmark than in Sweden. An indica
tion of this is the very fragmentation of the party system. If we start from the 
other end, it may be that the existence of so many parties — each of them
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eager to legitimate its existence — may favor the preservation of a large poli
tical space. Another indicator is that Denmark has not built any “protective 
wall” around the old established parties; instead, they are open to very 
intense competition. Without trying to rank the degree of politicization in the 
two countries, it is already clear that the different formats of the two party 
systems make for a difference in the expression of politicization. Organiza
tions, opinion groups etc., are more heterogeneous with respect to party 
sympathies in Denmark than in Sweden. If people try to arrange, for 
example, political demonstrations, they either have to cooperate with several 
parties or participate as individuals or as members of interest organizations 
but not as party members. Hence, “partyness of society” in a strict sense is 
rather low; at least the visibility of the parties is usually low in such extra- 
parliamentary efforts to bring pressure on the authorities.

Sweden is a more “institutionalized” society. One sign of this is that a very 
large part of those who participate in public debates on political matters do so 
as representatives of parties, interest organizations or administrative units. 
This, of course, often gives the debate a “semi-official” character. The fact 
that the large interest organizations have institutionalized access to political 
decision-makers and that majority formation in the Swedish parliament is 
more predictable than in the Danish parliament means that more decisions 
are made after negotiations outside of parliament and with less public visi
bility. Demonstrations and the like are not very common in Sweden; those 
which occur are directed mostly against foreign regimes or caused by local or 
regional issues. Political strikes are uncommon and are regarded by many 
people as illegitimate. When the employers (mainly the small employers) in 
the autumn of 1983 arranged a surprisingly large demonstration in Stock
holm against the Social Democratic government’s plan to legislate on the 
introduction of “wage-earners’ funds” (which the government later did intro
duce), this was regarded as a remarkable event. The demonstration was 
arranged outside the non-socialist opposition parties (but certainly not 
against their will).

As mentioned in the section on parties in government and parliament, the 
Swedish parliamentary style is “adversarial”. No party is permanently outside 
of parliamentary majority formation if the majorities shift between the 
socialist and the non-socialist blocs, but in Denmark some parties have been 
permanently outside majority formation during the period studied. This 
difference may help to explain why Swedish parties on the whole seem to be 
reluctant to mobilize people for unconventional pressure against the govern
ment. The Danish parties to the left of the Social Democrats (which have 
been outside majority formation since 1973, with few exceptions) constantly 
try to mobilize protests against the government and the parties in the majority 
coalitions.
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X. Public Opinion on Political Parties
There are several very competent studies on public opinion in both Denmark 
and Sweden (e.g., Nielsen, 1979, 1982, 1983; Asp and Holmberg, 1984; 
Holmberg, 1981, 1984; Petersson, 1977). Most of them find the same tenden
cies: a long-term increase of political volatility; an increase in the importance 
of short-term determinants of voting at the expense of long-term determi
nants; a long-term decrease in confidence in parties, leading politicians, 
central interest organizations and mass media; a long-term increase in 
“unconventional” political participation (in particular through one-issue 
movements). How are tendencies of this sort to be interpreted? Do they 
constitute a challenge to the very idea of democratic party government as a 
regime?

While such tendencies may well restructure the power constellations in an 
existing party government (cf. in particular the case of Denmark 1973), they 
have not led to an undermining of the idea of party government in the two 
countries. However one delimits the class of anti-regime parties, the support 
for them is tiny. Turnout is high, and so is political involvement in general 
(and participation in non-conventional political movements seems on the 
whole to be a supplement more than an alternative to party government). 
While increased political volatility, connected to increased issue-voting, may 
make life more difficult for existing political parties, it also may be inter
preted as a strengthening of democratic party government. An increase in 
verbal expressions of distrust against parties, politicians etc., is, of course, a 
matter of interest in itself, but it may be mainly mirror shifting verbal conven
tions (e.g., as a result of higher average education) and it is only very rarely 
connected to overt behavior that may undermine democratic party govern
ment. A matter of considerable interest is also that the alternative to such a 
regime seems to fare much worse in public opinion. Few people are able to 
visualize a democratic regime without parties as necessary components — 
even if few would say that party competition is a sufficient condition for a 
democratic regime to work.

A few words must be said about the so-called “corporatist” tendencies, 
which are visible in both countries (but much stronger in Sweden than in 
Denmark). The legitimacy of the “corporatist actors” or of the “corporatist 
sub-system” seems to be much lower than the legitimacy of the political 
parties (Nielsen, 1982). Many people regard the corporatist tendencies as, at 
least, a potential threat to representative democracy; anyhow, they are very 
difficult to reconcile with demands for a more “participatory democracy”, for 
decentralization and for local self-government — demands which have 
gained strength in both countries during recent years. While political parties 
may be distrusted because of their close connections to organized, specific, 
sectorial interests, a strengthening of the parties often is regarded as the only 
efficient remedy against corporatist tendencies.
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XL Party Influence in Denmark and Sweden — A Comparison
Let us summarize the results so far. Clearly, this overall assessment must be 
rather impressionistic. The data are sometimes scarce and often scattered; 
and, in particular, no “weighing rules” have been stipulated. Also, the 
different factors do not all point in the same direction.

Decisions. In both countries, the more important societal decisions are 
made by parties in government and parliament. (Since 1973, the Danish 
parliament has had a stronger position vis-à-vis the government than is the 
case in Sweden, with its majority or close-to-majority government for most 
of the time.) The Danish parties have a stronger grip on the labor market as 
demonstrated by a more active “income policy” (since the middle 1970s, but 
with some efforts in that direction even earlier). Swedish efforts to conduct 
(some sort of) income policy are rather new and so far not very successful; 
the Swedish peak organizations on the labor market are much stronger than 
their Danish counterparts and the role of the Swedish government vis-à-vis 
the top labor organizations has mostly been to clean up after them.

In both countries, a large (and probably still increasing) part of the 
authoritative decisions are “framework decisions”, which leave the sometimes 
very important details to the discretion of administrators and sometimes 
directly to the interest organizations. Many decisions in both countries are 
also more or less confirmations of earlier decisions after negotiations with the 
large interest organizations. All in all, however, both countries score rather 
high on this indicator — Denmark probably slightly higher than Sweden.

Policies. Swedish parties seems to have a stronger position in policy-pre
paration than do Danish parties. One reason is that the Swedish party organi
zations are stronger than the Danish, another is that the Swedish parties have 
more experts available inside the party organizations and connected to the 
parliamentary groups. (This is mainly a result of high public subsidies.) As 
mentioned before, the many small Danish parties have difficulties in pene
trating all issue areas because of small parliamentary groups and lack of other 
resources. Danish governments have to rely more on experts in the central 
administration than the Swedish. On this indicator, the Swedish parties score 
high, the Danish rather low.

Cohesion. The great number of Danish parties and the difficulties that 
follow for parliamentary majority formation can be seen as a general lack of 
cohesion at the system level. If we look at the single parties, internal party 
cohesion is normally high in both parliaments. At the level of the party orga
nizations, however, most of the Danish parties have had cohesion problems 
one or several times since 1973 (in some cases also before 1973). Corre
sponding situations have been exceptions for the Swedish parties. In interna
tional comparison, however, the parties in both countries score high on the 
indicator “internal party cohesion”; Sweden scores higher than Denmark.

Recruitment. The parties in both countries have a strong, but not central
ized, grip on the recruitment of MPs. The voters’ influence on candidate
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selection is — at least potentially — high in Denmark, while it is almost 
completely absent in Sweden. Another difference is perhaps more important: 
Swedish parties in government have substantial possibilities to influence 
recruitment to the central administration (and also to other parts of the 
administration) while this is not the case in Denmark. While Denmark in 
principle has “ministerial rule” in the central administration and Sweden does 
not, the differences in this respect seem to wither. Concerning recruitment as 
a whole, party influence is higher in Sweden than in Denmark.

Accountability. While in general in both countries it seems to become more 
difficult for the voters to hold the parties accountable for what they have 
done or not done, the difficulties are greater in Denmark than in Sweden — 
because of the larger number of parties and the subsequent greater difficulty 
and fluidity in parliamentary majority formation. The briefer mandate 
periods (de facto) in Denmark can be interpreted in both directions from the 
point of view of accountability. On one hand, with brief mandate periods, 
conditions on election day may be the result of policies which the incumbent 
government has not had time to influence. On the other side, the briefer the 
mandate period, the less complex is the mix of policies and conditions that 
the voters are to evaluate (ceteris paribus). That the corporatist tendencies are 
weaker in Denmark than in Sweden makes the accountability assessment 
easier for the Danish voters than for the Swedish, since the more diffuse the 
power structure, the more difficult the accountability problem (and corpora
tist tendencies make for a diffuse power structure). Looking at the actual atti
tudes of the voters vis-à-vis the parties in the two countries, it is my impres
sion that Swedish voters hold the parties more responsible for the state of 
affairs than do Danish voters. Danish voters in general are well aware of the 
difficulties of governing; they also expect less from politics than Swedish 
voters generally do.

Summarizing the comparison of the degree of partyness of government in 
Sweden and in Denmark according to these five indicators, the result is not 
unambiguous but on the whole the partyness of government is higher in 
Sweden than in Denmark.

Party Govemmentness. As said before, a large public sector is a necessary 
but not sufficient condition for a high party govemmentness. To make an 
overall assessment is difficult, as we lack comprehensive studies to build on 
and as the networks within the public sector seems to be very complicated. 
With this reservation in mind, my overall assessment is, however, that party 
govemmentness also is higher in Sweden than in Denmark. There is more of 
party recruitment to the public sector in Sweden than in Denmark (the esprit 
de corps among Danish administrators is high). As a whole, the Swedish 
public sector is larger than the Danish one and it has grown continuously for 
a long time, while the growth of the Danish public sector has been shorter 
but quicker — it may be easier for parties to penetrate the public sector under 
the first condition. The fact that the Swedish Social Democrats — with their
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ideas of a politically steered society — have a considerably stronger position 
than the Danish Social Democrats probably has worked in the same direc
tion.

Partyness of Society. This indicator refers to the ability of parties to mobi
lize groups, organizations and movements outside the parliamentary system 
and the public sector for political purposes. It is an indicator which is difficult 
to assess in a precise way. We have earlier assumed that partyness of society 
may be an important factor either if partyness of government and/or party 
governmentness is weak or if some more important groups of society actually 
or allegedly find themselves outside the governmental establishment. Party
ness of government and party governmentness are strong in both countries 
and the parliamentary traditions are strong (which means that most MPs have 
a tendency to regard extra-parliamentary — or, at least, uninstitutionalized 
— pressure with suspicion). We should expect those parties which are perma
nently outside parliamentary majority formation (and hence have weak direct 
parliamentary influence) to try to use mobilization, if possible. This is the 
case in Denmark with the left wing parties, which sometimes have tried to 
mobilize parts of the trade unions and some of the one-issue movements to 
bring pressure on the government and the parliament, usually with rather 
small effect. The other party with little parliamentary influence, the Progress 
Party, has not had such options but has used another device to bring pres
sure, viz., highly “populistic” propaganda.

There are examples in both countries of strikes, lockouts, demonstrations 
etc., which may be regarded as political pressure on the incumbent govern
ment, but they are not frequent. My general impression is that “partyness of 
society55 is a minor factor in both countries as compared to many others (e.g., 
Italy, France, England). If anything, the factor is stronger in Denmark than 
in Sweden, which seems consistent with the fact that both partyness of 
government and party governmentness are weaker there than in Sweden, and 
also with the fact that the corporatist tendencies are weaker in Denmark. It is 
also consistent with the fact that some Danish parties for a long time have 
been outside parliamentary influence.

Public Opinion on Parties. I have already summarized my impression of 
public opinion on parties — while it is sometimes rather unfavorable among 
the respondents in the polls, there is nothing to indicate that this threatens the 
legitimacy of the idea of democratic party government as such, nor that any 
alternative to this type of regime seems viable but to rather small fractions of 
the population. Concerning the actually existing party systems, the Swedish 
obviously seems more stable than the Danish, but this may be a realistic adap
tation to the fact that the format of the Swedish party system is so much more 
difficult to change because of strong institutional protection.



The Role of Political Parties in Denmark and Sweden 197

XII. An Outline of Explanation
To summarize, while partyness of government and party governmentness are 
high in both Sweden and Denmark, they are on the whole higher in Sweden 
than in Denmark. Public opinion on party government as such is very high in 
both countries but the Swedes seem to support their existing party system 
more than the Danes support theirs. As most political demands are channeled 
through parties and these generally are regarded as “responsive”, extra- 
parliamentary and/or extra-Herrschaftsorganisational activities (which 
would be indicators of high “partyness of society”) only play a minor role in 
the two countries (but the role in Denmark is slightly higher than in Sweden).

The summary comparative conclusion, then, is that parties have a stronger 
position in Swedish society than do parties in Danish society. Sweden is also a 
more “politicized” society than Denmark, not necessarily in the sense that 
political involvement is higher but in the sense that the citizen’ living condi
tions are more influenced by political decisions in Sweden than in Denmark 
(“the scope of politics” is larger in Sweden).

Provided that this is true, why is it so? Let me outline (and that term 
should be stressed) three conceivable broad explanatory factors, referring 
respectively to culture, to economics and to politics.

1. The “political space” is larger in Denmark than in Sweden — the 
Danish parties cover together a wider variety of opinions than do the 
Swedish. In general, the Danish political culture is more “liberal” than the 
Swedish (which has some “Prussian” overtones). Both the Swedish and the 
Danish Social-Democratic parties advocate a strong party government. While 
each of these parties has been strong in its country, the Swedish one has had 
a stronger position than the Danish during the whole period under study (and 
the Swedish socialist bloc has been relatively stronger than the Danish).

2. The production units in Denmark are on average smaller than those in 
Sweden. Not only does agriculture play a more important role in the Danish 
economy than in the Swedish, but also Danish industrial units are on average 
smaller. They are often also very specialized (in particular those working for 
the export market). In combination with this difference, Swedish industrial 
policies often have regulated more in detail, have been more “selective” and 
more often have used public subsidies for particular branches or even units 
within branches. Both countries have “mixed economies”, but the administra
tive-political components are much more important in the Swedish economy 
than in the Danish, while the market-economic components are more promi
nent in the Danish mixed economy. Hence political decisions play a greater 
role in Sweden than in Denmark, something which is well consistent with a 
stronger party government.

3. As described at some length earlier in this chapter (in particular in 
section III), party competition is regulated and “oligopolized” to a very high 
degree in Sweden, while Danish political parties compete in an almost “free
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market” with very low entrance barriers. Presumably, a stable party system 
with institutional protection will tend to produce a stronger party influence 
than a more open system.

Now, these “factors” may be combined in various ways for explanatory 
purposes; such combinations are, however, not likely to result in neat 
sequences, as they (or some of them) may be mutually reinforcing (e.g., a 
liberal political culture leads to liberal political institutions, which, in their 
turn, strengthens the liberal culture, etc.).

Concerning institution-building in order to regulate party competition, a 
distinction ought to be made between, on one hand, measures to preserve an 
existing party system, and, on the other hand, measures in order to change an 
existing party system.

The Swedish protective measures were introduced mainly in the late 
1960s, when the five traditional parties more or less shared the voter market 
(even if a Christian party was founded in 1964) but when there were some 
signs of unrest.

Since the fragmentation of the Danish party system through the election 
of 1973, many commentators have proposed that the electoral threshold 
should be raised — to 4 or 5 %. This is probably too late — there are now 
too many vested interests in the low threshold for such proposals to have any 
chance of being accepted.

Rapid economic and social changes often have been the causes of political 
changes. Denmark seems to illustrate this. It underwent a very late but very 
rapid industrialization in the 1950s and 1960s (before that, agriculture domi
nated the economy), and this was almost instantly followed by a very rapid 
(and, according to many citizens, almost uncontrolled) growth of the public 
sector in the late 1960s and early 1970s (cf. Table 11). There can be little 
doubt that these two “revolutions” are among the main causes of the political 
“revolution” in 1973. Swedish economic growth and the growth of the public 
sector have been going on for a much longer time and at a slower pace. The 
different pace at which changes occurred in the two countries probably helps 
to explain some of their political differences15.

Bibliography
A n d e r s e n , J. G. (1980) “Deltagelse i graesrodsaktioner”, in E. Damgaard (ed.) Folkets 

veje i dansk politik. Kobenhavn: Schultz.
Asp, K., et al. (1982) Valjarey Partier; Massmedia: Empiriska studier i svensk demokrati. 

Stockholm: Liber Forlag.

15 The manuscript of this essay was finished in February, 1985.



The Role of Political Parties in Denmark and Sweden 199

A sp , K. and S. H o lm b er g  (1984) Kampen om kàmkraften: En bok om vàljare, mass- 
media, och folkomrostningen 1980. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.

B a c k , P. E. and S. B e r g lu n d  (1978) Det svenska partivàsendet. Stockholm: AWE- 
Gebers.

B e n t z o n , K. H. (1981) Kommunalpolitikeme. Kobenhavn: Samfundsvidenskabeligt 
Forlag.

B e r g l u n d , S. and U. L in d s tr ô m  (1978) The Scandinavian Party System(s). Lund: 
Studentlitteratur.

B ir g e r s s o n , B. O. and J . W e s t e r s t a a h l  (1979) Den svenka folkstyrelsen. Stockholm: 
Liber Forlag.

C a s t l e s , F. and R. W ild en m a n n  (eds.) (1986) Visions and Realities of Party Govern
ment. Berlin: De Gruyter.

C e r n y , K. H. (ed.) (1977) Scandinavia at the Polls: Recent Political Trends in Denmark., 
Norway and Sweden. W ashington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute for Public 
Policy Research.

D a h r e n d o r f , R. (1979) Life Chances. London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson.
D a m g a a r d , E. (1978) Folketinget under forandring. Kobenhavn: Samfundsvidenskabe

ligt Forlag.
— et al. (1979) Folketingsmedlemmerpaa arbejde. Aarhus: Forlaget Politica.
— (ed.) (1980) Folkets veje i danskpolitik. Kobenhavn: Schultz.
— and K. E . E l ia ssen  (1978) “Corporate pluralism in Danish law-making.” Scandi

navian Political Studies, 1 (new series): 285 — 313.
— (1979) “Lovgivning, interesseomraader og politisk segmentering”, in M. N. 

Pedersen (ed.) Dansk politik i 1970'eme. Kobenhavn: Samfundsvidenskabeligt 
Forlag.

— (1980) “Reduction of party conflict through corporate participation in Danish law
making.” Scandinavian Political Studies, 3 (new series): 105 — 21.

— and O. P. K r is t e n s e n  (1982) “Party government under pressure”, in D. Anckar et 
al. (eds.) Parties ideologies vàljare. Aabo: Aabo Akademi.

E lv a n d e r , N. (1980) Skandinavisk arbetarrôrelse. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.
F o v e r s k o v , P. (1979) “Den politiske rekrutteringsproces omkring folketingsvalget 

1973”, in M. N. Pedersen (ed.) Dansk politik i 1970'eme. Kobenhavn: Samfundsvi
denskabeligt Forlag.

G id l u n d , G. M. (1973) Partistod. Lund: CW K Gleerup.
— and J . E. G id lu n d  (1981) Ty riket àr ditt och makten. De politiska partiemas roll i 

svenska kommuner. Ds Kn 1981: 15. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.
G id l u n d , J .  E .  (1978) Aktionsgrupper och lokala partier. Temporara politiska organisa- 

tioner i Sverige. Stockholm : Liber Forlag.
G u n d e l a c h , P. (1980) Graesroder erseje!Aarhus: Politica.
G u s ta fss o n , A. (1978) “Partikongresser och medlemsinflytande”, in P. E. Back and A. 

Gustafsson (eds.) Modem Demokrati. Stockholm: Liber Laromedel.
H a d e n iu s , S. (1982) “Partipressens uppgaang och eventuella fall”, in K. Asp. et al. 

Vàljare, Parties Massmedia: Empiriska studier i svensk demokrati. Stockholm, Liber 
Forlag.

— and L. W e ib u l l  (1979) Massmedier: En bok om press, radio och TV. Stockholm: 
Bonniers.

F Io l m b e r g , E. and N. St je r n q u is t  (1983) Vaarfôrfattning. Stockholm: Norstedts.
H o l m b e r g , S. (1984) Vàljare i fôràndring. Stockholm: Liber Fôrlag.
— (1981) Svenska vàljare. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.
— and O. Petersson (1980) Inom felmarginalen: En bok om politiska opinionsun- 

dersokningar. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.



200 Gunnar Sjoblom

H u n t f o r d , R. (1971) The N ew  Totalitarian. London: Allen Lane.
H u n t in g t o n , S. T. (1974) “Postindustrial politics: How  benign will it be?” C om parative  

Politics 6: 1 6 3 -9 1 .
J a r l o v , C., L. N. J o h a n sen  and O. P. K r is t e n s e n  (1979) “Offentlige udvalg 

1946— 1975”, in M. N. Pedersen (ed.) Dansk Politik i 1970'eme. Kobenhavn: 
Samfundsvidenskabeligt Forlag.

J o h a n n s en , L. N. and O. P. K r is t e n s e n  (1982) “Corporatist traits in Denmark, 1946 — 
1976”, in G. Lehmbruch and P. Schmitter (eds.) Patterns of Corporatist Policy- 
Making. London and Beverly Hills: Sage.

— (1979) “Sikre kredse og personlig stemmeafgivning ved folketingsvalgene i 
1960’erne og 1970’erne”, in M. N. Pedersen (ed.) Dansk politik i 1970'eme. 
Kobenhavn: Samfundsvidenskabeligt Forlag.

J o h a n n so n , L. and S. S c h m id t  (1983) Stabilitet, variation och fomyelse: Partipolitisk 
struktur i kommunema 1973 — 1981. Lund: Kommunfakta Forlag.

K a r v o n e n , L. and U. L in d s t r Om (eds.) (1983) Bakom och bortom partier. Publication of 
the Research Institute of the Aabo Akademi Foundation.

K a t z , R. S. “Party Government and its Alternatives”, this volume.
— (1986 a) “Party government: A rationalistic conception”, in F. Castles and R. Wild- 

enmann (eds.) Visions and Realities of Party Government. Berlin: de Gruyter.
— (1986 b) “Intraparty preference voting”, in B. Grofman and A. Lijphart (eds.) Elec

toral Laws and Their Political Consequences. Agathon Press.
K e r a n e n , M. (1973) “Alternativ — nar ar de alternativ?” in L. Karvonen and U. 

Lindstrom (eds.) Bakom och bortom partier. Publications of the Research Institute of 
the Aabo Akademi Foundation.

L a f f e r t y , W. M. (1983) “Political participation in the Social-Democratic state.” Scan
dinavian Political Studies 6 (4): 281 — 308.

L e h n e r , F. and B. H om ann  (this volume) “Consociational decision-making and party 
government in Switzerland.

L ip s e t , S. M. and S. R o k k a n  (1967) Party Systems and Voter Alignments. New York: 
The Free Press.

M e y e r , P. (1975) Offentlig forvaltning. Kobenhavn: Gads Forlag.
— (1965) Politiskepartier. Kobenhavn: Nyt Nordisk Forlag-Arnold Busck.
M o u r it z e n , P. E. et al. (1978) Borgerdeltagselse oggraesrodsbevaegelse. Aarhus: Politica.
N ie l s e n , H. J. (1979) Politiske Holdninger og Fremskridtsstemme. Kobenhavn: Forlaget

Politiske Studier.
— (1982) “Electoral politics and the corporate system: the question of support.” Scan

dinavian Political Studies, 5 (1): 43 —65.
— (1983) “The reality of distrust” Paper, ECPR Joint Sessions of W orkshops, Frei- 

burg.
N a r in g s l iv e t s  E k o n o m ifa k t a  (1983) Offentliga sektorn: Ekonomi, sysselsattning 

trender. Stockholm: Naringslivets ekonomifakta.
O l s e n , J. P. (1983) Organized Democracy. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.
P a s q u in o , G. F. (this volume) “Party government in Italy: achievements and 

prospects.”
P e d e r s e n , M. N. (1975) “The geographical matrix of parliamentary representation: a 

spatial model of political recruitment.” European Journal of Political Research, 3 (1): 
1 -1 9 .

— (ed.) (1979) Dansk politik i 1970'eme. Kobenhavn: Samfundsvidenskabeligt Forlag.
— (1981) “Danmark: the breakdown of a ‘working multiparty system’?” Institut for 

Samfundsvidenskab, Odense Universitet W orking Papers 11/1981.
— (1983) “Changing patterns of electoral volatility in European party systems,



The Role of Political Parties in Denmark and Sweden 201

1948 —77: explorations in explanations”, in Hans Daalder and Peter Mair (eds.) 
Western European Party Systems. Beverly Hills: Sage.

P e d e r s e n , S. M. and J. H. P e t e r s e n  (1980) Hvorfor kan den offentlige sektor ikke styresf 
Kobenhavn: Berlingske Forlag.

P e t e r s s o n , O. (1984) Folkstyrelse och statsmakt i Norden. Uppsala: Diskurs.
— (1977) Valjama och valet 1976. Stockholm: SCB/Liber.
R a e , D. (1979) The Political Consequences of Electoral Laws. New Haven: Yale 

University Press.
R a sm u ssen , E. (1969) Komparativ politik , II. Kobenhavn: Gyldendal.
R o s e , R. (ed.) (1974) Electoral Behavior: A  Comparative Handbook. New York: Free 

Press.
Sa u e r b e r g , S. and N. T h o m sen  (1977) “The political role of mass communication in 

Scandinavia”, in K. H. Cerny (ed.) Scandinavia at the Polls: Recent Political Trends 
in Denmark, Norway and Sweden. W ashington, D.C.: American Enterprise Institute 
for Public Policy Research.

S jo b lo m , G. (1983 a) “Political changes and political accountability”, in H. Daalder 
and P. Mair (eds.) Western European Party Systems. Beverly Hills and London: Sage 
Publications.

— (1983b) “Changes in the Swedish party system, 1945— 1983.” Mimeo, Institute of 
Political Studies, University of Copenhagen.

— (1986) “Problems and problem solutions in politics”, in F. Castles and R. Wilden- 
mann (eds.) Visions and Realities of Party Government. Berlin: de Gruyter.

Sou 1977: 94 Personval och valkretsindelning: Betankande av personvals- och valkrets- 
utredningen. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.

S k o v m a n d , R. (1975) DR 50. Kobenhavn: Danmarks Radio.
St je r n q u is t , N. (1984) “Regerar regeringen over de centrala ambetsverken?” Statsve- 

tenskaplig Tidskrift 1984: 3.
Sv en ss o n , P. (1982) “Party Cohesion in the Danish Parliament during the 1970’s.” 

Scandinavian Political Studies, 5 (1): 17 — 42.
Sa r l v ik , B. (1974) “Sweden: the social bases of the parties in a developmental perspec

tive”, in R. Rose (ed.) Electoral Behavior: A  Comparative Handbook. New York: 
Free Press.

T a r s c h y s , D. (1978) Den offentliga revolutionen. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.
— et al. (1983) “Politisk styrning — adm inistrate sjalvstandighet.” Sou 1983: 39. 

Stockholm.
W e s t e r s t a a h l , J .v  and F. J o h a n sso n  (1981) Medborgama och kommunen: Studier av 

medborgerlig aktivitet och representativ folkstyrelse. Kommunaldemokratiska 
kommitten,, Ds Kn 1981: 12. Stockholm: Liber Forlag.

W e s t e r s t a a h l , J. and M. P ersso n  (1975) Demokrati och interesserepresentation: En 
principdiskussion. Stockholm: Liber Laromedel.

W o r r e , T. (1982) Detpolitiske system i Danmark. Kobenhavn: Akademisk Forlag.



Party Government in Italy: 
Achievements and Prospects

G ia n f r a n c o  P a s q u in o

Contents

I. Introduction
II. The Conditions for Party Government in Italy

III. Party Monopoly of Political Recruitment
IV. Party Accountability and Policy Making
V. Inauguration and Expansion of Party Government: 

1948-1968
VI. Challenges to Party Government: 1968 — 1976

VII. National Solidarity and the Decline of Party Government: 
1976-1979

VIII. Search for New Solutions: Conjectures about Governability 
and A lternation: 1979—

I. Introduction
Insofar as it has existed, party government in Italy has been the product of 
unexpected developments. Moreover, its history is short. It can be traced back 
only to the beginnings of the Italian Republic. There was no tradition on 
which to build a coherent doctrine. Neither was the previous practice condu
cive to party government. Not even the Fascist authoritarian rule can be char
acterized as such (Aquarone, 1965), all other considerations aside. The 
Fascist experience was marked by the persistence of relatively traditional, but 
powerful institutions such as the Monarchy, the Church, the Armed Forces 
and, to a lesser extent, the bureaucracy, while the National Fascist Party 
never became strong enough to acquire total control over the political 
system, its institutions, and its decision-making process. This limited, rather 
than responsible, pluralism, as Juan Linz (1964) has aptly defined the struc
tural configuration of authoritarian regimes, never allowed the ascendancy of 
the Fascist party and its representatives to a truly dominant and exclusive role 
in the Italian political system. The deposition of Fascism by the King and the
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Armed Forces appropriately sealed the end of the authoritarian experiment 
and the collapse of the Party.

The era of Giolittian democracy (1900 — 1914) represented the only 
serious attempt to shape the embryonic elements of a system of party govern
ment. However, Giolitti himself never really succeeded in having (and 
perhaps did not feel like creating) a strong party at his disposal. Therefore, he 
had to rely on a rather diversified coalition of local parties and personalities 
which was kept together by patronage, by easy access to national and local 
resources, and by negotiations with powerful socio-economic and bureau
cratic actors (Salomone, 1949). Since the degree of structural consolidation 
of the other parties, with the likely exception of the Socialists, was rather 
limited when the transition to mass suffrage (and proportional representa
tion) took place, what followed were instability of the party alignment, coali
tion difficulties, and new cleavages. The not inevitable consequence was the 
emergence of the Fascist alternative.

Quite clearly the Fascist experiment, together with the remembrances of 
the weaknesses and potentialities of the Giolittian democracy, played a very 
important role in shaping the attitudes and the ideas of Italian constitution- 
makers after the Liberation. Among the requirements to be given the highest 
priority, the constitution-makers identified: wide interest representation; 
protection of minority rights; and creation of a stable, though not too 
powerful, Executive subject to parliamentary control. The anti-model defi
nitely was represented by the Weimar constitution. Aspects of the constitu
tional experience and make-up of Switzerland (where some constitution- 
makers had found asylum during fascism), inter-war (Kelsenian) Austria, and 
the Anglo-Saxon democracies (such as federalism, balance of powers, aggre
gation of interests) all were taken into serious consideration. Finally, the 
debate which developed in France and came to a conclusion at about the 
same time as the convening of the Italian Constituent Assembly also received 
a considerable amount of attention (De Siervo, 1980).

Several political motivations influenced the drafting of the major features 
of the Constitution. Specifically, the mutual fears stemming from the 
unknown effects of unfettered party competition suggested to the major 
parties that it was more important to strengthen the countervailing powers 
than to provide the instruments for a governing majority (no such tradition 
existed in Italian constitutional and political history). To make a long story 
short, the outcome which seemed to satisfy almost everybody, and which was 
at the time widely hailed, is a rather unbalanced Constitution, defined as 
“garantista”. As a matter of fact, the protection of minority, regional, poli
tical rights and the need for wide interest representation were given much 
more emphasis and space than the mechanisms for effective, incisive policy 
making; diffusion of power was given preference over concentration of 
power, checks over exercise. Therefore, among the varieties of electoral 
formulae, a proportional representation system was chosen with a very low
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threshold of exclusion (Bettinelli, 1980, 1983) which makes it relatively easy 
to create a counter-organization, especially if its support is geographically 
concentrated, and therefore gives to powerful faction leaders an exaggerated 
influence over policies, appointments, choices of coalition partners, and 
acceptability of governing arrangements. A bicameral parliament was created 
whose two houses have almost the same powers and functions. A weak 
governmental arrangement was established which puts the cabinet at the 
mercy of Parliament — especially when it is weak in itself. And, finally, 
regional decentralization which remained in the book until 1970 (with the 
exception of five “special” border regions) was somewhat curtailed.

For various reasons, not much was said or done about the structure and 
functions of public administration, so that a very conservative, in some 
instances “fascistized” apparatus was allowed to survive (thanks to the 
willingness of the Christian Democrats who later proceeded to their own 
patronage-inspired recruitment) without any significant modernizing 
reforms. The really unanticipated components of this complex system were 
the political parties. Only one article of the Constitution regulates their exis
tence and status and, moreover, in a rather tangential and marginal manner 
(art. 49: “All citizens have the right freely to associate themselves in order to 
concur to the determination of national politics by a democratic method”).

No wonder. Only the Communists were at all aware of the problem, but, 
of course, they were not inclined to support a thorough regulation of the role 
of political parties. As to the Christian Democrats, they were, so to speak, 
obliged to create a mass party. Since their reference groups and their 
resources came from several sectors, but especially from Catholic organiza
tions, their party was exposed to a complex web of interests. Among the 
remaining constitution makers there lingered the idea and perhaps the hope 
of reviving a system of individual representation, so that the parties were not 
seen as the instrument of effective political representation, but as diaphragms. 
Nonetheless, as often happens, the unanticipated, neglected, and unexpected 
actors — the political parties — acquired a central role in the Italian political 
system almost immediately.

This development was due to two reasons. On the one hand, there was the 
weakness of Italian civil society. Always relatively disorganized, unable to 
bridge the gaps between North and South and between urban and rural 
areas, largely atomized by the Fascist experience, re-integrated to some 
extent by the Resistance (a highly uneven phenomenon from the point of 
view of popular involvement and essentially a political movement dominated 
by party militants), Italian civil society had few autonomous, well established 
organizations of its own (Pasquino, 1980 a). The two most visible were the 
Catholic church (surrounded and buttressed by the many and diversified 
Catholic associations which had been allowed to survive by Fascism and had, 
indeed, thrived for lack of counterparts) and Confindustria, whose prestige, 
however, was much tarnished by the support given to Fascism and whose
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profile had to remain low in the first phase. Not only was a weak society 
bound to be penetrated by the political parties, but the political climate of 
polarization pushed the Church and Confindustria into the arms of the Chris
tian Democrats.

On the other hand, the pre-Fascist political class was small but the new 
governing institutions had to be staffed effectively and rapidly. In order to 
legitimize the democratic system in the eyes of the voters, it was mandatory 
to rely on electoral procedures (or, at least, on personnel selected by the poli
tical parties which could endow them with some legitimacy). A large and 
largely new political class was created whose bases of support and legitimacy 
were the political parties. At the same time, their roles and their actions 
served, more or less purposefully, the establishment and consolidation of the 
party system. In practice, neither civil society, weak and disorganized, nor 
the governmental-administrative institutions, new and not yet broken in and 
deprived of a life of their own, could act as checks on the expansion of the 
power of political parties.

In sum, at first by default, then by a conscious decision, and finally 
because of established and cherished practices, Italian political parties became 
the pervasive and dominant component of the new political system. The prac
tical foundations for party government were laid. Nevertheless the theory 
lagged far behind.

Even the practice left a lot to be desired, however. Specifically, except 
under exceptional circumstances, the Italian case became and remained char
acterized by a high partyness of government (that is by a large “proportion of 
formal governmental power exercised in accordance with the party govern
ment model”) but by a low level of capacity. This was so much the case that it 
became almost a commonplace by the beginning of the 1970s to find titles 
(and contents) of books and essays questioning the very existence of Italian 
governments (“Italy — Republic without Government?” [Allum, 1973]; “Is 
There a Government in Italy?” [Cassese, 1980 a, 1980 b]; or stressing its lack 
“Surviving without Governing” [Di Palma, 1977]). In fact, most analysts 
emphasized the capacity of Italian parties to be present, survive, and remain 
entrenched as much as their inability to introduce changes and steer the 
course of policies. (For a survey of the relevant literature see Pasquino, 
1980a).

Before proceeding to an in-depth explanation of these developments, and 
to a critique of some of the standard versions of the problems of party 
government in Italy, let us turn to an overall assessment of its status with 
reference to the criteria suggested by Katz (1986). Such an assessment will 
provide the indispensable background and tools to understand the func
tioning of party government in Italy and its dynamics and development 
through time.
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II. The Conditions for Party Government in Italy
In the absence of a theory of party government and in the light of the limited 
knowledge of foreign experiences as well as, in all likelihood, with a feeling 
of the exceptionalness of their own traditions and cultures, the Catholics and 
the Communists certainly believed that they would be able to create a new 
form of government. One finds among both sets of leaders the conscious 
attempt to shape a political system largely different from the Anglo-Saxon 
democracies, while even the Communists were not fully inclined to accept or 
imitate what was taking place in the Eastern European "people’s democra
cies”.

However, the constraints of party competition obliged the Catholics and 
the Communists — in a very different way and to a varying degree — to 
develop the structure of a mass party. Due also to the relative weakness of 
socio-economic associations, as already suggested, the parties found them
selves operating in a sort of political vacuum which gradually, and not so 
gradually, they felt obliged to fill. Therefore, a high partyness of government 
manifested itself almost immediately and would not cease characterizing the 
Italian case. Let us address the conditions and the variations before attri
buting an overall score.

III. Party Monopoly of Political Recruitment
Italian elections at all levels are characterized by competition among parties. 
Candidates are selected and put up by party organizations. From the very 
beginning, and throughout the history of the Republic, this has been the 
norm. Only a few exceptions have been allowed, most visibly those of recent 
times, specifically in the national elections of 1976, 1979, and (although to a 
lesser extent) 1983 when the parties felt challenged and criticized because of 
a lack of renewal. The selection and recruitment of so-called "technicians” 
(competent personalities, endowed with high professional standing in their 
respective fields), however, remained firmly in the hands of the various party 
organizations. That is, even though some of these personalities might have or 
acquire visibility and prestige of their own, the recruitment channel into poli
tical life is firmly in the hands of party leaders. It is the latter who invite 
those personalities to accept nomination and in most cases who are instru
mental in delivering the votes for their election. The other side of the coin of 
course, is that by doing so some parties, especially the PCI, show themselves 
to be "open” to new social sectors, to be "accepted” by a wide spectrum of 
intellectuals, managers, journalists, judges, and even military men, and to be 
capable of creating a sort of shadow government, thus further legitimizing 
themselves in the eyes of the voters.
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Other factors make rather difficult and effectively discourage the creation 
of new parties — although it is not impossible, most often out of splinter 
groups or as a local outgrowth, and this acts as a potential limitation of party 
discipline and cohesion. While some changes have taken place, even 
important ones concerning the Socialist party or the Socialist constellation of 
parties (Pasquino, 1977), the most important party actors have shown a 
tremendous staying power and a high level of durability.

After 1945, the Communist party, out of necessity as well as on the basis 
of a precise analysis of the Italian socio-political situation, created a relatively 
open and dynamic mass party, and since the Socialist party decided to cling 
to its history of being a diversified mass organization, the Christian Demo
crats also had to follow this path. Obviously, three different party models 
emerged and were shaped by circumstances, theory, and reference groups. 
The most important and relevant result in terms of recruitment to political 
offices, however, is similar for all of them, and to a large, though lesser, 
extent for the other parties as well. It is not simply that Italian parties act as 
gate-keepers in the process of recruitment which has to take place through 
party channels. Political officials at all levels, from a small local government 
to the cabinet, the Presidency of the Republic, and the several quasi-govern- 
mental bodies, are and have been party members. Party membership remains 
very important because it has an impact on internal party debates and for the 
possibility of acquiring a power base and influencing the choices made by the 
party. While party membership may be of varying relevance, there is no 
doubt that it maintains and plays a significant role in the following order: in 
the PCI, the PSI, and the DC (which are, anyway, the three largest parties).

Once selected, the candidates for the Chamber of Deputies may be elected 
through their personal ability to muster preference votes. However, in most 
cases to be elected requires some (or a lot of) party support (Katz and Bardi, 
1979). If not, their party discipline in Parliament is accordingly reduced.

In sum, allowing for the few exceptions which strengthen the general rule, 
for instance the Socialist professors Franco Reviglio and Massimo Severo 
Giannini who were appointed ministers respectively of Finance and for the 
Reform of the Public Administration and then were abruptly dismissed by 
their own party (1979—1983), there is no doubt that the parties monopolize 
the process of recruitment and select their own members for all available poli
tical positions and offices. This is taken for granted by party leaders and 
members and by public opinion alike. So much so that the exceptions are 
widely hailed as signs of welcome changes, party weaknesses, indications of 
policy developments, and so on.

The general picture ought to allow for some variations for two small 
governing parties, the PLI (Italian Liberal Party) and the PRI (Italian Repub
lican Party) whose boundaries with civil society are somewhat more perme
able and whose electoral and political interest in recruiting representatives of 
some socio-economic associations has always been great. Even in these cases,
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there is, nevertheless, strong control by party leaders over the recruitment 
process. It remains impossible even for powerful personalities or for orga
nized teams to capture the party organization, either at the national or at the 
local level.

Perhaps the most important, and certainly from the point of view of an 
assessment of party government the most relevant, analysis ought to be 
addressed to the case of the Christian Democrats. Several studies have docu
mented satisfactorily the existence and persistence of organized factions 
within the DC (Zuckerman, 1979; Pasquino, 1980 b). Indeed, it is not only 
possible but indispensable to analyze the DC as a federation of factions 
drawing their electoral and political support from different regional and 
socio-economic groups. While in some instances a symbiotic relationship 
developed between a faction and a specific supporting group, it remains diffi
cult to assert flatly that political recruitment was controlled, produced, or 
dominated by those supporting groups. Perhaps a better characterization 
might be that some personalities, after the initial phase which saw the recruit
ment process practically monopolized by Catholic associations, had to 
acquire independent resources of their own within an outside organization in 
order to be able to win office within the party and, through a complex inter
play, a position in the party electoral list. Then, their election to political 
offices at the local as well as the national level would be conditioned on their 
ability to muster preference votes (and, in turn, this ability would depend on 
their standing both with outside groups and party members).

Still, the Christian Democratic party as such and its factions retained 
control over the recruitment of candidates and office holders both at the 
national and at the local level. It is difficult to identify instances of candidates 
imposed from the outside by powerful pressure groups or of individuals 
disrupting the local organization in order to obtain a place in the party list. 
Of course, it may be that in a few cases the dividing line between the party 
organization and the outside group is very thin as some would argue is the 
case in Sicily, where the outside group would be the Mafia, or in Veneto, the 
outside groups being the Church and the formerly powerful Small Farmers 
Association — Coldiretti (Cazzola, 1979). These are not even exceptions to 
the rule, only a modification, in terms of a complex pattern of exchanges 
which still requires outside groups to play their game within partisan bound
aries, either by crossing them or by making them more elastic.

When it comes to the many important offices held by Christian Demo
cratic representatives at the national level, specifically cabinet positions, the 
overall picture is one of control and filtering by party leaders. True, the 
attribution of cabinet positions has always been a complex process, entailing 
bargaining and fights, and only recently disciplined by an accepted method 
(the “manuale Cencelli”) based on the relative strength of each faction 
(leaving competence and expertise in the background) and a score assigned to 
the office of Minister and Undersecretary. But party organs, in some cases
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the parliamentary groups, in others the national Council, most often a Direc
tory of faction leaders, have taken the matter in their hands, without 
neglecting the legitimate expectations of outside groups but giving paramount 
attention to the numerical strength of the factions and to the political power 
of individual candidates. Some room often has been made for the necessary 
turnover and rejuvenation of party and faction representatives at the govern
mental level (Calise and Mannheimer, 1982).

Even though it might not be totally germane to the discussion so far, it is 
probably relevant to stress that at the local level, in the government as well as 
in the opposition, the PCI strove to implement the doctrine of party govern
ment (of course unknowingly, but consistently) in the sense that the PCI 
relied on its own “gramscian” theory which stresses the importance of the 
party not so much for responsible government as for the acquisition of a 
(national political) hegemony over a process of transformation. This entailed 
the provision of a responsive type of government by party members.

For several organizational reasons and for important political purposes, 
the Communists introduced an almost perfect version of party government by 
recruiting to political office only party members and by dominating the rela
tionships and the exchange with outside organizations, even those contri
buting their militants to the task of governing. The party’s image was, and to a 
large extent remains, that of a cohesive and effective governmental instru
ment (perhaps weapon), capable and willing to assume responsibility for its 
selection of governing personnel and implementation of policy choices.

The issue of office holders’ responsibility “to the people through their 
parties”, as stated by Katz, opens up a Pandora’s box. In the Italian case, a 
multiparty system with the presence of two somewhat irreducible oppositions 
(albeit with different inclinations and resources), the problem of electoral 
responsibility, that is of retribution by the electorate on the basis of an evalu
ation of promises and performance, has always raised several important theo
retical and practical considerations. This is no place for a detailed account of 
Italian electoral developments; suffice it to say that shifts of considerable 
significance have always taken place and that some governmental responsive
ness at the national level (and even more so at the local level) has followed. 
Italian voters have indeed punished and rewarded different parties at 
different times for their performances as well as for their more or less convin
cing promises. This is, of course, a burning issue particularly in light of the 
lack of alternation in power. However, some alternation has taken place at 
the local level, and changes in the composition of governing coalitions have 
mostly, though not always, been a response to electoral results. Moreover, 
even at the national level, elections have been analyzed this way and their 
results interpreted accordingly. The most visible cases are, of course, those of 
1948 (which rightly inaugurated the era of Christian Democratic dominance 
on the basis of a clear anti-communist mandate) and of 1976 (which signalled 
a major change in Italian society: the willingness of almost a majority to give
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a governing role to the PCI; see the survey in Fabris, 1977) and indeed inaug
urated the short-lived era of national solidarity with the Communists 
supporting the government without having a formal role in it. However, 
other elections have occasioned a similar kind of responsiveness. For 
instance, a shift to the right of public opinion was interpreted immediately 
(and conveniently) by the Christian Democrats as a green light for a return to 
conservative centrist coalitions in 1972 —73. The serious loss of votes 
suffered by the PCI in 1979 authorized the Christian Democrats and the 
Socialists to drop any kind of consultation with them (and pushed the 
Communists into opposition). The major setback suffered by the DC in 1983 
and the satisfactory results obtained by the Socialists legitimized the ascent of 
Bettino Craxi to the office of Prime Minister. Even when it is just a matter of 
the distribution of ministerial portfolios, electoral results have indeed been 
taken into serious (and often decisive) consideration to produce a new 
balance among coalition partners which reflects the preferences of the voters 
(and the distribution of parliamentary seats).

Table 1. Coalitional and Policy Responsiveness in the Italian Version of Party 
Government

Election
Year Govern

ment
Parties

Electoral

Left Right

Outcomes

Coalitional Policy

1948 gain loss loss stronger govt. major reforms

1953 loss gain gain weaker govt. stalemate, then 
reforms

1958 gain gain loss opening to the 
PSI begins

reform proposals

1963 loss gain gain center-left govt. major reforms

1968 loss gain loss weaker govt. stalemate

1972 loss no
change

gain center-right govt, 
then center-left

right-wing poli
cies then pure 
administration

1976 loss gain loss national solidarity reforms

1979 gain loss loss five-party govt. stalemate

1983 no
change

no
change

gain five party govt. 
Socialist PM

?

In the Italian case, one might have some difficulty in applying an unrevised 
version of the Downsian model, implying the full package of cohesive parties,
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unmitigated office seeking, and spatial models of party competition. 
However, this kind of model is often used as a standard to evaluate the 
dynamics of the Italian party system, and misleadingly so. Party competition 
often might seem imperfect and constrained by too many spurious factors. 
The translation of changes in party electoral support into political coalitions 
might seem slow, inadequate, often misleading and distorted, but there is a 
logic to it. Rational and responsible voters have as a whole introduced 
important variations in the strength of the various parties and in their rela
tionships. It is fair to say on this score that the Italian system has performed 
satisfactorily, although not in an excellent way. And overall, the combined 
criteria of party recruitment and party responsibility would yield a high score 
for the Italian form of party government.

IV. Party Accountability and Policy Making
“Policy must be decided within the governing party, when there is a ‘mono
color’ government, or by negotiation among parties when there is a coali
tion” (Katz, 1986). There are few doubts that this criterion has been satisfied 
by Italian governments, both ‘monocolor’ and coalition-type. There are very 
few empirical studies of specific policies (La Palombara, 1964). Some of them 
simply document the existence, and in selected instances the success, of pres
sure groups. It is likely that there might be a coincidence of preferences 
between some governing parties and/or factions and some interest groups 
(for instance, Catholic associations and the Ministry of Education, or Confin- 
dustria and the Ministry of Industry, or more recently the trade unions and 
the Ministry of Labor). Overall, however, the various policies, though 
responsive to some interest groups, corresponded and correspond to evalua
tions made by governing parties.

Precise distinctions among the several phases that a policy will have to go 
through before it is actually implemented (a la Lasswell) might reveal the 
presence of some interest groups in one phase (for instance initiation) instead 
of another on the basis of the resources available to them and where they can 
best be brought to bear on the process. But these interest groups more often 
than not have had to work through the parties and their factions (as in the 
very famous case of Enrico Mattei, who supported a DC faction in order to 
increase the power of his creation, the State agency for hydrocarbons, ENI). 
And in the end, nobody doubts that the governing parties and the Ministers 
ought to take responsibility for their policies and non-decisions. Recently, 
however, the very fragmentation of the policy process and the confusion of 
governing coalitions has made the search for, and the acceptance of, political 
responsibility more difficult than at any time in the past.

The Italian case has been characterized by the governing coalitions’ 
control over the policy making process at least until 1968 and probably again
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after 1979. No single model seems to describe the process and to account for 
it satisfactorily. It is easier to discard some of the established models than to 
delineate a new and appropriate one. Even with the notes of caution intro
duced by Döring in his analysis of the British case taken into consideration, it 
still remains quite obvious that the configuration of the party system and the 
dynamics of its competition prevent us from applying even a revised version 
of party government à la Britain to the Italian case. At the most, as I will not 
tire of emphasizing, the Italian form of government is party government by 
default. That is, while centrist parties have been “obliged” to govern, they are 
somewhat insulated and only semi-responsible.

Pluralism, of course, remains a fundamental component of the Italian 
political system and an important element of the process of policy making. 
With some imperfections (i. e., very clear privileges given to some groups as 
against others) and some shifts in acceptability over time, one can speak of a 
pluralist process of bargaining. Because of the subordination of the bureau
cracy to the governing parties, its low technical and political capabilities, and 
its minimal prestige which could not be translated into political influence, a 
bureaucratic-pluralist condominium never developed in Italy. With the 
inability of Italian parties to produce decisions, surrogates had to be found. 
These emerged from the judiciary and, to a lesser extent, from the trade 
unions. Obviously, none could provide a stable substitute and certainly not 
the embryo of a stable model.

The emergence of the unions as powerful socio-economic actors on the 
Italian political scene seemed to indicate the likelihood of a quasi-corporatist 
model, but what is considered by many as an essential condition for that 
model, the presence in the governing coalition of the major left-wing party, 
never materialized. So while some neo-corporatist inclinations appeared, the 
availability of several left-wing actors together with the staunch opposition of 
other actors (cross-cutting the left-wing alignment) became manifest and the 
power of the unions was translated into a veto right, rather than into active 
and responsible participation in the process of decision-making in a (semi) 
institutionalized way (Golden, 1982, 1984).

The picture has not changed considerably in recent years. Therefore, a 
fair and satisfactory characterization of the system at work, from the point of 
view of policy making, would stress either that party government is indeed 
the supreme arbiter in terms of policies to be chosen and enacted, or probably 
more accurately, that the Italian version of party government, though scoring 
high grades on this criterion, is still in search of a stable and satisfactory 
theory and practice of policy making.

Because of some constitutive elements (specifically the type of linkages 
between parties and social groups), however, whenever cross-party negotia
tions among factions (as asserted by Katz, 1986) can be proven, partyness is 
weakened and the score must be lowered. While those instances might exist, 
they refer more often to political positions (almost exclusively vis-à-vis the
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Communist party) than to policy alternatives. The impact of cross-party 
negotiations and factional disunity is felt in a more dramatic way when it 
comes to the implementation of policies. Obviously, multiparty coalitions 
cannot be expected to exhibit a very high degree of cohesion, expecially when 
the perceived consequence of the fall of a governmental coalition is a similar 
coalition with few changes in the factional alignments and the ministerial 
offices.

It is clear that the fights which develop within parties and factions obliged 
to stay together, and to coalesce for lack of viable alternatives, inevitably are 
bound to have a disruptive effect on the stability and the effectiveness of coal
itions and, more specifically, on their ability to act cohesively in support of 
policies. To some extent this might be a democratic paradox, or the paradox 
of parliamentary governments. Cross-cutting cleavages, which are deemed 
essential by some for the survival and the very existence of stable democra
cies, are also a major impediment to the effectiveness of party government in 
multiparty political systems. Moreover, multiparty, multifaction coalitions are 
likely to be cross-cut by multiple cleavages, i. e., to be heterogeneous. In the 
Italian case, several cleavages easily could be identified cross-cutting all the 
governing coalitions: religious/secular, private enterprise/public ownership, 
conservative/progressive (not to speak of pro-West/neutral in foreign policy, 
and anti-Communist/pro-Communist particularly during periods of center- 
left government) (Sartori, 1974; Marradi, 1982).

Several governmental coalitions fell in the past on some single, overriding 
issue of this kind. Reshufflings were then needed to recreate viable govern
ments in the short run. But the outcome always remains the inability of 
Italian governments to enact cohesively and effectively the most important 
policies. Since the bureaucracy itself is not technically equipped nor politi
cally willing to take over in most sectors (the possible exception being the 
Bank of Italy in the realm of monetary policy), the net result is either a lack 
of policy guidelines or policy fluctuations according to a mixed coalition of 
party factions and interest groups (recently often including the trade unions 
and various client groups, the “receivers” in the welfare state).

The preceding comment should not be taken to mean that decisions are 
not made by elected party officials. Indeed, there is no doubt that they have 
been and are made by them. Two phenomena must be emphasized while 
providing a score on this criterion. One will be discussed in more detail when 
analyzing the various phases in the evolution of party government in Italy. 
That is, Italian coalitions have been much more effective in producing signifi
cant decisions at the outset of their terms. This may be due to the fact that 
their coalitional platform contains some of those policies, that expectations 
run high, and that they enjoy a sort of electoral mandate. Afterwards, ideas 
run short, conflicts run high and a sort of war of attrition ensues which 
blocks any remaining reformist inclination. Their ability to identify problems 
and to provide solutions declines dramatically opening the way to policy
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immobilism. This policy immobilism could be (and in practice was) overcome 
through the inauguration of a new governing coalition. However, since 1979 
nothing of this sort has taken place, which goes a long way towards 
explaining policy immobilism in the last several years. Also, the complexity of 
the issues to be faced makes the appearance of viable and effective surrogates 
more difficult and less likely. The judiciary, the unions, and other interest 
groups are in a position which allows them to react, but not to intervene 
actively in support of the enactment and implementation of regulations, laws, 
and policies.

All this said, one important element remains to be pointed out. In the 
absence of a doctrine of party government, one obviously cannot expect 
much support to be mobilized for such a form of government. Indeed, in the 
Italian case overall, party government does not seem to enjoy that support. 
However, individual parties and, more specifically, the two major parties 
have been able to mobilize support for themselves, always have had mass 
memberships, have been entrenched at the local level, and have retained the 
identification of very large portions of the electorate (Schmitt, 1983). The 
DC and the PCI are, in sum, the vehicle through which the legitimacy (and 
the continuing legitimation) of the system has been achieved and maintained.

To some extent, one can conclude that, over time, there has been a shift in 
Italy from a very high partyness of government, particularly after 1964 (when 
the center-left lost its residual reformist inclinations and the DC and the PSI 
became more factionalized than ever) to a rather high party governmentness. 
That is, the overall score of party government in Italy on the five variables 
mentioned above has declined at the same time as the parties acquired more 
power in the Italian political system, their position in the “Herrschaftsorgani- 
sation” of the wider society became more salient and the proportion of all 
social power exercised by them within the framework of the party govern
ment model increased dramatically. This increase was not counterbalanced by 
a growth in the capabilities of the parties and the governing coalitions. Coali
tions, instead, became more cumbersome and less effective. The approval rate 
of the voters declined accordingly as shown by Schmitt (1983: 372). Let us 
now turn precisely to these developments.

V. Inauguration and Expansion of Party Government: 1948 — 1968

This is not the customary periodization of Italian political (and coalitional) 
history. Nevertheless, I feel justified to combine the phase of centrist govern
ments (1948 — 1960) with the first center-left legislature (1963—1968). In 
fact, both phases present and share some of the most important features from 
the perspective of the identification and highlighting of the characteristics of 
party government.
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More precisely, in this period governing parties are responsible and 
largely responsive to civil society, while opposition parties, contained and 
relatively isolated, behave as a check on the activities of the government. Up 
to 1964, strong governmental leadership is exercised and effective policy 
making activities take place which are endowed with good problem solving 
capacity. At the end of the period, some of the most serious problems will 
appear: all the parties have penetrated civil society and the governing parties 
have “occupied” the public institutions (including the public sector of the 
economy which has been expanded greatly), all parties are more embedded 
socially, but the governing parties also have become highly factionalized.

While unexpected, the electoral success of the Christian Democrats in 
1948 marked the beginning of party government from several points of view. 
Already Prime Minister, the unchallenged DC party secretary De Gasperi 
received a clear popular mandate, gaining an absolute majority of seats in the 
Chamber of Deputies. Well aware that the overall social representativeness of 
the Christian Democrats was not fully adequate to the task of leading a 
change-oriented government, he shrewdly appealed to a wider spectrum of 
socio-political forces by forming a coalition including the Liberal Party, the 
Republican Party, and the Socialdemocratic Party. By doing so, he enjoyed 
access to the support of a portion of the working class (then represented by 
the PSDI), additional sectors of the entrepreneurial bourgeoisie (close to the 
PLI), and a few elements of the urban middle classes (belonging to the PRI).

Wholly staffed by elected party politicians, the coalitions led by De 
Gasperi enjoyed high stability (De Gasperi himself remained Prime Minister 
for the entire five-year period) and delivered major reforms. The two most 
important decisions in the field of foreign policy — joining NATO and parti
cipating in the launching of the first European organization — a major, 
though somewhat clientelistic, restructuring of Italian land tenure patterns, 
and the establishment of the Cassa p er  il M ezzogiom o  (Southern Development 
Fund) have all to be credited to the first phase of the centrist coalitions.

Various factors militated in favor of the stability and the capacity of party 
government in De Gasperi’s time. First of all, society was still relatively undif
ferentiated in its groups and well-linked with political parties. Moreover, it 
was formulating relatively simple demands for political stability, economic 
reconstruction, and social order. Second, the opposition largely was consid
ered illegitimate and the PCI had cut itself off from the political debate 
because of its ties with the Soviet Union (while the PSI was undergoing an 
agonizing reappraisal of its role and alliances after the Socialdemocratic split 
of 1947 and the disastrous experience of the Popular Front in 1948). The 
trade unions, too, were and remained throughout the fifties in a very weak 
position, divided and incapable of protecting the interests of their members. 
Third, though not without internal differences of opinion, the DC was a rela
tively cohesive party and De Gasperi was a widely respected and effective 
leader, so much so that he was able to cumulate the offices of Secretary
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General and Prime Minister (not a minor success — only Fanfani succeeded 
in doing so later on, and that for a very short period).

Eventually De Gasperi lost power and was replaced in 1953. The 
following period marks several changes in the relationships between the 
parties and the social forces, between the governing coalition and the socio
economic sector, and within the dominant party, the DC. By the mid-fifties, 
because of social and economic changes and pressures, new political actors 
had appeared on the scene, in particular the Confederation of Small Farmers 
and the Confederation of Italian Workers’ Unions (CISL). Second, the 
government had rescued ENI and IRI and therefore acquired a large pres
ence in the economic sphere and quickly proceeded to create a Ministry of 
State Participations. This posed a challenge to the power and hegemony of 
the private entrepreneurs organized by Confindustria. A split ensued between 
the private and the public sector of the economy and a new public agency was 
created, Intersind. Finally, both because of keenly felt organizational needs 
and because of the multiplication of flanking organizations, the Christian 
Democrats tried to restructure their party in order to obtain more autonomy 
both from the Church and from Confindustria. This effort, led by Fanfani, 
was successful. However, at the end of the organizational drive, the party 
was more autonomous but also fragmented into factions each having a refer
ence and supporting group outside the party.

At the end of the fifties, therefore, party government was well established, 
but, perhaps, there was already too much of it. That is to say, the governing 
parties had “occupied” the bureaucracy, had expanded and colonized the 
public sector of the economy, and had penetrated civil society (for instance, 
by utilizing a monopoly of the radio-TV broadcasting system). By doing so, 
governing parties had cut, or were cutting, themselves off from civil society 
and, more or less consciously, were depriving themselves of the channels of 
communication and recruitment with the very sectors created by the process 
of socio-economic transformation. (The opening to the Socialists, that is the 
center-left phase, indicated that in some far-sighted Christian Democratic 
leaders that awareness existed, combined with the aim of separating the PSI 
from the PCI and blunting the left-wing challenge to the continuation of DC 
hegemony.) Moreover, the tumultuous process of economic development (the 
Italian economic “miracle”) had produced tensions and contradictions as well 
as demands for a more representative governing coalition. Thus, the Liberal 
Party, though still representing some of the most moderate of the private 
entrepreneurs, was dropped from the governing coalitions and replaced with 
the Italian Socialist Party, ensuring some representation of the working class.

This kind of operation had positive effects on the system, at least in the 
very first phase. Not only did it enlarge the base of support of the governing 
coalitions (the PSI was more than twice as large as the PLI in terms of votes), 
but it spurred a new reformist élan. It also was meant to increase the stability 
of the governing coalitions. While it is true that the longest government in
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post-war Italy was formed in this period (led by Aldo Moro, it lasted 866 
days and enjoyed the support of all the parties making up the center-left 
coalition), it would be correct to speak of “immobilism” more than of 
stability. After June 1964, the center-left had already entered a phase of stag
nation — absorbing changes but unable to guide (or to control) them.

Still, the reforms enacted at the beginning of the period — the nationali
zation of the electric companies and the creation of a State electric agency, 
ENEL, as well as the restructuring of the junior high school system — and 
the promises — approval of a Bill of Workers’ Rights and the long-delayed 
enactment of the law on regional decentralization, both accomplished in 
1970 — show that, from the perspective of policy making, party government 
still existed and could be incisive. The phase of immobilism and stagnation 
was more than anything else the product of the internal fragmentation of the 
DC, followed by the factionalization of the Socialist Party.

A lot has been written on the factionalization of Italian political parties, 
especially of the Christian Democrats (Zuckerman, 1979). Here, few obser
vations will suffice. First of all, DC factionalization was essentially the 
product of the very differentiation of the party’s electoral following. A party 
whose voters could be located from small farmers to industrial workers, from 
shopkeepers to public managers, from bureaucrats to private entrepreneurs, is 
more liable to factionalization than a party whose electoral following is more 
homogeneous. In the second place, due to their diversified social implanta
tion and to the existence of intra-party preference voting, the Christian 
Democrats were more exposed to the appearance and consolidation of 
factions (often having explicit socio-geographic roots). Moreover, the 
proportional system utilized within the party for internal elections allowed 
easy representation even for relatively small factions. In the third place, the 
very expansion of the public sector of the economy produced opportunities 
and expectations of rewards for party followers (and some factions drew 
their strength from a close association with and control over the public sector 
of the economy). Finally, the party as a whole became a privileged target for 
most pressure groups. Once it became clear that the possiblity of rotation in 
power was almost non-existent and that, so to speak, the DC was 
“condemned” to govern as the pivot of all foreseeable governing coalitions, 
attempts to penetrate its organization, in order to obtain access to the deci
sion-making arena, proliferated and, of course, the various factions were 
strengthened in the process.

A similar transformation took place for the Socialist Party, somewhat 
complicated by the existence of “factions of principle” (that is, having an 
ideological reference point). While access to governmental resources, at the 
national as well as the local level, provided one axis along which Socialist 
factions split, another axis was offered by internal alignments combined with 
external coalitions. In the end, the PSI had about five factions and became 
unable to steer a coherent course.
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All this said, however, up to 1968 there is no doubt that the Italian system 
was characterized by party government. The parties had staffed the most 
important political positions, had succeeded in deciding the most important 
policies within the governing coalitions (and with little interference from the 
outside, although they were somewhat responsive to specific interest groups), 
and their representatives had been held responsible to and through party 
leaders. The partyness of government had reached a relatively high level and 
had been accepted as beneficial by most actors in the Italian political system.

In addition, due to the weakness and disorganization of Italian civil 
society and to the fact that the process of economic development had been 
launched and controlled by State agencies (some of them, such as IRI and 
ENI and, to a lesser extent, the Cassa per il Mezzogiomo, acquiring a semi
independent status) more than by private entrepreneurs (with the few excep
tions, such as FIAT, Pirelli, and Olivetti, dependent upon State subsidies, 
credits, and investments), there is also little doubt that party governmentness 
had become and remained rather high. That is, to use Richard Katz’ termin
ology, “the proportion of all social power exercised by parties within the 
framework of the party government model” had grown with the passing of 
time and reached a more than respectable level. Indeed, Italian parties had 
definitely acquired a dominant position in the political system. But exactly at 
this high point of their history, they were severely challenged.

According to some commentators, the challenge was the product of the 
process of maturation of civil society which the center left had stimulated. 
According to others, it was simply the Italian manifestation of the worldwide 
movement which exploded in 1968. According to others still, it was the reac
tion of a compressed society to the excessive power (the “strapotere”) 
acquired by the Italian political class through their parties. In fact, these three 
interpretations are complementary and not mutually incompatible. It is 
indeed likely that, as indicated by Katz, the Italian case can be characterized 
at the same time by a high level of partyness of government (largely undis
puted except by those criticizing mass parties and mass democracy) (Mara- 
nini, 1967, 1983) and by too much party governmentness. Inevitably, too 
much party governmentness led to low capacity and low stability of party 
coalitions.

Capacity dwindled because of the attempt by the governing parties to 
control all aspects of the socio-economic system. The instability grew because 

—of internal competition inside the governing coalitions, with all parties trying 
to acquire resources and/or a better position in view of the following elec
tion. The subsequent governmental crises all were extraparliamentary, the 
product of struggles among party secretariats (and ministers) and not of 
parliamentary defeats. Other factors which account for the growing insta
bility are the breakdown of some factional arrangements (as in the major 
realignments within the Christian Democrats in 1959, in 1964, and in 1975), 
the anticipation by one or the other of the governing parties that the timing
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of the elections was becoming favorable to it (in order to stop an erosion of 
votes, as in the case of the DC in 1972; or to cash in on promising trends and 
polls, as in the case of the PSI both in 1976 and in 1983), and the appearance 
of “snipers” voting against the government, thus showing that it had lost the 
confidence of some party members as well as of important outside groups (as 
in 1964, when it put an end to the reformist phase of the center-left).

The feeling of inadequacy of the governing coalitions and the outcome of 
low capacity and low stability appeared even more visible because of the 
overall transformation of the system of relationships between political parties 
and civil society. This meant that a new electorate accepted party govern
ment, granted a considerable legitimacy to the political system and, at the 
same time, became more demanding in evaluating the performance of the 
authorities (Guidorossi, 1984: 194—197).

It is more or less at this time that the two best-known explanations of the 
dynamics of the Italian party system were formulated. There is no need to 
dwell on them in detail. Suffice it to say that Giorgio Galli (1966, 1975) put 
the emphasis on the lack of alternation in power (or the impossibility of alter
nation under.the given conditions) with his analysis of the imperfect two- 
party system and identified, as a consequence, the major problem as the 
inability of the governing coalitions to give legitimate access to new interests 
and to provide a dynamic outlet for long neglected needs and grievances.

As to Giovanni Sartori’s (1966) polarized pluralism, the most important 
consequence for the governing coalitions was identified in their heterogeneity 
(become even more disruptive with the inauguration of the center-left) of 
interests and representation. Divided along the axes of cultural policies, econo
mic policies, religious policies, and, last but not least, attitudes toward the 
Italian Communist Party, the governing parties are unable to produce a 
coherent set of policies. Therefore, among other problems, systems of polar
ized pluralism suffer from a serious performance deficit. However, due to the 
low legitimacy of anti-system actors and to the great ideological distance 
among the three poles of the party system, separating the center from, 
respectively, the right and the left, any attempt to enforce a dynamic of alter
nation in the system might lead to its destruction.

Be that as it may, 1968 can be taken as a watershed in the history of the 
post-war Italian party system. Never so well-established, socially embedded, 
seemingly secure in the government (at the local as well as the national level), 
governing parties, and even the major opposition party, were invested by the 
winds of change. Criticisms were addressed against individual parties for 
being either too bureaucratic (the PCI) or too corrupt (the DC), against the 
party system as a whole for being unable to provide for change or to create 
better channels of communication with, and access from, civil society, and 
finally against the parties in government for their low level of performance in 
identifying needs, producing decisions, and in following through with the 
outcomes of their “reforms”.
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VI. Challenges to Party Government: 1968 — 1976

This is a typical period of acceleration of history. Many demands, expecta
tions, and needs which had previously been repressed, internalized, or 
compressed by the type of political configuration came to the fore. Changes 
which had been in the making for a while find a political expression also 
because of the relaxing of social control achieved, knowingly or unknow
ingly, by the center-left. Resorting to Gunnar Sjoblom’s analysis, the Italian 
social structure had become more diversified. The meeting of most basic 
needs had released higher level needs (1986). Most of the new demands, 
moreover, are presented in a non-operational form. At the same time, several 
successive governments proved unable and unwilling to reform. Playing both 
cards, the DC tried to stress the existence of incompatible limits to the 
changes requested as well as the lack of resources to finance those changes. It 
bought time for itself while leaving the crisis open for the political system. 
However, before analyzing the impact of the new demands on the Italian 
configuration of party government, it might be useful to describe some of the 
most important transformations which had taken place and to identify their 
political relevance.

While not immediately relevant from a political point of view, an overall 
process of secularization was going on, accelerated by changes in doctrine 
introduced by the Vatican Council, which had a great potential impact upon 
the dynamics of the party system and more specifically upon the strength of 
the Christian Democrats. This process allowed some Catholics to feel free to 
vote for parties other than the DC. In addition, it weakened the ties between 
Catholic organizations and the party and reduced the size and strength of 
these organizations. Finally, it led to a hemorrhage on the left of the Catholic 
spectrum which produced a split in the Italian Christian Workers’ Association 
(ACLI) and the creation of a political movement (Workers’ Political Move
ment) which presented candidates, though without success, in the 1972 elec
tions. Perhaps another very important by-product of this long-term process 
of dissociation of the Catholics from the Christian Democrats and of their 
socio-political secularization can be found in the results of the referendum on 
divorce (May 1974) which saw the supporters of repeal of the law in the 
minority.

Some Catholics also actively participated in the two most successful move
ments of the first phase of this period, the student movement and the 
workers’ movement (known as Autunno Caldo). Most of the rank-and-file 
and the leadership of these movements came from the so-called left-wing 
sub-culture and addressed their challenge to the governing parties, but they 
also challenged their privileged interlocutors, the official trade unions and the 
Communist Party. Both were blamed for their inability to launch and sustain 
a major process of change, but they remained the potential source of a deep 
transformation of Italian society.
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Much has been written on Italian social movements, and specifically on 
the student and workers’ movements (Melucci, 1977, 1980; Pizzorno et ah, 
1978). Little specific, however, has been produced concerning their challenge 
to party government in Italy. From this point of view, one can notice that the 
student movement squarely tackled the degree of authoritarianism in contem
porary capitalist democracies, but was of course unable to find a solution 
from within its ranks. Very powerful in Italy and seemingly legitimate as a 
political actor, the student movement was more interested in exposing the 
faults of party government than in replacing it directly, or in looking for a 
replacement. It remained entangled midway, mid-stream, and in the end 
declined, although not without opening the space for some militant terrorist 
groups. The overall challenge to authoritarianism, and to repressive toler
ance, entered as a component of the political debate and also revealed the 
reduced reformist capacity of the Italian configuration of party government 
(or should I say of those specific party coalitions?).

While for self-evident organizational and generational reasons, the 
student movement challenge could not last for long, (indeed its cycle was 
over by 1974, except for a brief and violent explosion in 1977), the workers’ 
movement could count on very many useful resources to endure and to intro
duce changes in the system of industrial relations as well as in the political 
system itself. Both the students and the workers put forward long-repressed 
demands; both requested fundamental changes in the organization of the 
socio-political system; both tried, to a large extent, to bypass the existing 
political arrangements.

Though divided into three different major unions, the workers’ movement 
could build on its organizational presence, on its concentration in factories 
and workplaces, and on its sizeable bureaucracy to acquire tangible and 
lasting gains. From the point of view of party government, however, trade 
union demands and activities introduced several problems. The first, of 
course, was that the requests of the trade unions challenged a traditional 
arrangement which had seen the Christian Democrats primarily responsive to 
entrepreneurial organizations in their policy-making. Though without aban
doning their populist clientelism, the Christian Democrats had governed in 
the interests of major industrial groups (and, subordinately, of the Small 
Farmers Association). The Socialists attempted to present themselves as a 
“trade unionist” party, that is as the privileged channel of access to the 
governmental arena for the trade union movement, but with only limited 
success. Therefore, the second problem appeared to be the great push given 
by the workers’ movement to an increased role for the Communist Party in 
decision-making.

The third, and probably most difficult, problem introduced by the trade 
unions and the workers’ movement was, after the wave of massive mobiliza
tion, the push toward a pansyndicalist role. It became very clear, after the 
A utunno C aldo, that the government was not capable of producing quick
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decisions, could not be relied upon to enact the agreements which had been 
reached, and was in no position to draft an adequate reform plan. Therefore, 
the unions moved from claims limited to wage increases to claims related to 
working conditions, from demands concerning those presently employed to 
demands regarding retired workers (pension benefits, above all) or workers 
not yet or no longer employed (youth and the unemployed), and finally 
moved into the areas of the so-called “politics of reforms”.

With some awareness of the problems entailed, the unions were pressing 
for a comprehensive, incisive politics of reform which, in their opinion and, 
for that matter in the opinion of large sectors of Italian society, the governing 
parties were no longer capable of conceiving, let alone of implementing. At 
this point, the very functioning of a system of party government was jeopard
ized. However, the unions could not provide a viable alternative for several 
reasons. Not only were they divided along political and partisan lines and, 
after all, not well representative of enough sectors of Italian society, but 
above all they were unwilling for political and organizational reasons to 
accept responsibility for a new, governing role. The transition, as it was 
repeatedly pointed out at that time, from a position of antagonism to a posi
tion of protagonism appeared full of difficulties and traps (Regini, 1982).

In particular the political culture of the trade unionists had been shaped in 
opposition to assuming any type of responsibility in the system (even if, in 
practice, the unionists were playing an important role in more than one social 
area, for instance in managing the National Agency for Pensions, INPS). 
Therefore, Mitbestimmung, autogestion, and any form of involvement 
implying direct control and responsibility by the unions had been and were 
rejected. Moreover, the many sectors of the trade union movement close to 
the Communist Party were and clearly remained unwilling to play a role 
which might have strengthened the government and consequently reduced 
the possibility of access to a governing role for the PCI. Finally, major posi
tive results had been achieved through a tough policy of negotiations and 
bargaining and the left seemed to come closer and closer to political power, 
justifying the strategy followed by the unions up to 1975 (the highest point of 
all in terms of power, prestige, and concrete results).

All this said, it was evident to many analysts and perhaps as many union 
leaders that the highest point of their success was at the same time a major 
stumbling block. The unions wielded enough socio-political power to black
mail the government and enough economic power to cripple the industrial 
system, but they did not control enough power to impose a transformation of 
the system of government and not even enough strength or imagination to 
change the expectations and inclinations of their activists and members. 
Pansyndicalist temptations were not translated into organizational innova
tions or political advances; they were bound, therefore, to backlash, reducing 
the power of the unions without improving the performance of party govern
ment.



Party Government in Italy 223

Among other important socio-economic changes, a special place was 
occupied by the mass-media. The period under consideration is characterized 
not simply by the diffusion of the State radio-TV broadcasting system over 
the entire national territory, but also by the expansion of the circulation of 
the weekly press and by the transformation of the attitudes of some sectors of 
the daily press and the women’s magazines towards politics. More precisely, 
not only does politics receive more attention in the latter, but in them as well 
as in the most prestigious daily, “II Corriere della Sera”, the political content 
of the information is increased and becomes more impartial. This simple fact, 
which means more abundant and better information, implies a criticism of the 
existing political arrangements and mechanisms, of the institutions, and their 
incumbents. Giving expression to the grievances of many sectors of Italian 
society and being in close touch with the personal experiences of those 
groups which were undergoing a process of mobilization or remobilization, 
the mass media enlarge their audience. At the same time, they partially dele- 
gitimize the rulers, the power-wielders, and specifically the parties in the 
government.

Indeed, some newspapers will be founded at the very end of this period 
(such as “II Giornale Nuovo” and “La Repubblica”, respectively in June 1975 
and January 1976) to give a coherent formulation to new political positions 
which had emerged on the center-right and on the center-left, respectively 
asking for a renewal of the Christian Democrats and of the small centrist 
parties and the Socialists and the Communists. (“La Repubblica” was, and 
still is, promoting a campaign for the unity of the left.) Both aimed at taking 
readership from “II Corriere della Sera”, and to some extent succeeded in this 
goal, even though “II Corriere” played a very important political role in 
setting high standards of reporting and analyzing the news.

The ambition of these dailies and some weeklies (specifically 
“L’Espresso”) was to influence the debate among and within the major poli
tical parties. Up to that point, the flow of political communication had been 
restricted and largely confined within political arenas. Members and militants 
of the DC and the PCI could count on a large pool of voters whose “political 
information systems” were shaped by their parties and flanking organiza
tions. Those “loyal” voters were not exposed to alternative and competing 
sources of information. For most practical purposes, political parties monopo
lized the channels of political communication; and what was not done by 
the parties, was done in favor of the governing parties by the State radio-TV 
agency. From this time on, the function of political communication increas
ingly would be shared by the parties and the mass media (with some “coun
terinformation” being produced by the trade unions and, especially, by the 
new social movements) and the parties’ role of setting the agenda would be 
infringed upon by the media and the social movements.

Somewhat unexpectedly, another challenge to the party system and to the 
Italian version of party government came from a constitutional reform
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intended to safeguard the rights of the minorities (but implemented because 
the Christian Democrats considered it vital in order to submit the issue of 
divorce to the voters), that is the referendum. A peculiar type of referendum 
was approved by the Italian Parliament which could be utilized only in order 
to repeal a law — with some limitations concerning the type of laws which 
could be submitted to referendum, the timing of the referendum, and the 
scrutiny of the judiciary over the admissibility of the requests. If the oppo
nents of a law could collect 500,000 signatures of registered voters over a 
sixty-day period, the law under consideration would have to pass through a 
national referendum (in some regions, local referenda are permitted and 
regulated as well)1.

What seemed to be a relatively minor provision intended to open up addi
tional channels for political participation and for the expression of old and 
new demands coming from civil society proved in practice to be a powerful 
weapon in the hands of some unexpected groups. First, the Catholics 
collected the necessary signatures for the repeal of the law on divorce. Later 
the Radicals resorted to the referendum device to disrupt the relationships 
among the political parties, to set the agenda of parliamentary activities, to 
make their party popular, to mobilize new sectors of Italian society, and to 
introduce forms and elements of direct democracy (in truth, all these 
attempts were made at the end of the period under consideration, but they 
were conceived and promoted as a strategy immediately after the referendum 
on divorce).

In the absence of detailed studies assessing the impact of the referendum 
on the Italian political system, it might suffice to identify some of the most 
visible transformations induced by its utilization and related to the problem 
of party government. (For the 1974 referendum, see Parisi [1974] and Mann-

1 According to the Italian constitution, referenda can be called only to repeal existing 
laws which have been enforced for at least two years. They cannot be used to decide 
among alternatives. They are admissible when 500 000 signatures of voters in good 
standing have been collected and certified by the judiciary. They must not concern 
international treaties or financial laws and arrangements. Referenda are held only 
between April 15 and June 15 and are regulated according to the usual electoral 
campaign procedures. So far nine laws have been submitted to referenda in three 
different instances: the law on divorce (May 1974: 59 per cent against repeal; 41 in 
favor); the law on public financing of political parties and the law on public order 
(June 1978: respectively, 56.3 and 76.7 per cent against repeal); the laws on abortion 
(67.9 against repeal of the entire law; 88.5 against repeal of some provisions as de
manded by the Radicals); the law against terrorism, known as the Cossiga law (85.2) 
against); the law on life term (77.3 against repeal); the law abolishing the authoriza
tion to carry weapons (86.0 per cent against repeal). The referenda on the last five of 
these were held together May 17, 1981. Finally, the law cutting the indexation system 
(scala m obile) (June 9, 1985: 54.3 against the repeal). The results of a referendum are 
void (and the law therefore is not repealed) if a majority of the voters has not partici
pated.
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heimer et al. [1978].) In the first place, the referendum influenced the 
dynamics of the relationships among the parties. More specifically, it 
compelled the parties to take a relatively clear-cut position on many issues. 
While on some of them it produced two competing alignments (Catholics vs. 
non-Catholics was the most salient of the cleavages), on others it produced a 
situation in which the existence of a party regime (or partitocrazia, — govern
ment by the parties, but not necessarily party government) was highlighted. 
Because of the complexities of many issues, moreover, Christian Democrats, 
Socialists, and Communists rarely found themselves taking the same posi
tions. This is somewhat surprising because in some cases the DC and the PSI 
were sharing governmental offices; in other cases, the DC, the PSI, and PCI 
were supporting the same governmental coalition (as in 1976); in other cases, 
because the Socialists claimed to represent the “correct” leftist position vis- 
à-vis the Communists. And, of course, all parties and spokesmen stressed 
their systemic, non-destabilizing, view of Italian democracy even though 
advocating very different, often sharply opposed, voting behavior. Therefore, 
very frequently Italian party spokesmen were at odds not only in evaluating 
the issue, or in explaining their attitudes towards it, but even in analyzing and 
interpreting the voters’ minds.

Understandably, referenda had a polarizing effect. The Communists 
believed they would be affected negatively and once more pushed to a posi
tion of isolation. The Christian Democrats hoped to exploit the referenda in 
order to recreate a dominant social bloc or at least to stop its erosion. The 
Socialists tried to demonstrate that they were attuned to civil society and to 
the demands for change. Hence, differing interpretations of the results. Since 
the voters did not repeal any law approved by Parliament, the Communists 
could claim that the parties did represent satisfactorily the preferences of the 
voters and had translated them into fair laws. Since, however, there always 
was a deviation between the percentages of voters in support of a specific law 
and the sum of votes polled by the parties supporting the law, the Socialists 
could claim that the voters no longer wanted to be taught by the parties and 
therefore that the era of paedagogic, all-encompassing, “totalitarian” parties 
was over. As to the Christian Democrats, they always tried to minimize the 
importance of the results and to mitigate their impact on the governing coali
tion. In the long run, however, there is no doubt that the outcome of the 
referenda affected the DC more than any other party in a negative way.

Second, the referenda influenced the political agenda and the parliamen
tary agenda. Not only were new issues articulated and made public which the 
parties had long neglected, such as civil rights (divorce, abortion, criminal 
law, death penalty), but Parliament then was bogged down in trying to 
reformulate the laws. At least one issue, that of divorce in 1972, was consi
dered so burning that Parliament was dissolved prematurely in order to post
pone the referendum and to buy time for a compromise to be achieved 
among the major parties. The influence on the political agenda was felt in the
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amount of time and space devoted by the mass media to discussion of the 
issues regarding the various referenda and became evident in the popularity 
of the Radicals as sponsors of those referenda, and in the mobilization of 
many old and new activists.

Finally, the simple fact that the referenda became part of daily discussion 
and captured the attention of the mass media implied that the parties no 
longer controlled an important section of the political agenda. The type of 
political communication and information to be given was determined by 
other actors and other preoccupations, and for the first time the voters found 
themselves obliged to acquire additional information from outside party 
channels. Indeed, one of the most significant transformations introduced by 
the resort to referendum may have been the weakening of the ties between 
the parties and the voters (Parisi and Rossi: 1978).

The Radicals used the referendum device purposively in order to discard 
the party regime, to streamline the issues and the alignments, to oblige the 
left to regroup itself and to offer a real alternative to the Christian Demo
crats, by creating a new social bloc around civic and social issues. In the end, 
however, they failed. The referendum device, too often used in an instru
mental and perhaps a manipulatory way, has become blunted. It did not open 
the way to a new coalition nor produce a significant reform of the existing 
parties. It did introduce a significant cleavage between the new generation of 
voters and the “old” parties and therefore weakened the reproduction of 
party identifications, but the Radicals have been so far unable to indicate 
mobilizing goals to these new voters. The overall outcome is a sense of 
futility, withdrawal from politics, or some commitment to single issue move
ments.

In sum, the referendum device upset previous political equilibria, intro
duced fluidity (or even volatility) in the rather stable Italian electorate, and 
challenged the type of party government from several directions and perspec
tives. It amounted to a declaration and a revelation of the obsolescence of the 
traditional ties which used to link parties and voters in the Italian context, 
and laid the foundation for the subsequent dramatic changes in the electoral 
consultations of 1975 and 1976.

Certainly, albeit not directly, the appearance of terrorism was related 
partially to the overall wave of mobilization and expectations experienced by 
Italian society between 1968 and 1976 (della Porta and Pasquino, 1983), and 
terrorism has to be taken into account in any analysis aimed at the under
standing of the challenges to party government. Not that the terrorists cared 
much about party government, but some influential interpretations of this 
period and of that phenomenon have used as an explanatory key the concept 
of a “blocked” or stalemated political system. This interpretation emphasizes 
the purportedly causal link between the inability of the political system (of 
party government in our terms) to produce decisions, to renew political 
personnel by replacing the incumbents, or to implement reforms (to solve
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problems), and therefore suggests that, under some not very specific nor well 
specified conditions, the emergence of terrorism might have been an under
standable (not necessarily justifiable) reaction against the stalemate.

This interpretation has been questioned elsewhere and found lacking, and 
indeed misleading (Pasquino, 1984). Be that as it may, the fundamental point 
is that terrorism created a situation in which the ability of the government to 
solve difficult problems — from the protection of its citizens to the imple
mentation of socio-economic reforms — was put in question. For a relatively 
long period of time (anyway throughout the entire period under consider
ation), the government neither acquired nor showed enough capability to 
attack the roots of the problem in a satisfactory way. Moreover, not a few 
Italians came to believe that some connivance between sectors of the State 
apparatus and right-wing terrorists was responsible for the impunity and the 
virulence of fascist terrorism, while left-wing terrorism was also somewhat 
“manipulated”. While terrorist activities were politics of a peculiar kind, there 
is no doubt that they did influence the political agenda. They introduced the 
seeds of additional conflicts in the relationships of governing parties. They 
challenged party government and, in a confused way, they attempted to put 
forward a global, albeit not practicable, alternative. The attempt to unmask 
the authoritarian face of the State failed. But the parties in government had 
to rely more on the State apparatus, specifically on the judiciary and on 
special anti-terrorist forces, to defeat terrorism. To some extent, the visible 
role obtained by the leaders of these institutions weakened party government.

Massive waves of mobilization launched by old and new social movements 
(such as the worker’s movement, the student movement, the feminist move
ment, civil rights groups), the new, more pervasive, qualitatively different, 
quantitatively greater political role of the mass media, the utilization of the 
referendum, and the emergence of terrorism, all signaled, one way or 
another, the clogging of the channels of communication between society and 
the political parties. All suggested that Italian political parties, and, of course, 
especially the parties in government, were no longer able to perform effec
tively their input functions and that alternatives might exist in the civil society 
itself or, in the most favorable of circumstances, that complementary instru
ments and channels could be exploited (Pasquino, 1980 a).

But the pansyndicalist temptations, the struggle of the students against 
authoritarianism, the utilization of the referendum as a device to produce 
decisions or to accelerate them, and even terrorism, as a short cut towards the 
achievement of a total transformation, all signified that the type of party 
government which had consolidated itself in Italy was no longer up to the 
task, even from the point of view of the output functions.

It is interesting to remark that faced with this crisis of legitimacy, repre
sentativeness, and governability, the parties tried to protect themselves and to 
strengthen their position by very rapidly passing a law on the public financing 
of political parties. This very controversial law was challenged immediately
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by the Liberal Party and later by the Radical Party. A referendum was held in 
1978 which came very close to repealing the law. Obviously, the law was 
intended to insulate the parties from civil society by making them even less 
dependent on their members for financial support and to some extent to get 
rid of all previous (and numerous) instances of corruption during electoral 
campaigns as well as in the processes of decision-making, at both the local 
and national levels. It was a purely defensive measure which could not 
improve the performance of the government nor make the relationships with 
the voters more stable and secure.

Still, the overall political and electoral dynamics which had produced the 
defeat of the Catholics in the referendum on divorce and the ousting of many 
Christian Democratic local governments in the administrative elections of 
June 1975 seemed to promise even greater and more dramatic changes in the 
national elections of June 1976. While expectations, hopes, and fears ran very 
high, there is no doubt that sober and detached observers of the Italian 
system of party government would have come to the conclusion that the 
system had shown a high survival capability but a very low adaptability 
(Smith, 1982). It was definitely immobilistic, if we define that as a system 
which is unable to meet new social demands or make adjustments in its own 
structure which would be in accord with developments elsewhere in society. 
It was, however, a system whose lack of flexibility and absence of innovatory 
power was combined with the pristine purity of party government. One could 
surmise that its legitimacy would decline; it indeed had declined somewhat (it 
might have been revived by a successful rotation in power), but alternatives 
were not available (I have paraphrased Gordon Smith’s definition).

VII. National Solidarity and the Decline of Party Government: 
1976-1979

Whatever its central meaning or fundamental purpose, the proposal of a 
historic compromise by the PCI marked a turning point in the tormented 
history of party government in Italy. Understood in all its nuances, the enact
ment of the historic compromise would have meant the end of the version of 
party government implemented by the Christian Democrats. The govern
mental coalition which would have acquired power, that is the Christian 
Democrats, the Socialists, and the Communists, would have governed on the 
basis of their representativeness of political subcultures. Their legitimacy to 
govern would have been founded not on electoral results, but on the strength 
of the socio-political forces behind them, not on programs to be enacted, but 
on problems to be faced, not so much on the solution to be given to these 
problems, but on their previous (1945—1947) experience of collaboration.

There was, of course, a lot which could be called consociational in Berlin- 
guer’s historic compromise (Heilman, 1977; Pappalardo, 1980, 1981). More-
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over, the historic compromise aimed at becoming not just a political-govern
mental formula, but a long-term agreement in the best tradition of consocia- 
tional democracies. The very difficult problems, the major threats to the 
democratic fabric of society, seemed to be there — not only a ravaging eco
nomic crisis, but also the terrorist attack against the State (which, to tell the 
truth, will “strike at the heart of the State” only after the beginnings of a close 
collaboration between the Communists and the Christian Democrats and, in 
all likelihood, because of this collaboration). The preconditions seemed to be 
present.

Some of the obstacles to the implementation of a consociational demo
cracy existed too. Outstanding among them in the opinion of many analysts 
was the high level of mobilization achieved by Italian society and, at the same 
time, the slow erosion of the two major subcultures (the Communist and the 
Catholic), not to mention the still very great degree of hostility (ideological 
distance). However, the historic compromise aimed at reducing this ideolog
ical hostility, compressing the level of mobilization, and blocking the subcul
tural erosion. Perhaps there were too many tasks for too short a period, but 
BerlingueCs effort is to be credited as a bona fide political strategy. Inevi
tably, the historic compromise would have reduced the role of party govern
ment, and, indeed, there is no doubt that this very curtailment of party 
government, as associated with the domination by the Christian Democrats 
and with their responsibility for many ills of the country, represented an 
important aim of the historic compromise.

The outcome of the Communist strategy was not, however, a historic 
compromise nor anything resembling it. Throughout this period, Italian 
governments were made up only of Christian Democratic ministers (the 
notorious monocolore governments) clearly and deliberately representing 
Christian Democratic factions according to their intraparty strength. Few and 
limited attempts were initiated by the DC to draw into the ministerial arena 
“new faces,” “competent technicians,” or “representatives of civil society.” 
The logic of party control remained dominant and prevailed over the few 
reformers within the party, and was justified by the increased challenge the 
PCI was posing to DC government. Only cosmetic changes were introduced 
and the substance of party government persisted relatively unimpaired.

From an institutional point of view, the Communists tried to shift the 
locus of power from the government and its ministries to Parliament 
(Cazzola, 1982). Coherent with their vision of consociational democracy, 
they argued that Parliament ought to acquire or reacquire the central role in 
the political system. They were willing to invest their resources in this attempt 
and one of their most prestigious leaders, Pietro Ingrao, became the Speaker 
of the Chamber of Deputies, while eight important parliamentary committees 
were chaired by Communist deputies and senators. The rationale was simple. 
Parliament not only could play the role of a negotiating arena and of a 
representative Chamber, but it could stimulate the Christian Democratic
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governments (not known in the past for their dynamic élan) and be the 
sounding board for, as well as the monitoring agency of, government-spon
sored legislation.

Of course, the Communists had well-founded hopes of being able to 
exploit the “centrality of Parliament” successfully because of their discipline 
and their organization. Their parliamentary caucus put a great emphasis on 
being present, well-prepared, and active. Party offices would provide the 
documentation and the necessary expertise for Communist MPs. All other 
deputies, and especially the Christian Democrats, were left to rely on their 
own resources (in some cases abundant, as with the newly created AREL, a 
group of highly competent DC senators). Lack of resources and lack of coor
dination would leave all the other parliamentary caucuses at the mercy of the /  
Communists and/or dependent upon the ministries and the bureaucracy or, 
finally and in continuity with the past, upon outside pressure groups, a situa
tion the Communists were striving to avoid.

While a lot of negotiations took place, with a couple of governmental 
reshufflings, and Parliament seemed to assert some of its lost authority and 
foregone monitoring role, it would be farfetched to maintain that the danger 
of supersession of party government became very real and imminent. Even 
though party government took a less arrogant role than in the near past, it 
never came close to being supplanted or to being deprived of its real power, 
in spite of the fact that pressures for change continued to sift through from 
civil society and the remaining social movements, not to speak of terrorist 
bands.

Some of the trends which had appeared in the preceding phase persisted 
during the period of national solidarity and became even more visible, in spite 
of, or perhaps because of, the apparent rapprochement between the Christian 
Democrats and the Communists. First, there appeared a widening gap 
between civil society and the political sphere signaled, among other events, by 
the results of the referendum on public financing of political parties and by 
the increase in the rate of abstentions (electoral participation traditionally 
having been very high in Italy and, probably, evidence of the mobilizing 
capabilities of the political parties). Parties were accused openly by sectors of 
the press and the intelligentsia of being less representative of a changed 
constituency and less credible as governing instruments, in addition to being 
less capable than at any time in the past of performing their peculiar func
tions. The proliferation of terrorist organizations and the multiplication and 
virulence of their activities were taken as indications both that parties were no 
longer providing adequate channels of expression for civil society and that 
the slide towards the historic compromise was responsible for the “despera
tion” of some groups deprived of the hopes for a quick alternative to the 
“Christian Democratic regime”.

On the positive side, after a long period of legislative inactivity and 
reformist quiescence, the period of national solidarity is characterized by the
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passage of some important pieces of legislation, such as the law on fair rent 
(equo canone) and the reform of the health system. However, the architec
tural construction — that is, the complete rebuilding of the socio-political 
system — the Communists were aiming at and a streamlining of the public 
administration system were not achieved so that, on balance, the grounds for 
dissatisfaction, particularly if contrasted with the high expectations, are 
ample.

There is an additional important development which deserves specific atten
tion in an analysis of the dynamic of party government in Italy. Realizing the 
disruption introduced in the system of industrial relations, in the relationships 
among political parties and between themselves and the political parties, and, 
last but least, within their own organizations in the relationships between the 
militants and the rank-and-file, the trade unions explored a different strategy. 
Specifically on the basis of these considerations and of the likely acquisition 
of a governmental role by the PCI, some sectors of the union movement, 
their core in the CGIL, formulated a sort of neo-corporatist availability. That 
is, they felt it necessary and advisable to move from a strategy of opposition 
led in a relatively irresponsible way, regardless of economic realities, to a 
strategy of participation.

At the same time willing to help the full involvement of the PCI in the 
governmental coalition and needing a powerful ally within that coalition, 
some unionists pressed for wage restraint (which closely paralleled the 
Communist suggestion of a policy of austerity), for more information on 
private and public investments, and for the defense of employment levels, and 
indicated their willingness to enter into meaningful agreement with the 
government. Neither the unions nor the governments were prepared for such 
a momentous transformation of their relationships (Golden, 1982). More
over, the Communist Party did not acquire a governmental role, so when the 
momentum was lost the phase of national solidarity had already come to a 
rather bitter end. Thus, party government successfully survived another not 
minor challenge.

The uneasy and uneven collaboration between the Christian Democrats 
and the Communists contained many lessons: some for the analysis of the 
party government experience in this phase and over a longer run, some for 
the participants themselves and for those, like the Socialists, who felt them
selves excluded and resented it. More specifically, there is little doubt that the 
low legislative productivity of this phase cannot be attributed simply to the 
characteristics of the historic compromise as a version of consociationalism 
because even in the past (for example between 1964 and 1968) the produc
tivity of Italian coalitions had been rather limited and disappointing. There 
was nothing inherent in the national solidarity formula which automatically 
would prevent a reformist and legislative output of satisfactory quantity and 
quality. And in the end, if compared with other periods of the postwar history 
of Italy, the phase of national solidarity would fare rather well.
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All this said, however, if one has to identify the major reason why the 
period of national solidarity was less productive and less innovative than 
anticipated (by some, though by no means by all political commentators and 
analysts), one has to take into account the inevitable tough competition 
which was going on not only between the Christian Democrats and the 
Communists, but also between the Socialists and the scheme they attributed 
to a potential coalition based on a privileged DC-PCI relationship. Moreover, 
since most analysts and actors were convinced that the PCI could rely on by 
far the best organized political apparatus, most anticipated that the PCI 
would take over the governmental machine and slowly replace the Christian 
Democrats (Sartori, 1977).

It is now clear that the majority of the political observers underrated the 
capability of the Christian Democrats to control events and to run the State, 
as well as their deep sense of unity. Yet, this unity could be achieved and 
preserved by the Christian Democrats only by undermining the capacity of 
the monocolore governments to operate dynamically (which lends support to 
the generalization formulated by Katz). It might be interesting to stress that 
the highest point in terms of collaboration between the Christian Democrats 
and the Communists was reached with the inauguration of the Fifth Andre- 
otti government (the third of this phase) supported by a positive Communist 
vote. The price paid was a set of colorless, outworn, traditional faction- 
leaders and faction-representative ministers. In order not to jeopardize their 
unity, the DC (probably, and more specifically, Moro and Andreotti) had to 
rely once more on its traditional political personnel, and the Communists 
were obliged to accept this choice.

The phase of national solidarity brought to the fore many of the classic 
problems of the Italian version of party government, made more serious by 
the passing of time, the maturation and differentiation of civil society, and 
the emergence of armed challenges from terrorist groups. Oversized coali
tions had played a positive role in preserving political stability in the past 
(Marradi, 1982). Now they were preventing change and reducing the poten
tial productivity of the executive-legislative system. Moreover, they proved 
incapable even of maintaining stability since they were operating as a lid over 
an ebullient society bound to explode. Oversized coalitions have, in theory 
and in practice, a low decision-making capability and this defect was not 
mended by .the national solidarity arrangement. (Or were the various DC 
monocolore governments instances of undersized coalitions?)

The national solidarity experiment could claim in principle to facilitate the 
representation of a wider spectrum of interests and at the same time to gua
rantee that a careful conciliation of interests and programs would take place. 
In reality, many interests felt unrepresented, under attack, or simply excluded 
from the political arena. The two major actors of the national solidarity 
period (DC and PCI) revealed themselves unwilling and unable to reform 
themselves while reforming the political system and its structures and chan-
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nels of representation (Laboratorio politico, 1982). The overall outcome was, 
specifically in the evaluation of most Socialist and some Communist intellec
tuals and politicians2, negative from all points of view — not so much stability 
of the governing coalition as immobilism; not so much conciliation of a 
variety of interests as decision-making paralysis; not so much increased 
representativeness of the governmental and parliamentary spheres as cumula
tion of often incompatible and “irrealistic” demands. In sum, the political 
system had reached a stage of stalemate. A blocked political system where 
there is a high level of mobilization of social forces is highly conducive to 
terrorism. That Aldo Moro, the architect of an expanding collaboration 
between the DC and the PCI, was kidnapped the very day his success was to 
receive a positive sanction in Parliament was one of the ironies of history, 
and it represented, this time tragically, the seal which brought to a premature 
end all of the alleged potentialities of that collaboration.

According to many commentators, and to most Socialists, there could be 
only one way out — incisive institutional reforms (Amato, 1980). Not by 
chance, the debate on the desirability and the possibility of institutional 
reforms was launched in this period and quickly became self-sustaining. In 
the strategy of the Socialists, it represented many different things at the same 
time. In the first place, it was meant to reopen the channels of access between 
what the Socialists considered to be a mature society in need not simply of 
better representation, but especially of a quick decision-making process; a 
diversified society which could be “reconciled” through dynamic policies; a 
society in search of autonomy from the pervasive and oppressive presence of 
political parties. Therefore, an appropriate institutional response would be 
the deepening of political decentralization.

2 The Socialists felt that they were being left out in the cold. Indeed, for several 
reasons this was what happened. Both the DC and the PCI especially had wide and 
powerful party structures. The combined number of their parliamentarians on the 
floor, and even more so in the various standing committees, was always enough to 
overcome Socialist objections and criticisms. Moreover, such an alliance seemed to 
make (and in practice was making) all other political forces irrelevant. Therefore, the 
Socialists were fighting for their very survival at the same time that they were 
attempting to revise their strategy and to reshape their organization. The Socialists 
were not completely isolated, however. Much of the daily and weekly press, for 
different reasons, was unwilling to support a close DC-PCI collaboration. Many 
Communist voters and quite a few Communist leaders themselves were not in favor 
of the historic compromise (though accepting it as a tactical phase); very few Chris
tian Democratic voters and only a few more leaders, definitely never a majority, were 
willing to support implementation of the historic compromise (Parisi, 1978); the elec
torate at large had mixed feelings — which explains why the Socialists pressed the 
point so vigorously, for partisan purposes as well. Their influence derived mainly 
from their presence in Italian society and in the mass media as well-known and 
respected intellectuals. One might add that they represented the diffidence of the 
electorate vis-à-vis a Grand Coalition of two largely incompatible and “alternative” 
political parties and “subcultures”.
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In the second place, institutional reforms were needed in order to redress 
the balance between what the Socialists now considered the excessive guaran
tees provided by the Constitution to minorities and the indispensability of a 
strong executive capable of producing decisions, an executive not paralyzed 
by the cross-cutting pressures coming from diversified sectors of society, not 
necessarily the neediest or the most representative ones, but those possessing 
strategic resources or enjoying “political rents.” Therefore, the institutional 
reform capable of solving this problem would be twofold. It ought to deal 
with the electoral system, moving towards less proportionality between votes 
and seats and towards a premium to be given to electoral and political coali
tions of parties, and it ought to reform the relationship between the govern
ment and Parliament by making the former the real center of power in the 
system and by equipping the latter to become a powerful check on the 
behavior of the government.

Last but not least, the Socialists believed that any reform ought to provide 
for the formation of powerful governing majorities. Moreover, in light of the 
experience of national solidarity (as well as of a long-standing elaboration), 
the Socialists advocated reforms leading to a rotation in power and 
compelling the Communists to join the Socialists in an alliance on the pattern 
of the French Unity of the Left. That is, a meaningful proposal for institu
tional reform should not be premised only on excellent measures from a tech
nical point of view, but on measures leading to the desired political results — 
a break between the DC and the PCI and a working coalition between the 
PSI and the PCI which might propel the parties of the left towards a national 
majority (and subsequently the creation of a more homogeneous and there
fore more stable and more effective form of party government).

Precisely when the Constitution was celebrating its thirtieth anniversary, 
the proposals for its reform became more drastic and more incisive. A Consti
tution designed to represent interests and protect minorities seemed to be less 
viable when the nature of the problems facing the Italian political system 
appeared to be of a different kind. A Constitution devised in terms of checks 
and balances, and of guarantees, without taking explicitly into account the 
role and function of political parties, seemed somewhat obsolete when the 
political parties had expanded their function and role to compress the system 
and to suffocate civil society. The Socialist initiative, although not always 
precise and refined, was welcome and the debate proved rather interesting. 
Soon, however, it became clear that the Socialists were not moved simply by 
a preoccupation with the functioning of the system (a systemic preoccupa
tion) but sometimes especially by the ambition of enlarging their role and 
power (a partisan preoccupation). The partisan ambition supplanted every
thing else during the transitional phase, away from national solidarity and 
towards new but unspecified and once more unstable arrangements3.
3 The Socialists must receive this much attention because of their active role in destabi

lizing the national solidarity coalitions and in producing alternative blueprints. The
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VIII. The Search for New Solutions: Conjectures about Governa- 
bility and Alternation (1979 — )

The present phase has been characterized by governmental instability (see 
Table 2), low and ineffective parliamentary productivity, persistence of a 
crisis of representation and renewed control by the parties in power over the 
bureaucracy, the public sector of the economy, and portions of the mass 
communication system, and subordinate^ by denunciations of the oppressive 
and constraining role of the party system over society.

Table 2. Government Instability in the Eighth Parliament (1979— 1983)

Prime Minister Coalition Partners Crisis Days Duration

Cossiga (DC) PLI—D C —PSD I—PSI 124 219
Cossiga (DC) D C —PR I—PSD I—PSI 25 177
Forlani (DC) D C —PR I—PSD I—PSI 30 220
Spadolini (PRI) PLI—D C —PR I—PSD I—PSI 33 405
Spadolini (PRI) PLI—D C —PR I—PSD I—PSI 16 80
Fanfani (DC) PLI—D C —PR I—PSD I—PSI 20 149

Craxi (PSI)* PLI—D C —PR I—PSD I—PSI 97 1.060

* First government of the Ninth Parliament.

The renewed collaboration between the Socialists and the Christian Demo
crats plus the other minor parties of the center has not produced stable 
governmental coalitions (six somewhat different governments from June 
1979 to March 1983) and it often has been shaken by internal divisions and 
tensions. The most visible development of this phase has been the replacement 
of a Christian Democrat in the office of President of the Council of Ministers 
with a non-DC representative (the Republican Spadolini) for the first time 
since December 1945. Spadolini governed for almost 500 days, presiding over 
two exactly similar coalitions (no Minister was replaced) and then was 
replaced by the Christian Democrat Fanfani. However, in terms of real trans
formations introduced in the nature of the Italian version of party govern
ment, it would be fair to say that Spadolini governed as a Christian Demo
cratic caretaker.

instrumental character of most of their proposals can be evaluated in light of their 
behavior after the ascent of the secretary-general, Bettino Craxi, to the office of 
President of the Council of Ministers. All institutional proposals were jettisoned but 
those meant to strengthen the Executive, even introducing an unhearded of preemi
nence of the Executive over Parliament. N ot party government, but Cabinet govern
ment by a party polling 11.4 % of the votes. A major alteration in the working of the 
Italian constitutional system which could, of course, not be ratified by the Christian 
Democrats and the Communists, nor by the voters.
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None of the institutional problems was tackled (except for a bill proposing 
a strengthening of the Cabinet); none of the political problems was solved. 
The debate about constitutional reforms took an even more partisan turn; the 
request for a government made up of honest men and competent technicians 
became even more lively (indeed so much so that the Socialists and the Chris
tian Democrats for a time recruited some competent personalities from 
outside their parliamentary representation; but this effort was over by mid- 
1981). The dissatisfaction of the press reached high levels. In the meantime, 
the mobilization of civil society had come almost to an end and anyway frag
mented itself; the trade union movement was undergoing a major crisis of 
representation; collective movements had disappeared from the political 
scene; and even terrorism had become entangled in insurmountable contra
dictions and its members had been arrested while its supporters were 
vanishing. Isolated by the new strategy of the Socialist Party and unable to 
get rid of the historic compromise, the PCI underwent a long agonizing reap
praisal and only after November 1980 was able to launch its proposal for a 
democratic alternative (later defined as a governmental coalition excluding 
the Christian Democrats and appealing to all center parties, and above all to 
the Socialists).

While the practice of party government and the Socialist strategy of 
governability (aimed at recreating the conditions for a viable reformist 
attempt capable of guaranteeing political stability and socio-economic 
change) were slowly exhausting themselves, the lack of reasonable alterna
tives became all the more evident. While the parties in power were proving 
unable to identify problems and to put forward solutions, it became clear that 
the mass public had lost its trust in them. While the governing coalitions 
resorted to the same old practices of clientelism and patronage, even the 
long-sought rotation in power of a coalition including the PCI and excluding 
the DC had lost some of its glamor. Finally, the prolonged experience with 
party government had not produced a convincing, fully elaborated doctrine. 
If anything, anti-party criticisms had acquired a better standing among some 
intellectual and scholarly circles.

It is still possible that the PCI, endowed with an impressive, disciplined, 
and competent organizational apparatus in coming to power might revive 
party government in the Italian context, obliging all the other parties to 
reform themselves quickly and profoundly. But there are good reasons to 
believe that alternation in power by competing coalitions will remain difficult 
and is unlikely to be achieved for some time to come. Therefore, the present 
version of party government will persist and survive, unless major, and at the 
moment unlikely, constitutional reforms are introduced. There is even the 
risk that those constitutional reforms which will be approved might 
strengthen the role of the parties and their grip on the political system, civil 
society, and governing institutions without improving their governing
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capacity, and without opening space for a changing electorate (see Tables 3 a 
and 3 b).

Table 3 a. Voting Consistency by Sex and Age

Has changed
severalonce times

Has always 
voted the 

same party

Voted only 
once

Never
voted

Total 15.8 14.3 57.5 8.9 3.5

Male 15.2 14.8 57.4 9.3 3.3
Female 16.3 13.8 57.8 8.5 3.6

1 8 -2 4 0.4 — 25.4 52.1 22.1
2 5 -3 4 21.9 11.6 59.9 6.1 0.5
3 5 -4 4 21.7 18.6 59.0 0.5 0.2
4 5 -5 4 16.6 20.9 62.1 0.2 0.2
5 5 -6 4 14.6 18.5 66.5 — 0.4
over 64 16.2 14.5 68.9 0.2 0.2

Source: G. F a b r is  (1977), p. 43

Question: “Thinking of all the elections you have taken part in, have you always voted 
for the same party or have you assessed the programs of the various parties, 
each time choosing the one you considered preferable in that specific 
moment? (If respondent has changed) Have you changed only once or 
several times?” (April 1976; N  =  5,000 cases)

Table 3 b. Types of Shifts of Floating Voters in 1972, 1975, and 1976

1968--1972 1 9 7 2 - 1975 1 9 7 5 - 1976

Within the alignments
within the left 4.9 16.3 4.6 11.4 1.8 9.2
within the right 

Between bordering parties

11.4 6.8 7.4

left border (PSI/PSDI) — 2.0 2.1 3.5 1.2 1.4
right border 

Between the alignments

2.0 1.4 0.2

between the center and the left 4.2 2.5 2.9
between the center and the right 1.1 6.3 0.6 4.2 1.5 5.4
between the left and the right 1.0 1.1 1.0

Floating voters 24.6 19.1 16.0
Stable voters 75.4 80.9 84.0

Left =  leftwing splinter parties, PSIUP, PCI, PSI 
Center =  PSU, PSDI, PRI, DC, PLI 
Right =  MSI
So u rce : B a r b a g l i M. et al. (1979), p. 116
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It is not easy to summarize a complex and, at times, confused debate whose 
operational proposals might come when this paper is in publication. Roughly, 
there are those who believe that the major problem with the Italian political 
system lies in its constitutional structure. This has to be amended in order to 
strengthen the role of the government and to correspondingly weaken the 
role of Parliament — more decision-making capability, less influence by the 
sectional interests represented in Parliament. On the other hand, there are 
those who believe that the major problem with the Italian political system is 
its political parties. Unless the parties change or are reformed, not even 
constitutional engineering will improve the performance of the system. Since 
it is unlikely that the parties will reform themselves, one must devise those 
mechanisms and rules which will oblige them to do so. One single mechanism 
and rule will not do, even though appropriate corrections to the electoral 
system might provide the stimulus to the parties to proceed to a better selec
tion of their personnel (if constituencies are shrewdly redesigned), to declare 
their programs (if majorities can be elected), and to form stable government 
coalitions (if incentives for sticking together and constraints on abandoning 
the governing coalition are put into effect). Finally, it might also be possible 
and advisable to reduce the number of offices and positions open to party 
members both in the political and in the socio-economic system. (See Barto- 
lini, 1982 for a different expanded analysis.)

An overall assessment of the Italian version of party government would 
suggest that it has been characterized by a very high degree of survivability 
and by a decreasing level of capacity. The current party system has changed 
relatively little, has been dominated continuously by the same five parties and 
has been able to accommodate electoral shifts within the governing coali
tions. The various dominant party actors have adhered to the party govern
ment strategy, perhaps for lack of imagination and alternatives, with very few 
and limited deviations. In spite of some somber predictions, the Italian party 
system never has been on the verge of precipitate collapse or rupture. It will 
continue to survive throughout the 1980s.

Of course, a major challenge to its survivability might come from its 
decreasing capacity to perform. Since 1979, the governing parties have found 
it increasingly difficult to get their policies implemented, to produce the 
desired results, and to choose the right policies. Some of them, specifically 
the Christian Democrats and the Socialists, the two largest parties in the 
governing coalitions, have shown a very limited will to expand their resources 
and to bear the costs of unpopular policies. Ironically, their poor governing 
performance has encountered' a society whose expectations have declined, 
whose willingness to mobilize has receded and whose detachment from the 
political arena (dis-involvement) has become more apparent than ever. 
Though this might be a temporary phenomenon, it so far has helped the 
governing parties and somewhat hindered the Communist opposition.
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For various reasons, it seems unlikely that Italian parties will get low 
scores on the five criteria we have utilized to evaluate party government. It 
seems even more unlikely that functional replacements soon will be identified. 
If anything, we are witnessing a familiar instance of reculer pour mieux sauter; 
the governing parties, after apparently relinquishing their grip, are now 
proceeding to a renewed strengthening. Since there are few signs that the 
degree of party governmentness will diminish, what might change depends on 
the impact of unsolved problems on the acceptability of party government. 
Only a reaction against the parties might jeopardize party government in 
Italy. The reaction, however, is feared not only by the Christian Democrats 
but also by the Communists since it might undermine the future of Italian 
democracy as well.

Feared by some sectors of Italian society, though they probably are 
declining in number and strength, and desired by other, growing sectors, 
alternation in power, that is the creation and electoral success of a coalition 
including the Communist party, appears to be the only viable solution to the 
Italian crisis. For political, and above all, partisan reasons (their power auto
matically will be reduced), the Socialists specifically and the Republicans, 
who often govern with the PCI at the local level, are not simply resisting this 
development, but often opposing it. Of course, electoral changes might create 
the conditions for alternation in power and with it the implementation of a 
version of party government characterized by that accountability and respon
siveness which have often and increasingly eluded the Italian version.

Without alternation, not only will Italian society continue to become more 
diversified, but perhaps will follow the path of political fragmentation. Its 
institutions will continue to be penetrated by the parties in power, and the 
political agenda will continue to reflect mostly partisan concerns. Surviving 
and governing through fits and starts might become an appropriate motto 
and an adequate description of future developments. As a whole, therefore, 
party government will persist in this peculiar version as the central organizing 
principle of the Italian political system, although only by default unless the 
welcome whip of rotation in power materializes soon.
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Readers who know Switzerland may not expect to find a chapter about it in a 
book on “party government”, for Switzerland is not usually considered as a 
case of party government. Direct democracy and a consociational pattern of 
decision-making indeed mark a type of government which does not easily fit
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into the usual concept of party government (cf. Katz, 1986)K Political deci
sion-making is not determined by party politicians nor by those under their 
effective control. Rather, parties are but one important participant in a more 
encompassing system of conflict resolution and decision-making. This shapes 
the functions and constraints of party politics as well as the operation of 
parties and the party system. The degree to which policy is decided within 
parties and to which parties act cohesively to enact policy is often low. More
over, parties engage in extensive cooperation, and party competition is not a 
dominant feature of Swiss politics. In this paper we will, however, argue that 
in spite of all this, Swiss government is characterized by a considerable 
amount of partyness, but that due to the characteristics of the Swiss political 
system, partyness of government is expressed in a different way than in 
“competitive” democracies.

I. Conflict Resolution and Decision-Making in Switzerland:The Consociational Pattern
Switzerland is a federal political system consisting of 26 cantons or semi
cantons2. At the federal level, her formal constitutional structure resembles 
that of parliamentary systems. There is a parliament with two chambers, the 
Nationalrat and the Staenderat. The first chamber represents the electorate as 
a whole, while the second represents the cantons. Elections to the first 
chamber are by proportional representation. In the second chamber, each of 
the cantons has two seats and each of the semi-cantons has one. The 
members of the second chamber are not representatives of the cantonal 
governments but rather are chosen directly by the electorates of the cantons.

1 The concept of “consociational decision-making” originally referred to a coopera
tive style of political decision-making in culturally segmented societies (Lijphart, 
1969). While cultural segmentation played some political role in the history of Swit
zerland, modern Swiss politics is not strongly shaped by cultural segmentation, yet it 
is still dominated by a non-competitive pattern of conflict resolution (cf. Lehner, 
1984). In this chapter, we call this pattern a “consociational” one without implying 
that it is related to cultural segmentation. Using this notion, we speak of a pattern of 
non-competitive conflict resolution and of coalescent decision-making, but include 
no implication as to the origin or the reasons for this pattern.

2 Semi-cantons historically resulted from a separation within a canton and have, with 
the exception of parliamentary representation, the same powers as the cantons. 
Alphabetically listed, the cantons and semi-cantons (sc) are; Aargau, Appenzell- 
Innerrhoden (sc), Appenzell-Ausserrhoden (sc), Basel-Land (sc), Basel-Stadt (sc), 
Bern, Fribourg, Genève, Glarus, Graubiinden, Jura, Luzern, Neuchâtel, Nidwalden 
(sc), Obwalden (sc), Schaffhausen, Schwyz, Solothurn, Sankt Gallen, Thurgau, 
Ticino, Uri, Valais, Vaud, Zug, and Zurich. These cantons vary greatly in terms of 
size: while some of the cantons (Zurich and Bern) have more than 500,000 inhabit
ants, others (e.g., Appenzell-Innerrhoden or Uri) have fewer than 50,000.
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Both chambers participate equally in legislation. For the election of the 
Federal Council and some other purposes, the two chambers meet jointly in 
the Federal Assembly (Bundesversammlung). The Federal Council (Bundesrat) 
consisting of seven members with equal formal status and powers is the exec
utive; the Federal President is simply “primus inter pares33. What makes the 
Swiss political system unique among the western democracies is direct 
democracy, which we will describe later on, and a consociational pattern of 
decision-making.

The Swiss political system is characterized by a non-competitive pattern 
of interest aggregation and conflict resolution. The major parties and interest 
groups usually are integrated in a grand coalition and an organized parlia
mentary opposition does not exist. Comprehensive bargaining, rather than 
authoritative decision by majority rule, is the prevailing mode of decision
making, and compromise among the different interests is the typical pattern 
of conflict resolution (cf. Gruner, 1977; Homann, 1982; Kriesi, 1980; Lehm- 
bruch, 1974; Lehner, 1984; Neidhart, 1970; Obler et al., 1977; Ossipow, 
1981, Steiner, 1974).

This consociational pattern is not constitutionally prescribed, but is insti
tutionalized in an elaborate system of consultation and bargaining. All 
important proposals for laws and other legislative decisions are subject to an 
extensive pre-parliamentary hearing procedure (the so-called Vemehmlas- 
sung) in which all major parties and interest groups as well as the cantons 
participate. The purpose of these hearings is to minimize opposition and to 
reach a broadly acceptable compromise before the proposal even is intro
duced in parliament. In parliament again, strong attempts are made to mini
mize opposition. The usual result of this procedure is a decision supported by 
an overwhelming majority of more than 80 or 90 percent in both chambers.

The accommodation of conflicts through consensual bargaining is facili
tated by a cohesive elite network of parties, interest groups, and bureaucra
cies. This network rests upon extensive role accumulation by political leaders, 
who often hold a number of different offices in the party, in interest groups, 
and in the different levels of government. There are a number of politicians 
who hold offices both on the federal and on the local or cantonal levels. 
More important, however, is the accumulation of offices and roles in govern
ment, parties, and interest groups — politicians holding top positions in 
parties and interest groups often operate as mediators in the accommodation 
of conflict. This is, of course, true in other political systems as well. What 
makes Switzerland different from most other democratic systems is only the 
large amount of role accumulation. The result is a dense interaction within 
the political elite in various consultation processes, bargaining systems, and 
within the parliamentary structure (Gruner, 1973; Hertig, 1980; Kriesi, 1980; 
Steiner, 1974).

The consociational pattern also is expressed in the composition of the 
federal executive (Bundesrat). The Federal Council is elected by the two
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chambers of parliament meeting jointly for this purpose in the Federal 
Assembly. Although formally elected by simple majority rule, the seven seats 
on the Federal Council by tradition are divided among the four largest parties 
in parliament, which together hold some 70 or 80 percent of the seats in the 
first chamber. Each of the three largest parties — the Social Democrats 
(Sozialdemokratische Partei), the Free Democrats (Freisinnig-Demokratische 
Partei — the major liberal party) and the Christian Democrats (Christlich
demokratische Volkspartei) holds two seats — the fourth largest party — the 
Swiss People’s Party (Schweizerische Volkspartei) — holds one. This division 
is roughly proportional to the number of seats the parties hold in the first 
chamber. There are some other traditional rules regarding proportionality 
among religious and linguistic groups, and regulating cantonal representa
tion.

The consociational pattern has quite a long tradition in Swiss politics, but 
has never been institutionalized constitutionally. It was introduced after a 
short civil war in the middle of the last century in order to accommodate 
cultural segmentation and the related conflicts. Although cultural segmenta
tion lost its political significance in the second half of this century or even 
before, the consociational pattern still dominates Swiss politics3. The reason 
is, as Neidhart (1970) points out, the existence of direct democracy4. Neid
hart argues that direct democracy subjects parliamentary majorities to a high 
risk of being defeated in popular votes. In order to minimize this risk, a coali
tion is formed which includes all those parties and interest groups that effec
tively can influence referenda outcomes or push for popular initiatives. In an 
analysis of the historical development of consociational democracy, Neidhart 
demonstrates that referenda have been instruments by which parliamentary 
minorities attempted to force the majority to engage in bargaining with 
minority groups.

Neidhart’s argument points to a crucial aspect of party politics in Switzer
land, the threat of a defeat in a popular vote of decisions made by a parlia
mentary majority. This threat imposes severe constraints on party competi
tion and makes government by small majorities (minimal winning coalitions) 
virtually impossible (Steiner, 1975; see also, Lehner, 1984).

3 In a recent book, Steiner and Dorff (1980) argue that consociational decision
making is but one mode of decision-making which can be observed in Switzerland. 
Although this is true, the argument is misleading for it neglects that most of conflict 
resolution in Switzerland still operates in terms of non-competitive bargaining. The 
other modes which Steiner and D orff observe are either associated with the conso
ciational pattern or are applied when bargaining fails (cf. Lehner, 1984).

4 As we will describe in the next section in more detail, parliamentary decisions, with 
few exceptions are subject to a m andatory or petition referendum. Moreover, there 
exists a constitutional initiative which provides a further instrument of popular influ
ence on policy-formation.
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II. Direct Democracy and Political Decision-Making
Switzerland is the only democratic nation-state in which political decision
making is based on direct democracy. There are, of course, other democratic 
systems with elements of direct democracy. In France and some of the Amer
ican states, for example, the referendum is to a greater or lesser extent used 
as a political decision-making instrument. Referenda, however, are not a 
dominant feature of these political systems. To the contrary, in Switzerland 
all parliamentary decisions, with the exception of emergency decrees valid for 
one year only, are subject to a mandatory or petition referendum. Laws on 
constitutional or budgetary matters must be submitted to a popular vote. All 
other laws are subject to a referendum, if fifty thousand citizens sign a 
related petition5.

In addition to the referendum, the federal constitution can be amended by 
popular initiative6. One hundred thousand citizens can suggest a change in 
the constitution. The parliament then decides on the content of the proposal 
which is brought to a popular vote. Parliament also has the right to make an 
alternative proposal to be submitted to popular vote at the same time. This 
constitutional initiative potentially is a powerful instrument for influencing 
policy, as the Swiss constitution contains detailed regulations specifying the 
powers and obligations of the federal government. Ecologists, for example, 
could forbid the federal government permitting nuclear power plants on 
Swiss territory if they had an appropriate restriction added to the constitu
tion.

Referendum and initiative potentially allow for strong popular control of 
public policy-making. Theoretically, policy in Switzerland could be deter
mined by direct popular vote. In reality, however, this is not the case because 
petition referenda and initiatives are called for relatively rarely. Only a small 
proportion of all laws passed by parliament are challenged by petition refer
endum (see Table 1).

As the figures in Table 1 clearly demonstrate, in Switzerland parliament 
rather than popular vote decides most legislation. Moreover, a majority of 
laws subject to a mandatory referendum are accepted in the popular vote (see 
Table 2). Finally, since 1945, fewer than fifty initiatives have been taken, of 
which fewer than twenty percent were successful.

Given this situation, one could assume that direct democracy is but a 
dignified part of the Swiss political system. This argument is made by some 
students of Swiss politics (e.g. Bucheli, 1978; Germann, 1970; Neidhart, 
1970). In their view, the consociational pattern amounts to a far-reaching 
depolitization and cartellization of political decision-making. It is argued that

5 Laws not requiring a mandatory referendum become effective if no petition refer
endum is demanded within three months.

6 In most of the cantons the right of initiative extends to law proposals.
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Table 1. Facultative Referenda Against Federal Laws 1951 —1982

Total number Laws with 
of laws facultative referenda 

taken

Successful 
referenda (rejected 

laws)

19 5 1 -5 4 85 8 6
1955 -58 61 2 1
1 9 59 -62 89 4 2
19 6 3 -6 6 73 2 0
1 9 6 7 -7 0 93 3 1
1 9 7 1 -7 4 99 0 0
1 9 75 -78 106 16 6
1 9 7 9 -8 2 95 4 1

Sources: :Statistisches Jahrbuch der Schweiz, various volumes.

T ab le  2. Mandatory Referenda on Federal Laws, 1947— 1982

Total number of 
mandatory referenda Accepted laws Rejected laws

1947--50 5 3 2
1951--54 6 4 2
1955--58 9 6 3
1959--62 6 5 1
1963--66 7 6 1
1967--70 4 4 —
1971--74 17 16 —
1975--78 17 14 3
1979--82 7 5 2

Sources: Statistisches Jahrbuch der Schweiz, various volumes.

political decision-making is, for the most part, managed by a cartel of 
bureaucracies and interest groups, leaving little efficacy to parties and parlia
ment and, in spite of direct democracy, even less to the citizens. As far as 
citizens are concerned, there is much truth in such arguments; concerning 
parties and parliament, however, they are misleading.

Consociational decision-making certainly involves a strong cartellization 
and a considerable depolitization of conflict resolution. It is based on exten
sive consultation and bargaining which is encompassing with respect to inter
ests considered, but exclusive concerning citizen participation. Only the elites 
of the relevant parties, interest groups, bureaucracies and political institutions 
are involved in the consultation and bargaining (cf. Kriesi, 1980). Due to 
considerable role accumulation, this elite is small, and strongly interlocked.
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As a result, Swiss politics is, despite direct democracy, characterized by 
highly elitist decision-making.

This fact needs further explanation. The risk of a small parliamentary 
majority being defeated in a popular vote is not sufficient per se. One reason
ably could argue that direct democracy does not impose much additional risk 
for parliamentary majorities if majority formation is sufficiently responsive to 
popular preferences. In this case, popular votes would reproduce the coalition 
of interests contained in the parliamentary majority. This argument, however, 
neglects the fact that voters’ positions on specific policy questions may differ 
from their general party preference. Popular votes, thus, need not reproduce 
the majority occurring in an election for parliament. Moreover, the capacities 
of parties and interests to mobilize support may differ not only between 
general elections and single votes on particular issues, but also across 
different issues. Finally, we have to consider that citizens opposing a specific 
parliamentary decision usually have a stronger incentive to participate in a 
popular vote than those in agreement with the majority in parliament.

If we look into Swiss politics in more detail, we indeed find that these 
factors are of importance. Direct democracy, therefore, is a decision-making 
procedure involving high risk because the outcome is difficult to predict. 
High uncertainty exists as to the relevant attitudes of the voters, the capacity 
of parties and interest groups to mobilize support, and the turn-out of the 
vote (Lehner, 1984)7. This uncertainty is increased by a considerable frag
mentation of organized interests and the party system.

III. Conflict and Consensus: The Structural Basis of Swiss Politics
Switzerland is a pluralistic and pluralistically organized society. Four 
different linguistic groups (German, French, Italian and Romansch) and two 
major religious groups (Protestants and Catholics) as well as cantonal and 
regional differences add up to a high level of cultural diversity. Cultural 
diversity still has a considerable impact on Swiss politics, although there is no 
consistent organization of parties and interest groups along these lines. There 
is a rather small Protestant party (Evangelische Volkspartei) and the Christian 
Democratic Party which has a strong Catholic basis, but apart from that, 
subcultural groups are not represented by specific parties or interest organi
zations. Both the parties and interest groups primarily represent the typical 
class structure of highly industrialized societies. Cultural diversity has a 
considerable impact, however, on the internal structure of the parties (and, to 
a lesser degree, of interest groups).

7 In this context, we should note that the turn-out in popular votes is often low. 
Frequently, only about 30 — 40 percent of the electorate participate in popular votes 
and a few thousand votes may determine their outcome.
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Swiss parties generally are characterized by a decentralized organization. 
In most parties, there are strong cantonal sections with considerable auto
nomy. The national party organization often is relatively weak and the 
national leadership usually has highly limited control over the party. At the 
national level, the larger parties resemble coalitions rather than organiza
tions. The cantonal sections of the parties take different stands on federal 
policy. A national party’s policy stand often is some compromise among the 
different cantonal sections and their representatives in the national leadership 
(cf. Gruner, 1977).

In this context, we have to note that Switzerland is considerably decen
tralized politically. Although it is a rather small country (about forty thou
sand square kilometers of land area and some six million inhabitants), it is 
divided into twenty-six independent sub-national political units. The cantons 
have their own historical traditions and different socio-economic conditions 
and also differ subculturally. As a result, there are considerable differences of 
interest among cantonal sections of parties. Similarly, but to a lesser degree, 
there are also differences among the cantonal sections of the major interest 
groups.

This heterogeneity of interest within parties (and interest groups) renders 
the formation of national policy an often difficult task. At the national level, 
much bargaining is needed within parties in order to reach agreement on 
policy. Consequently, the capacity of parties to decide on federal policies and 
then to act cohesively to enact them often is fairly low. Indeed, we frequently 
meet situations where the cantonal sections of parties advocate diverging 
positions on federal referenda and initiatives (see Table 3).

Table 3. Deviant Recommendations of Cantonal Sections in Federal Referenda, 
1975— 1983

Party M andatory referenda Petition referenda

Social Democrats SPS 71 34
Christian Democrats CVP 23 44
Free Democrats FDP 54 52
Swiss People Party SVP 36 45
Labour Party (Communists) PDA 6 3
Independents LU 4 6
National Action NA 5 11

Note: Data refer to 28 mandatory and 22 petition referenda and count the number of 
deviant cantonal recommendations for these referenda.

Source: Data of the Forschungszentrum fur schweizerische Politik, University of 
Bern.

The data in Table 3 must be put in context. For each federal vote, parties on 
the national and cantonal levels make recommendations to the voters. The
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recommendations of the cantonal sections may or may not be identical with 
those of the national committees of their parties. The figures in the table are 
the numbers of deviating recommendations in 28 mandatory and 22 petition 
referenda between 1975 and 1983. Presumably the maximum possible level of 
dissent between cantonal sections and the national party would be reached if 
in each vote about half of all cantonal sections were to deviate from their 
national party’s position. (If deviation were stronger, we would expect the 
national committee to alter its position in order to reflect the position of the 
majority of the cantonal sections.) Thus, the maximum expected deviation 
would be reached if there were 364 cantonal deviations in the mandatory and 
286 in the petition referenda. What the numbers in Table 3 thus show is that, 
in the large parties, deviation reaches some ten or twenty percent of the 
maximum. In order better to understand the meaning of this, we have to 
consider that, prior to a national party’s decision, strong attempts to reach 
consensus are made. The numbers in Table 3 refer only to the remaining 
deviation: They, therefore, indicate a considerable fragmentation within the 
larger parties in Switzerland and point to the related difficulties in reaching 
consensus.

The fragmentation within parties is paralleled by considerable fractionali- 
zation of the party system. More than ten parties share the two hundred seats 
in the Nationalrat (see Table 4).

As Table 4 shows, the four largest parties — the Social Democrats, the Free 
Democrats, the Christian Democrats and the Swiss People’s Party — 
together have about three-quarters of the seats, while all the other parties 
usually obtain only a few seats. The structure of the Swiss party system has 
remained fairly constant over more than fifty years (see Figure 1). Although 
there is considerable variation in the votes of the parties, there is no indica
tion of a significant change — the party system remains what it was for many 
years: a moderately pluralist and stable one. Much of this can be attributed to 
the lack of party competition which characterizes consociational decision
making.

IV. The Burden of Accommodation: Functions and Constraints of Party Politics
The fractionalization of the party system and the fragmentation of at least 
the larger parties make parliamentary majority formation a difficult task. Any 
possible parliamentary majority must be a multi-party coalition. Given the 
divergences among and the lack of coherence within parties, the formation of 
a stable minimal winning coalition is almost impossible. In order to reach a 
winning coalition, extensive bargaining within and among parties, as well as 
between parties and organized interests, is required. Since there is strong 
fragmentation in the large parties and in the party system as a whole, it is
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1919 22 25 28 31 35 ¿3 U l  51 55 59 63 67 71 75 79 1983

Figure 1. Votes of Selected Parties in the Elections for the First Chamber 
(Nationalrat) 1919—1983 (Percent of total votes)

Source: Nationalratswahlen 1971, Bern: Bundesamt für Statistik, 1974; and more 
recent figures of the Bundesamt für Statistik (Federal Office of Statistics).

difficult to reach a coalition which remains stable over time — the more so as 
voter alignments are likely to vary across issues decided individually in 
popular votes. Moreover, any such coalition runs the risk that excluded 
parties will use referenda and initiatives against it, and thus a reformation of 
the coalition may occur. In this context, we must note that coalitions 
different from those on the national level may be formed on the cantonal 
level and that coalitions may vary from issue to issue.

Under these conditions, coalitions face high and unpredictable risks; 
minimal winning coalitions are, therefore, unlikely to appear. On the 
contrary, any coalition with a predictable and safe chance of winning has to
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include all parties and interest groups that might be able to call for a 
successful referendum (cf. Lehner, 1984; Neidhart, 1970; Steiner, 1975).

In other words, direct democracy plus the fragmentation of parties and 
the party system (and, to a lesser degree, of organized interest intermedia
tion) together create a strong pressure to form overwhelming coalitions. This 
is the major root of consociational decision-making — consociational deci
sion-making is a means of avoiding the perils of direct democracy in a frag
mented and decentralized system8.

This does not mean, as Germann (1970: 146ff.) assumes, that, due to the 
existence of consociational decision-making, direct democracy has lost its 
function. On the contrary, the mere existence of direct democracy forces 
parties and interest groups to engage in comprehensive interest aggregation. 
This integrative impact is important with respect to the effectiveness and effi
ciency of government activity (Lehner, 1983). The price for this, however, is 
a generally low efficacy of direct political participation — popular votes only 
operate as a last resort for decision-making in cases in which consociational 
decision-making fails to produce an acceptable resolution on conflicts (cf. 
Neidhart, 1970).

A quite different situation exists with respect to parties and parliament. 
Parties are important participants in consociational decision-making. They 
not only determine parliamentary decisions but also participate in the pre- 
parliamentary hearing process. In the pre-parliamentary consultation and 
bargaining, parties often play an important, but often also latent, role. They 
usually represent more general interests than the participating interest groups 
and also may speak for unorganized or insufficiently organized interests. 
This is functionally important because the effectiveness of consociational 
decision-making depends on comprehensive interest aggregation.

In this context, we have to remember that Swiss parties are decentralized 
and have strong cantonal sections. The national parties resemble coalitions. 
As a result, decision-making within parties generally involves a considerable 
accommodation of conflict prior to the pre-parliamentary hearing process. 
The parties, therefore, introduce positions into this process already reflecting 
more or less far reaching aggregation and generalization of interests (cf. 
Gruner, 1977)9.

8 We would not expect direct democracy to result in consociational decision-making 
where there is a coherent party system and a centralized political system. In such 
circumstances, direct democracy could enhance competition among parties and 
interests rather than pressing for coalescent decision-making.

9 One, therefore, cannot argue, as Germann (1981) does, that the relatively weak 
representation of parties compared to interest groups in pre- or extra-parliamentary 
committees and other consultation implies a low importance of parties. Rather, one 
has to be aware that party politics often result in an alternative or complementary 
interest aggregation in addition to that provided by extra-parliamentary committees.
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Given this condition, we may conclude that the participation of the parties 
in the pre-parliamentary consultation and bargaining brings a considerable 
element of “partyness” into consociational decision-making. An even 
stronger element of “partyness” is brought in through the parliament.

Contrary to the norms of representative democracy, the parliament in 
Switzerland is not the ultimate authoritative decision maker. Moreover, it is 
not the institution within which most interest aggregation and conflict resolu
tion are performed. Most of the conflicts involved in decisions are accommo
dated in the pre-parliamentary consultation and bargaining. The agreement 
reached there, however, has to be accepted in parliament. This is not only a 
formality, but is of crucial importance for issues involving considerable 
conflicts.

Pre-parliamentary accommodation usually performs effectively if the 
issues concerned involve weak or moderate conflicts and a low level of politi- 
zation. It works much less effectively in cases where conflicts are strong 
and/or politicized. In these cases, a considerable load of accommodation is 
carried by the parliament, which has to work out a broadly acceptable solu
tion. This involves multivarious compromising among the parties, which in 
turn imposes considerable constraints on the parliamentary activities of the 
parties. Parties rarely are capable of carrying their policy positions and 
principles into effect, but rather have to accept pragmatically decisions based 
on the lowest common denominator of parties’ different positions.

The compulsory pragmatism with which the Swiss parties, expecially the 
larger ones, have to operate creates some conflict and tensions within the 
parties, especially in the case of the Social Democrats. The neglect of basic 
values and goals and of agreed policy positions in the decisions of the parties’ 
parliamentary groups, which is an inevitable consequence of the parties’ 
participation in consociational decision-making, results in a considerable 
potential for dissatisfaction and opposition within the parties. Once in a 
while, it creates actual opposition against agreed compromises within the 
parties’ parliamentary groups. If this opposition is large enough, consocia
tional decision-making in parliament fails and a call for a referendum on the 
part of the parliamentary minority is likely to be the consequence.

The accommodation of conflict in a fragmented and decentralized poli
tical system, such as the Swiss, imposes a high load on the political elites. A 
successful accommodation of conflicts requires intensive bargaining and 
consultation among the concerned parties and interest groups. Evidently, 
intensive bargaining and consultation are tasks that can be managed only by 
an elite with a dense interaction among its members. Moreover, the smaller 
the elite is, the more likely it is to reach a successful accommodation of 
conflict. Consociational democracy, therefore, inevitably is associated with a 
high degree of elitism in political decision-making. Yet, even elitism cannot 
always secure successful accommodation, for there are considerable
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constraints on the parties’ (and, to a lesser degree, the interest groups’) ability 
to compromise.

The situation just described suggests a dialectic process with regard to the 
parties’ participation in consociational decision-making in parliament. The 
parties only can participate effectively at the expense of their ideological and 
programmatic consistency. The resulting internal dissatisfaction and 
conflicts, however, limit their ability to pay this price and impose more or less 
severe constraints on their capacity to compromise in parliament10. As a result 
of these constraints, consociational decision-making in parliament sometimes 
breaks down and the conflict has to be resolved in a popular vote.

Unlike pre-parliamentary consultation and bargaining or the “normal” 
mode of parliamentary decision-making, popular votes usually are character
ized by a competitive rather than a consociational pattern of interest aggrega
tion and conflict resolution. In popular votes, parties tend to accentuate 
existing differences in policy positions, as well as ideological differences, in 
order to mobilize support.

V. Competition and Cooperation: Coalition Formation in the Swiss Party System
The process described in the last section can be illustrated by looking at the 
structure and dynamics of coalition formation among parties and between 
parties and interest groups. In a study of 58 cases of decisions on economic 
and fiscal policy in Switzerland, we analyzed coalition formation among the 
major parties and interest groups at three different stages of the decision- 
process, pre-parliamentary hearing (Vernehmlassung), parliamentary deci
sion-making (for parties only) and popular vote11. Positions in the Vernehm
lassung have been determined on the basis of an analysis of the relevant files12.

10 Depending upon a number of factors (e.g. internal structure, strength of member
ship and position in the coalition structure of Swiss politics), the parties’ capacity to 
engage in compromising differs quite a bit. Over the last years, among the larger 
parties the Social Democrats have been the one which refused more than the others 
to accept parliamentary decisions. The Social Democrats are the party with the 
strongest and most active membership. Moreover, it is ideologically more integrated 
than the other large parties (cf. G rüner and Hertig, 1983).

11 The study was financed by the Schweizerische Nationalfonds zur Foerderung der 
wissenschaftlichen Forschung and conducted by Dusan Sidjanski and William 
Ossipow (Université de Genève) and these authors. For a more detailed presentation 
of the results of this study, see Hom ann (1982), Lehner (1984).

12 We were given access to these files under the condition that information on the 
precise content of particular parties’ and interest groups’ views would not be made 
public. Those who understand the nature of consociational decision-making will 
agree that this is a reasonable condition.
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These files usually included quite long and differentiated statements by the 
concerned groups and parties on the proposed legislation13.

The results of this study point to the pluralistic structure underlying the 
Swiss party system. As is the case in other countries in Western Europe, poli
tics in Switzerland is influenced by socio-economic cleavages and has a 
remarkable tendency to form “bourgeois” and “left” camps. There is a 
considerable homogeneity of positions among the “bourgeois” parties (FDP, 
SVP, CVP, and EVP) while homogeneity between these parties and the SPS 
is fairly low. Moreover, the homogeneity among the “bourgeois” parties 
tends to increase when it comes to a popular vote, while the agreement 
between these parties and the SPS decreases. We generally can observe the 
highest levels of homogeneity among the parties in the parliamentary debates. 
This points to the willingness of the parties to engage in consociational deci
sion-making in parliament, while the numbers for the popular vote stage indi
cate a competitive strategy of the two camps. Finally, in parliament there are, 
with the exception of the LDU, no significant differences in the correlations 
of positions among these parties and the other ones — i.e., there is no syste
matic division of “governing parties” and “opposition”. The “independents” 
(LDU), however, are a partial exception for they quite frequently adopt an 
opposition strategy (see Table 5).

Patterns similar to those found for the correlations of positions between 
pairs of parties also can be see for pairs of parties and interest groups. Table 6 
lists the homogeneity of selected pairs of parties and pressure groups for the 
hearing and the popular vote stage. (Data for the interest groups’ position 
concerning the parliamentary decision are not available).

13 Upon careful examination of the whole case and the statements, we noted the 
groups’ and parties’ positions in the following way:
1. Full acceptance of the proposal or marginal objections
2. Conditional acceptance and important objections
3. Indifference or statements without expression of acceptance or rejection
4. Conditional rejection with indication of possible compromise
5. Full rejection or rejection with minor indication of possible compromise
No notation has been made in the few cases of unclear or missing statements of a 
party or interest group. Similarly, we also noted the parties’ positions in the parlia
mentary debate and parties’ and interest groups’ recommendations for popular 
votes. In order to determine the coalition structure of Swiss politics, the correlations 
of the positions of selected associations of parties and interest groups have been 
calculated for each stage of the decision process. Following suggestions of Allerbeck 
(1978) and Labovitz (1970), we used Pearson’s r although our measure of positions 
is not a truly metric one. Correlations have been calculated for all the associations of 
parties and interest groups which in our view are of relevance for the determination 
of the coalition structure of Swiss politics. We should note that all the decisions we 
analyzed involve popular votes and, therefore, contain a higher than average 
amount of conflict between parties and groups. We may reasonably expect this to 
accentuate the existing patterns of conflict and consent among parties and groups.
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Table 5. Homogeneity of Positions Among Selected Associations of Parties 
(Correlation of positions)

Association*

Homogeneity of positions of members of associations 
preparliamentary

hearing parliamentary
(“Vernehm- debate

lassung”)

popular vote

S P S /C V P/FD P/S V P 0.46 0.68 0.33
FD P/SV P 0.93 0.96 1.00
SPS/C V P 0.42 0.53 0.20
FD P/S V P/C V P 0.74 0.95 0.94

C V P/LD U 0.59 0.26 0.20
C V P/EV P 0.77 0.70 0.55
FD P/L D U 0.20 0.33 0.13
FD P/E V P 0.53 0.79 0.45
FD P/N A - 0 .0 2 0.52 0.15
SV P/LD U 0.22 0.23 0.13
SV P/N A - 0 .0 7 0.46 0.15
SPS/LD U 0.26 0.38 0.48
SPS/PD A 0.61 0.30 0.45

* SPS: Sozialdemokratische Partei (Social Democrats)
CVP: Christlichsoziale Volkspartei (Christian Democrats)
FDP: Freisinnig-Demokratische Partei (Liberals)
SVP: Schweizerische Volkspartei (Swiss People Party — Conservative)
LDU: Landesring der Unabhängigen (Independents)
EVP: Evangelische Volkspartei (Protestant Party)
NA: Nationale Aktion (Nationalist Party)
PDA: Partei der Arbeit (Communists)

SPS, CVP, FDP, SVP are the parties represented in the Federal Council (“governing” 
parties).

Again, we observe the existence of a “bourgeois” and a “left” camp. While 
the “bourgeois” parties are strongly associated with the major economic 
interests, the Social Democrats are closely allied with the Federation of Labor 
Unions. We should note that the association of parties and interest groups 
changes less systematically over the stages of the decision process than that of 
the parties alone.

The findings presented in Tables 5 and 6 can be interpreted as a represen
tation of interest and coalition structures which are typical of highly industri
alized democracies. They reflect a distinct conflict of socio-economic inter
ests which, however, is moderate. This is what we would expect to find where 
a high differentiation of interests transforms polarized class conflicts into 
more complex and varying patterns of conflict (cf. Giddens, 1975; Lehner, 
1979).



Party Government in Switzerland 259

Table 6. Homogeneity of Positions Among Selected Associations of Parties and 
Interest Groups (Correlation of positions)

Homogeneity of positions of members of associations 
Association* preparliamentary hearing popular vote

C V P/C N G 0.52 0.56
CVP/SGB 0.43 0.31
CVP/SBV 0.57 0.87
CV P/SG V 0.57 0.57
C V P/V  O R O R T 0.64 0.82

FDP/SBV 0.64* 0.93
FD P/SG V 0.61 0.59
FD P/V O R O R T 0.84 0.90

SVP/SBV 0.70 0.97
SV P/SGV 0.65 0.59
SV P/V O R O R T 0.81 0.82
SV P/C N G 0.40 0.39

SPS/SGB 0.62 0.90
SPS/C N G 0.34 0.64
SPS/SBV -0 .1 6 0.11
SPS/SG V -0 .0 3 -0 .0 3
SPS/V O R O R T 0.15 0.11

SPS/PD A/SG B 0.50 0.69
SV P/SBV /SG V 0.66 0.71

* CNG: 
SGB:

SBV:
SGV:

V O RO RT:

Christlich-nationaler Gewerkschaftsbund (Christian Labour Union) 
Schweizerischer Gewerkschaftsbund (Swiss Federation of Labour 
Unions)
Schweizerischer Bauernverband (Swiss Farmers Association) 
Schweizerischer Gewerbeverband (Swiss Small Trade and Craft Asso
ciation)
V orort des schweizerischen Handels- und Industrievereines (Swiss 
Trade and Industry Association)

Such pluralist patterns may prevent conflict from becoming virulent, but 
they also render consensus formation difficult and enhance the likelihood of 
weak and unstable majorities (Lehner, 1979). This applies to Switzerland as 
well as to the other highly industrialized democracies. The data reported in 
Tables 5 and 6 demonstrate clearly that, with few exceptions, consensus 
among parties and interest groups is moderate throughout the whole decision 
process. This underlines the very nature of consociational decision-making as 
a strategy of minimizing opposition. In order to minimize opposition, large 
scale compromise is necessary. As a result, parties rarely are capable of main
taining their positions.



260 Franz Lehner/Benno Homann

Table 7. Stability of Positions of Major Parties Across the Stages of Decision
making (Correlations of position across stages)

Party Hearing -► 
parliament

Parliament -*■ 
popular vote

Hearing -► 
popular vote

SPS 0.57 0.80 0.67
C V P. 0.59 1.00 0.61
FDP 0.60 0.86 0.75
SVP 0.78 0.88 0.94

PDA 0.96 0.91 0.99
NA 0.69 0.12 0.95
LDU 0.61 0.40 0.70

Note: Numbers in this table are Pearson correlations of parties’ positions in the stages 
indicated in the headline of the table.

Table 7 clearly demonstrates that, with the exception of the small parties, 
none of the parties has a high capacity to maintain its positions throughout 
the decision-making process. The table further shows that the stability of 
positions does not vary much across parties. This also holds for interest 
groups (cf. Lehner, 1984). This again emphasizes the essence of consocia- 
tional decision-making — parties and interest groups engage in compro
mising rather than in consensus formation; conflicts are accommodated 
rather than resolved.

heterogeneity

hearing and 
parliamentary

duration 
of decision 
process

debate

-.29 final vote 
in the 
Nationalrat

Figure 2. Impact of Heterogeneity in the Hearing Stage on the Timing and 
Result of Parliamentary Decision-Making in the Nationalrat (First chamber)

Note: Numbers in this figure are path coefficients. “Heterogeneity of positions” refers 
to the correlation of all included parties and groups in the relevant stage (see 
Tables 1 and 2). “Duration of decision process” refers to the time in which the 
proposal was discussed and finally decided in parliament. “Final vote” is the 
percentage of “yes”-votes in the Nationalrat.
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The fact that consociational decision-making does not produce much 
substantial consensus is, interestingly enough, of little significance with 
respect to its performance. This can be seen clearly when we consider the 
impact of substantial pre-parliamentary consensus (measured by homogen- 
eity/heterogeneity of positions) on the timing and the result of parliamentary 
decision-making.

Figure 2 demonstrates that the heterogeneity of positions in the Vernehmlas
sung has little influence on the final vote in parliament14. Similarly, the hetero
geneity of positions in the parliamentary debate (which we measured at its 
beginning) has little or no impact on the timing and outcome of parliamen
tary decision-making (see Figure 3).

heterogeneity of 
positions in

Figure 3. Relationship of Positional Heterogeneity and Support in Parliament, 
(Nationalrat only), and Positional Heterogeneity and Support in Popular Votes

Note: “Popular vote” is measured as percentage of “yes”-votes. For other explanations 
see note on Figure 2.

As shown in Figure 3, there is a very strong relationship between the strength 
of the final vote in the Nationalrat on one side and the positional heteroge
neity and the strength of the final vote in the popular decisions on the other. In 
other words, the acceptance of a law in parliament to a large extent deter
mines its popular support. This becomes even more evident when we consider 
that only in a few cases is a referendum taken against a law passed by parlia
ment. If an overwhelming majority exists in parliament, the chances are low 
both that a referendum will be taken and that, it if is taken, it will be 
successful.

14 The correlation of “time between hearing and parliamentary debate” and “hetero
geneity of positions in parliamentary debate” indicates that in case of conflict in the 
hearing and a failure of attempts of the bureaucracy to manage a pre-parliamentary 
hearing, conflict resolution is transferred to the parliament.
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The strength of the parliamentary vote symbolizes the acceptance of a law 
by parties and interest organizations participating in consociational decision
making. If parliamentary support is high, consociational decision-making has 
been successful; if it is low, consociational decision-making has failed and is 
replaced by competitive interest intermediation in the popular vote stage15. 
This is demonstrated clearly in Tables 5 and 6, which show that in the 
popular vote stage homogeneity increases within camps, but decreases 
between camps.

In this view, popular votes play a double role. On one side, they motivate 
and encourage consociational decision-making. On the other side, they allow 
for a competitive resolution of conflicts if consociational decision-making 
does not result in an acceptable accommodation. Consociational decision
making, thus, does not fully replace competitive interest aggregation, but 
reduces its application to those conflicts which cannot be accommodated by 
means of bargaining.

VI. Party Politics and the Accommodation of Conflict:The Effectiveness of Consociational Decision-Making
In the fourth section of this chapter, we argued that consociational decision
making entails a considerable amount of “partyness.” This view is supported 
by the results of the study reported in the previous section. Figure 3 under
lines that it is the parliamentary vote which marks the success or failure of 
consociational decision-making. This vote not only is a confirmation of the 
result of pre-parliamentary consultation and bargaining, but is based upon 
continuing bargaining and accommodation in the context of the parliamen
tary debate. This is indicated by the data in Tables 5 and 7, which show that 
there are considerable changes in positions between pre-parliamentary 
bargaining and parliamentary decision-making. These changes underline the 
difficulties involved in a successful accommodation of conflict in the Swiss 
political system. An agreement can be reached only if the parties’ (and 
interest groups’) positions toward the concerned issues are sufficiently flex
ible. This is only the case if certain socio-economic contextual conditions, 
which we cannot discuss further here (cf. Lehner, 1984), exist. Suffice it to 
say that during the 1970s, cases of considerable parliamentary opposition and 
consequent calls for referenda increased. A similar development can be 
observed with respect to popular initiatives.

15 Interestingly enough, there is a positive correlation of “heterogeneity of positions in 
parliament” and “support in popular vote”. This underlines the role of parliament as 
a political agent of conflict resolution for we may assume that the politization of 
“issues” resulting from diverging positions expressed in the debate has a consider
able mobilization effect.
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As Homann (1982) demonstrates, much of the increase in petition refer
enda and popular initiatives can be explained by the condition of the Swiss 
economy — there is a tendency for popular activity (petition referenda and 
initiatives) to increase as GNP decreases (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. R elationship betw een the A n n u a l N um ber o f N on-M andatory Popular 
Votes and  A n n u a l Increase in G N P  
Source: H omann (1982)

The relationship shown in Figure 4, especially the developments in the years 
after 1975, points at the constraints on party compromise described in the 
second section of this chapter. In recessions, the diverging economic ideolo
gies of the “bourgeois” and “left” camps are accentuated, and compromise is 
more likely to produce dissatisfaction and conflict within parties. As a result, 
consociational decision-making fails more often. As Figure 4 shows, after the 
recessions in 1952 and 1958, the performance of consociational decision
making soon increased when economic conditions improved, while after the 
1975 recession the frequency of popular activity continued to increase for a 
while after the economy recovered. The reason is that the 1975 recession 
provoked a stronger accentuation of diverging positions than the recessions 
before. The “bourgeois” and “left” camps advocated contradictory economic 
policies. (For more details, see Homann, 1982).

The increase in polarization and competitiveness which we can observe 
between 1974 and 1979 does not imply that consociational decision-making
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broke down. Most of our data refer to economic and fiscal policy only. These 
are the policy areas in which polarization and competitiveness are most likely 
to occur because the Swiss party system is considerably influenced by the 
socio-economic cleavages usual in advanced industrial societies. In other 
policy areas, consociational decision-making continued to be effective. 
Furthermore, the period between 1974 and 1979 is rather exceptional even 
with respect to economic and fiscal policy; polarization and competiveness in 
these policy areas appear to have declined after 1979. The increase in polari
zation and competitiveness between 1974 and 1979 simply marks the usual 
functional problems and limits of consociational decision-making.

The acceptance of consociational decision-making depends upon its 
capacity to produce acceptable compromises. Given the burden which conso
ciational decision-making loads on parties and interest groups, and the 
constraints resulting from participation in it, they can only be expected to 
accept the consociational pattern if it results in an effective accommodation 
of conflicts.

Conflicts are more likely to be accommodated when they are distribu
tional rather than re-distributional in nature, if the divergence of interests is 
limited and if there are enough resources to be distributed. Considering this, 
we may assume that consociational decision-making has a high potential 
effectiveness with respect to the traditional socio-economic conflicts under 
conditions of socio-economic growth. It is certainly less effective in times of 
economic stagnation or even decline. It may be least effective when conflicts 
involve contradictory interests and values (cf. Lehner, 1979).

In this context we should note, however, that consociational decision
making need not necessarily break down when growth is declining or even 
negative. Under the difficult conditions of majority formation in Swiss poli
tics, consociational decision-making may be an effective means of minimizing 
the losses from economic decline for the participating parties and interest 
organizations. Thus, consociational decision-making might dominate Swiss 
politics throughout the 1980s.

VII. Conclusion: The Partyness of Consociational Decision-Making
In political science, there is a growing literature which argues that policy
making in the advanced democracies is dominated by interest groups and 
bureaucracies, rather than by parties and parliament. On one side, this often 
is associated with severe problems of governability, efficiency and legitimacy, 
and a crisis of democracy is said to exist. On the other side, it is argued that a 
“corporatist” pattern of political decision-making increasingly is applied in 
order to secure effectiveness and efficiency of government which otherwise is 
threatened by pluralist pressure politics (see for example Crozier et al., 1975;
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Ionescou, 1975; Lehmbruch, 1977; Olson, 1982; Rose, 1977; Schmitter, 
1981, Widmaier, 1978).

Considering this literature, the question arises whether the consociational 
pattern of Swiss policy-making enhances or inhibits the effective power of 
interest groups or bureaucracies relative to that of parties and parliament. 
Although our data are not sufficient to give a definite answer to this question, 
they still provide some interesting hints if we look at parties’ and interest 
groups’ capacity to carry their positions into effect. In Table 8, the propor
tion of all cases in which the outcome of the decisions is identical to the 
party’s or group’s initial position is shown for the major parties and interest 
groups. The data refer to the outcome of popular votes.

Table 8. Positive and Negative Power of Selected Parties and Interest Organiza
tions (ratio of identity of positions and outcome, and total number of deci
sions)

Party
resp. interest organization positive

Power
negative

SPS 0.67 0.58
FDP 0.68 1.00
SVP 0.68 1.00
CVP 0.70 1.00

PDA 0.53 0.32
NA 0.73 0.59
LDU 0.76 0.69

V O R O R T 0.63 1.00
SGV 0.63 0.67
SBV 0.60 0.83
2SA 0.63 1.00
SGB 0.64 0.50
CNG 0.53 0.50
VS A 0.73 0.66

Note: “Positive power” relates to cases in which the concerned party or group was in 
favor of a proposal, “negative power” to those in which it rejected the proposal. 
— A ratio of 1.00 indicates that whenever a certain party or group was against 
or for a proposal, the proposal finally was rejected or accepted respectively. A 
ratio of 0.0 indicates that a party or group always failed to reach the desired 
outcome.

Table 8 shows a remarkable balance of power (especially of positive power) 
among parties and interest groups. The data indicate clearly that there is no 
domination of Swiss politics by particular parties and interest groups, 
although there is some imbalance in veto power in favor of the “bourgeois” 
parties and the related capital interests.
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Since we have no comparable data on other western democracies, we 
cannot determine whether the balance of power among parties and interest 
groups in Switzerland is above or below the average of the advanced demo
cracies. Theoretical reasons, however, suggest that it is rather above than 
below average.

First, much of the influence of interest groups on policy-making results, as 
Olson (1983) argues, from a pluralist, but disintegrated, interest structure 
and segmented interactions of interest groups and bureaucracies. This results 
in a generally low competitiveness of interest intermediation and a strong 
influence of well organized special interest groups on policy-making. 
Contrary to this, consociational decision-making in Switzerland provides for 
an encompassing interest aggregation and a strong pressure to balance diver
gent interests (Lehner, 1983).

Second, in the advanced democracies most policy output is in fact, 
although not legally, determined in pre- and extra-parliamentary consulta
tion and bargaining. Parties participate little or not at all in this consultation 
and bargaining. This is especially true for countries with a strong element of 
“liberal corporatism” in their decision-making which provides for compre
hensive decision-making at the expense of the exclusion of the parties and 
parliament. Contrary to the usual patterns of pre- and extra-parliamentary 
consultations and bargaining, in Switzerland parties play an important role 
both in pre-parliamentary and in parliamentary decision-making.

Considering this argument, we arrive at a quite surprising conclusion: Not 
in spite of, but due to direct democracy and consociational decision-making, 
parties play an important role in Swiss politics — they are more important 
than usually is assumed and perhaps as important as in other countries. This 
by no means implies however that Switzerland is a case of party government, 
that is a type of government held accountable through parties, as described 
by Katz (1986).

Katz defines the “partyness of government,” that is the degree to which a 
government approximates the “party government” ideal, in terms of three 
criteria:
1. The degree to which policy decisions are made by elected party officials or 
those under their control;
2. the degree to which policy is decided within parties which then act cohe
sively to enact it; and
3. the degree to which officials are recruited and held responsible through 
party.

As far as the first criterion is concerned, we have to distinguish between 
formal and effective policy powers. Considering formal powers, we may 
speak of a high degree of partyness of government if parliament is the last 
resort of political decision-making. This is clearly the case in the United 
Kingdom; it is less the case in the Federal Republic of Germany where the
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Constitutional Court is entitled to overturn parliamentary decisions; and it is 
not the case in Switzerland where popular votes are the last resort of political 
decision-making. But this refers only to the formal side of the coin.

If we speak of effective powers, we have to acknowledge that in most of 
the western democracies, organized interests and bureaucracies determine an 
overwhelming part of policy-making and that policy-making often evades 
political control. As has been shown earlier in this section, this is less the case 
in Switzerland than in many other countries.

Turning to the second criterion, it is clear from what has been said in this 
chapter that in Switzerland the degree to which policy is decided within 
parties which then act cohesively to enact it is low. The parties often act as 
brokers rather than as leading agents and their capacity cohesively to enact 
internally developed policy proposals is severely constrained. We have to 
note, however, that within consociational decision-making no agent has a 
high capacity to carry its policy position into effect. Moreover, we have to 
consider that things are different when accommodation fails and when it 
comes to a popular vote. Then, the parties often take a lead and attempt to 
enact their policy competitively. Doing so, however, the large parties at least 
frequently face some opposition from cantonal sections and, therefore, do 
not act very cohesively.

As far as the third criterion is concerned, Switzerland does not deviate 
systematically from the other western democracies. Parties play a decisive 
role in the recruitment of officials. This applies to appointed bureaucrats and 
even more to politicians. Again, consociational decision-making limits the 
ability of parties to hold officials responsible. Although similar limits exist in 
most democratic countries, however, accountability of the sort envisioned by 
the party government model is even further reduced because accountability 
ultimately is enforced through referenda rather than elections.

Altogether, it is difficult to assess the degree of partyness of Swiss govern
ment. The analysis presented in this chapter does not lead to a clear-cut 
picture. But this is not a Swiss speciality — among the modern democracies, 
there are few or no clear cases of party government.
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I. Introduction
In preparing to write this chapter I studied the contributions in the first vol
ume of the “Future of Party Government” series (Castles and Wildenmann, 
1986), as well as numerous allied works. Many of these are written by Euro
pean scholars, and the rest by scholars knowledgeable of the history and poli
tics of the European democracies. An immersion in their writings leaves an 
American specialist feeling that he inhabits a rather different world insofar as 
the importance of party government is concerned. Richard Katz (1986: 31) 
characterizes the literature succinctly when he observes that “Political parties 
have been considered the central institutions of democratic governments at 
least since the enfranchisement of the working class.” Similarly, Gordon 
Smith (1986: 206) remarks that “. . . competitive party systems of government 
have come to be equated with the values of liberal democracy or perhaps 
more accurately, to be regarded as its working mechanism.”

Both Katz and Smith express hesitation about the equation of party 
government and democracy, and elsewhere Doring (1984) reminds us that 
party government in Britain appeared long before democracy. Such doubts
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and caveats strike a resonant chord with an American specialist. In a land of 
non-partisan elections (held in many localities) and some rather striking 
instances of direct democracy (Propositions 13 in California, 2 \ in Massachu
setts, and others), a political observer finds it quite possible to conceive of 
democracy sans party.1 Even if we ignore U.S. local and state government and 
focus exclusively on the national level, many Americanists would rank free 
elections, representative assemblies and unfettered participation at least equal 
in importance to political parties as essential components of democracy. 
Thus, so long as we recognize the United States as a healthy, thriving, liberal 
democracy rather than a curious anomaly, we must consider the real possi
bility that parties are not the central institutions of, the necessary condition 
for, or the working mechanism of liberal democracy. Admitting this possi
bility does not deny the importance of party in the actual operation of past 
and present democracies, nor does it deny the critical role party plays in most 
theoretical models of democratic politics. But it does question the unique 
status accorded party in the introductory pages of many papers and books. 
Important? Certainly yes. Sine qua non ? Probably not.2

Historically, American attitudes toward party government show consider
able variation. Though the absence of systematic survey data makes descrip
tive claims problematic, fragmentary data compiled by historians suggest that 
both popular and practitioner views of party grew more positive in the latter 
part of the 19th Century — from a highly anti-party base which prevailed in 
the early part of the Century. By the turn of the 20th Century Congressional 
politicians had established a semblance of party government (Brady, 1973; 
Rothman, 1966). At that time, academics too displayed a generally favorable 
attitude toward strong party influence in government, though they decried 
the patronage and particularized benefits orientation of the then-existing 
organizations. Even as party government in the U.S. was approaching its 
zenith, however, the first steps had already been taken to deprive party of an 
important political resource — control of patronage.

The early part of the 20th Century saw the Progressive “revolt” greatly 
modify the 19th Century party system. By the time the dust settled, the 
parties had been drastically weakened, as ballot form and electoral proce
dures were changed (Rusk, 1970), party control of nominations was seriously 
curtailed, and governing structures, especially in the cities, were modified. 
The Progressives tried to lay the foundation for government by “disinter
ested” experts to replace the rule of party, but again the pendulum swung. By

1 The propositions referred to were tax-limitation measures imposed on the respective 
states through the initiative process. In each case, the state legislature had denied 
similar measures for tax relief, in large part because the Democratic Party’s organ
ized clientele groups were opposed. Ultimately, direct democracy circumvented 
representative institutions.

2 For British viewpoints of a similar bent, see King (1969) and Rose (1969).
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1950, a committee of the American Political Science Association would 
publish a report entitled “Toward a More Responsible Two-Party System.” 
The Schattschneider report3 provoked a great deal of discussion, and in its 
aftermath a consensus developed around two propositions, one empirical, 
one normative.

The empirical proposition held that a strong (i.e., “responsible”) party 
system on the British model could not be established in the very different 
institutional and social context of United States. An independently elected 
chief executive, two co-equal legislative chambers, federalism, staggered 
terms of office, disjoint constituencies — the American Constitution laid 
down an obstacle course of institutional impediments to the development and 
operation of strong party organizations. The system abounds with institu
tional niches in which politicians can construct personal bases of support, and 
if the sticks available to party leaders are smaller, as they are, the carrots must 
be correspondingly sweeter, but they are not. The party leadership cannot 
control the fate of the elected official, nor can it buy his loyalty with the 
promise of total control of government. Moreover, American society was 
relatively more heterogeneous than European societies, especially Britain. 
Every line of cleavage present in other democracies — sectional, ethnic, reli
gious, economic — was present in the U.S., and they did not reinforce one 
another, but rather cross-cut each other, so that on any given issue the Ameri
can parties were liable to be whip-sawed by incompatible clientele demands. 
American politics had to be coalitional and based on exchange, rather than 
ideological and based on program.

The normative proposition held that the empirical proposition was a good 
thing — that a British style party system would not produce the salutary 
results in the American context that it appeared to produce in Britain. Given 
that the U.S. was more heterogeneous than other democracies, with its inter
ests consequently more numerous and difficult to reconcile (an assumption), 
the absence of centralized parties strong enough to override those interests 
was perhaps a blessing. Moreover, the entire philosophy underlying the 
American Constitution was one which allowed for maximal articulation of 
interests. They were to be expressed freely, considered fully, and adjusted 
cautiously. Interest aggregation was not as central a concern of the Founders. 
Thus, the weak American parties not only were empirical givens, they were 
good things besides, consistent with American cultural traditions, and institu
tional and social realities.

Beginning in the late 1960s, the normative consensus began to erode as a 
series of “reforms,” societal changes, and political developments further 
weakened the parties, and by general agreement undesirable consequences

3 The APSA Committee was chaired by E. E. Schattschneider, a well-known propo
nent of stronger, more responsible parties in the British mold. His imprint was 
evident in the pages of the report.
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followed (Ranney, 1975; Ceaser, 1979; Polsby, 1983). Many scholars (e.g., 
Fiorina, 1980), journalists (e.g., Broder, 1972), activists, and office-holders 
now believe that the American parties play too small a role in both the elec
toral and governmental arenas and that the country suffers as a result. Such 
sentiments by no means are universal, however. Other scholars and commen
tators recognize the deleterious effects of the decline of parties, but point to 
balancing gains (in the realm of opportunities for participation, for example). 
Moreover, not all proposals for reforms directed at present conditions entail 
strengthening parties. Of most relevance to my earlier comments, however, 
even the proponents of stronger parties do not give the impression that worry 
over the survival of American democracy is causing them to lose sleep. 
Though the American academic consensus is unarguably friendlier to the idea 
of strengthening the parties than it was a generation ago, I doubt that it is any 
more persuaded about the logical equation of political parties with democ
racy.

In the next section of this paper, I will review the condition of party 
government in the U.S., using the notions set forth in Volume I contribu
tions, particularly that of Katz. A great deal of relevant literature exists and I 
will summarize and synthesize it in order to describe the current state of 
American party government.4 The third section of the paper discusses some 
hypothesized consequences of the portrait sketched in the second section, 
and also speculates about the immediate future of party government in the 
United States. A few recent counter-trends are noted, and some conjectures 
(in Sjoblom’s (1986) sense) are offered.

II. The Present Condition of Party Government in the United States
Katz (1986: 43 f.) defines “Partyness of government” in terms of three 
variables which I will further subdivide into five. These are
1. The degree to which decisions are made by elected party officials or 

those under their control.
2 a. The degree to which policy is decided within parties which
2 b. then act cohesively to enact it.
3 a. The degree to which officials are recruited and
3 b. held responsible through party.
The language specifically indicates that party government is a variable rather 
than a precisely delimited category. As an empirical claim, party government 
is said to exist in every democracy though the party government “score” of a 
particular democracy might be quite low. Katz distinguishes further between

4 The literature here is extensive. Useful contributions include Ranney (1975), King 
(1978), Kirkpatrick (1978), Goldwin (1980), and Sundquist (1981).
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“partyness of government” — the position attained by a government on the 
above variables, and “party governmentness” — the party government score 
adjusted by the importance of government in allocating scarce values in a 
given society. Over time and geography, the strength of parties in the govern
ment can vary independently of the strength of government in the society. In 
this section of the paper, I will deal only with “partyness of government” in 
the U.S. In the third section, below, the matter of “party governmentness” 
will arise. In evaluating the state of American party government I will 
proceed in the following order: conditions 3 a, 3 b, 2 a, 2 b, 1.

A. The Recruitment of Candidates for Elective Office
These remarks refer specifically to federal offices, though in large part they 
pertain to state and local offices as well. The general point can be stated quite 
simply: in no other democracy do organized political parties have less to do 
with the recruitment of those elected to office than in the United States. A 
brief summary of Ranney’s (1981) comparative survey of candidate selection 
provides the necessary documentation. In the great majority of democracies, 
the principal democratic institution is the legislature, parliament, assembly, or 
other collective body, so let us begin there.

Ranney first examines the degree to which legislative recruitment is 
centralized. He classifies democracies into seven categories ranging from 
those such as Israel, in which national party agencies largely dictate candidate 
selection, to the opposite extreme of constituency selection with no regional 
or national supervision. The American Republicans and Democrats along 
with the Belgian Socialists have the distinction of comprising the latter cate
gory. Not only is the selection decentralized within the party, however, it is 
also widely dispersed among the citizenry: “. . . The United States is the only 
country in which all major party candidates for the lower house of the 
national legislature are chosen by the votes of party ‘members’ in direct 
primaries . . .” (Ranney, 1981: 88). Of course, in principle there is nothing 
wrong with the direct primary as a means of recruitment and there is much to 
be said for it in the name of intra-party democracy. But as Ranney observes 
(1981: 85) “. . . i n  every country except the United States and, in some 
circumstances, Canada, participation is restricted to party members.” To 
elaborate, about three-fifths of the American states have “closed” primaries in 
which only party members can vote. But a citizen can become a party 
member simply by registering as one a month or so before the election, and 
can change registration immediately thereafter. The remaining states deny 
the parties even this modicum of control over their selection processes. Cross
over and open primaries allow voters to choose their preferred primary on 
election day, and the state of Washington permits voters to participate in 
both primaries. In some states, too, the party organizations are not permitted 
to endorse a candidate even if they are so inclined.
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The United States is one of a handful of democracies which elect their 
executive independently rather than indirectly through the election of a legis
lature or parliament. The contemporary presidential nomination process has 
received exhaustive treatment. In a nutshell, beginning in the late 1960s and 
especially in the Democratic party, a series of reforms “opened up” the selec
tion process. The reformers5 target was a system in which “party bosses” 
chose candidates in “smoked filled rooms” and deprived the “grass-roots 
party members” of their right to “meaningful participation.” Whatever the 
reality, the reformers5 actions were sufficient to change it. Within a few 
years, the old nomination process of party leaders, favorite sons, and political 
deals had given way to local caucuses, state primaries, and simple counts of 
committed delegates. Table 1 provides the relevant data. As shown, by the 
1980 Presidential election, three-quarters of the delegates in both parties 
were chosen in primaries.

Table 1. Recent Changes in Presidential Nomination Process

#  of States % of Delegates
Holding Primaries Selected in Primaries

D R
% %

1968 17 38 34
1972 23 61 53
1976 30 73 68
1980 36 76 76

Source: 1968 — 1976 figures from Ranney (1978). 1980 figures from N a tio n a l Journal\ 
October 20, 1979: 1738-1739.

Furthermore, it is not the case that the party organizations simply utilize the 
new primary system to send their officials to the nominating conventions. 
There has been a sharp drop over the past two decades, for one thing, in the 
number of Senators, Representatives, and state Governors elected as 
delegates, especially in the Democratic party.5 Moreover, available data show 
that the older pattern of Republican delegates being highly unrepresentative 
of the Republican rank-and-file has now appeared in an even more 
pronounced way in the Democratic delegations of the 1970s (Kirkpatrick, 
1976: Ch. 10).

The consequences of the changes in the presidential selection process are 
widely recognized. One can do no better than to quote one of the foremost

5 Such officials are not restricted from standing for delegate selection, but they must 
go through the same process as the rankest amateur. For many it is not worth the 
risk of an embarrassing rejection.
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students of American parties, one who is in some small part responsible6 for 
the current state of the selection process (Ranney, 1981: 96):

. . . there is little disagreement about the fact that the new rules have effec
tively destroyed whatever control the parties’ national and state organiza
tional leaders once had over the choice of presidential candidates. As a 
result, both parties have become little more than passive arenas within 
which the real political actors — groups committed to particular candi
dates and to particular issue positions — contend for the nominations. 
The prizes are the two parties’ labels, but the parties no longer control 
who bears them.

Anthony King (1981) has observed that the American system is highly 
unusual in permitting the accession to office of presidents with little national 
political experience and little support among, or even acquaintance with, 
their fellow partisans in the legislature. Whereas the typical European parlia
mentarian has some personal responsibility for choosing an executive of 
whom he has firsthand knowledge, the typical American Representative or 
Senator has no personal responsibility for, nor perhaps any firsthand know
ledge of, the president with whom he is elected. And to cap matters off, the 
typical grass roots party activist may have neither firsthand knowledge of nor 
personal responsibility for either the Congressional or Presidential candidates 
who bear his party’s label. Indeed, who comprises the party — the members 
of the weak formal organizations, or those who win the party’s label in the 
primaries?

In summary, if we were compiling a party government score by aggre
gating the scores on Katz’s five dimensions, we would begin by assigning the 
U.S. a very low score (relatively and absolutely) on variable 3 a. Low scores 
on one variable might be balanced by high scores on others, but as the discus
sion proceeds, it will suggest that low scores on one variable have something 
of a tendency to contribute to low scores on others.

B. Party Responsibility in American National Elections7
Compared to countries in which voting reflects “frozen” alignments based on 
class, religion, ethnicity, and so forth, voting in the U.S. is quite volatile: 
short-term, variable forces count for much more than in most other democra
cies. Given that performance judgments and evaluations of issue stands are 
important components of such short-term forces, American elected officials 
appear subject to electoral sanction to a considerably greater extent than say, 
Christian Democratic Deputies in Italy. But whether electoral responsibility 
in the U.S. is party responsibility is quite another matter. Let us briefly review 
the bases of voting behavior in contemporary U.S. national elections.
6 Ranney (1975: 188— 191) admits to helping open the “Pandora’s Box” of quotas 

that was to plague the Democratic Party throughout the 1970s.
7 Much of this section draws on Fiorina (1983).
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Presidential votes reflect four general influences (Abramson, Aldrich and 
Rhode, 1982): party identification, candidate characteristics and qualities, the 
perceived performance of the incumbent administration, and the policies 
advocated by the candidates.8 The relationship of party identification has 
weakened in recent years, but it remains a major correlate of the vote 
(Table 2). The other factors vary more erratically. Of course, the four factors 
are not as independent as casual commentary and naive statistical analysis 
suggests. Reactions to the performance of past administrations underpins the 
party identifications of the citizenry (Fiorina, 1981b: Ch. 5). Voter evalua
tions of candidates surely depend in part on the policies advocated by those 
candidates, and for incumbents, on the performance record those candidates 
have compiled. And certainly, the perceived policy positions of the candidates 
depend somewhat on the party labels they carry, and their past records.

Table 2. Decline of Party-Line Voting in U.S. National Elections, 1956—1980.

Presidental House Senate
Year Party-line* Defector* Party-line Defector Party-line Defector

°/o % % % °/o %

1956 76 15 82 9 79 12
1958 — — 84 11 85 9
1960 79 13 80 12 77 15
1962 — — 83 12 * s i- * *
1964 79 15 79 15 78 16
1966 — — 76 16 a fra* - * *

1968 69 23 74 19 74 19
1970 — — 76 16 78 12
1972 67 25 75 17 69 22
1974 — — 74 18 73 19
1976 74 15 72 19 70 19
1978 — — 69 22 71 20
1980 69 23 71 21

* Party-line -I- Defector +  Independent =  100 °/o. 
** Data N ot Available.

Sources: Jacobson, The Politics o f Congressional Elections. T homas Mann & Raymond 
W olfinger, “Candidates and Parties in Congressional Elections,” A m erican Political 
Science R e v ie w  74 (1980).

In Congressional elections, party identification is the single most important 
correlate of the vote, though here too its importance has declined over time 
(Table 2). The issue basis of Congressional elections is thin: especially in

8 Notice that while party influence in elections generally will vary positively with the 
first and third factors, the second and fourth factors could either reinforce party or 
contribute to the separation of candidates and parties.
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House elections, only a small minority of the voters has any knowledge of the 
voting record and issue positions of the incumbent, let alone those of the less 
well-known challenger (Fiorina, 1982). Twenty years ago, scholars agreed 
that deviations from the basic partisan vote division in Congressional elec
tions stemmed largely from the impact of national conditions and presidential 
level forces — presidential coattails and referendum voting on the President’s 
handling of the economy, in particular (Miller, 1955; Campbell, 1960). But 
recent Congressional elections research finds little support for this traditional 
conception. There is virtually no evidence that evaluations of Jimmy Carter’s 
performance played any direct role in the 1978 congressional voting (Rags
dale, 1980), and the case in 1974 and 1980 is similar, though some effects are 
discernible in 1976 (Fiorina, 1981b: Ch. 8; Abramson, Aldrich, and Rhode, 
1982: 220 — 221). Some effects of economic conditions (as opposed to the 
President’s handling of them) are evident in recent elections, but again these 
effects are small, inconsistent, and the mechanisms through which they 
operate controversial (Jacobson, 1983: Ch. 6).

If the importance of party affiliations is declining, and issues, national 
conditions, and national performance have only weak effects on the congres
sional voting, what other factors underlie voter choice, and in particular, 
what accounts for inter-election change? The answer lies in the fourth 
general influence — the candidates. After party identification, the effects of 
individual candidates, especially incumbents, are the most important factors 
in understanding congressional voting. But if the issue stands of the candi
dates are not very important, what is?

At the same time that the relationship between party identification and the 
congressional vote began to loosen, the relationship between incumbency and 
the vote strengthened. Erikson (1972) and Mayhew (1974) showed that the 
electoral advantage of incumbency status increased from something barely 
discernible in the 1950s to something highly significant by the late 1960s, 
with a consequent decline in the number of marginal congressional districts. 
Subsequent research has shown that a variety of factors contribute to the 
increased congressional incumbency advantage.9 Incumbents have access to 
staff, offices, travel, mass communications facilities, and so forth, which can 
be utilized for electoral purposes. Such “free” resources have a value of at 
least half a million dollars per year on the open market. To a considerable 
extent, the information constituents receive about their incumbent is provided 
by their incumbent, and one expects such information to be highly positive 
(Parker, 1980).

One kind of accomplishment today’s incumbents stress is their efforts to 
aid constituents in dealing with the federal bureaucracies. As government has 
grown, the number of individuals and groups receiving (or trying to receive)

9 For synthesis of the large body of recent works see Hinckley (1981) and Jacobson 
(1983).
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benefits, and the number of people and groups encountering regulatory 
constraints, has increased accordingly. Traditionally, congressmen have 
played the role of ombudsman for their constituents and have tried to broker 
federal dollars into their districts. Thus, as the supply of government services, 
money, and regulation has grown, the demand for congressional services has 
followed. And, like most entrepreneurs, congressmen have probably done 
what they could to stimulate demand (Fiorina, 1977). Some appreciative 
constituents appear to support known attentive incumbents independently of 
party or ideological considerations. Such behavior is perfectly legitimate, but 
notice that constituency service is nonpartisan and nonideological; it is highly 
individualistic; and it is not an important source of votes for presidents. In 
short, increased voting for incumbents based on such considerations weakens 
the electoral links between presidents and congressmen of their party.

The preceding characterizations describe House elections more accurately 
than Senate elections. In one important respect contemporary Senate elec
tions differ from House elections: the apparent advantage of incumbency 
increased into the early 1970s, then declined in the later elections of the 
decade. Incumbent “disadvantages” seemed most notable in 1980. Moreover, 
constituency service plays a smaller role in Senate voting than in House 
voting. On the other hand Senate and House elections are similar in a 
number of respects. Party affiliation is important, though less so than in 
earlier times (Table 2). The same studies cited in connection with House elec
tions show that national conditions and presidential performances have had 
little effect on the Senate voting in recent elections. These studies also indi
cate that the particular candidates running make a major difference in the 
voting, although, as mentioned above, the qualities conveyed by the candi
dates appear to differ across the two arenas. Thus specific differences 
notwithstanding, it is accurate to say that contemporary Senate elections are 
equally as idiosyncratic as House elections, and also that the gap between 
Senate and Presidential voting has widened in recent years.

The reader should bear in mind that contemporary congressional elections 
probably differ in important ways from those of two decades ago, though 
relevant data are scarce. As mentioned, the influence of party has declined, 
and the importance of incumbency has increased. What little over-time data 
we have suggest that constituency attentiveness was not so important twenty 
years ago as it is today (Fiorina, 1982). Moreover, there is reason to believe 
that the anemic relationships between national conditions/presidential 
performance and the congressional voting were stronger in past times. For 
example, in the late 1950s one could predict the presidential and the House 
vote about equally well on the basis of party identification and measures of 
performance. By the late 1960s, however, the relationship between such 
measures and the House vote declined considerably relative to the relation
ships with the presidential vote (Fiorina, 1981 b).
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Now we bring together the seemingly disparate strands of the preceding 
pages. If citizens increasingly vote for presidents and congressmen on some
what different bases, what are the implications for party responsibility? As 
Burnham (1975) and others have argued, the increasing separation of the 
electoral arenas means that individual career incentives further reinforce the 
formal separation of offices. A decreasing tendency on the part of voters to 
hold the party as a whole responsible for national conditions and presidential 
performance lessens the incentives for cohesion in government, which further 
lessens the incentives for voters to hold parties responsible.

To elaborate, if voters support parties rather than individuals, and if 
national conditions and presidential performance are a major factor in deter
mining party support, then the party members in the government face 
common incentives. Thus, when American mid-term elections were more like 
referenda, individual congressmen had a strong personal incentive to do what 
they could to see that a national administration of their party was perceived 
as an effective one. Consider that the Democrats lost 116 seats in the mid
term of 1894, the Republicans 75 seats in the mid-term of 1911, the Demo
crats 56 seats in 1946 and the Republicans 49 in 1958. In contrast to 1946, a 
Democratic president widely believed to be beyond his depth lost a mere 15 
seats in 1978, and in contrast to 1958, a Republican president presiding over 
the most serious recession since the Depression, lost only 26 seats in 1982. If 
a quarter to a half of the congressional party faces defeat from an unsatisfac
tory presidential performance, the members of the congressional party will be 
more concerned about their president’s standing and performance than 
Jimmy Carter’s congressional compatriots were in 1978.

Similarly, in an era of longer presidential coattails, members of the 
congressional party did not wish to run with an unattractive presidential 
candidate. In 1920 Cox helped make the Democratic House delegation 59 
seats poorer, and in 1932 Hoover presided over a Republican loss of 101 
seats. In 1972, by comparison, the Democrats lost only 12 seats in the 
McGovern debacle, and in 1980 Carter helped drag down only 33 in the 
Reagan landslide. If congressmen of the president’s party do not believe that 
his coattails are responsible for helping them win office and/or a serious 
factor in their chances of winning again, they will naturally be less inclined to 
bear any burdens for the sake of his success in office.

Recent research supports the suggestions that presidential coattails and 
performance have declined as factors in congressional elections. First, notice 
that fewer marginal seats means that vote swings against a party will not 
affect congressmen as much today as in the past. Edward Tufte (1973) 
precisely characterized this effect of the increased incumbency advantage in 
an analysis of “swing ratios,” a measure of the responsiveness of the legisla
tive seat division to the vote division in legislative elections. A ratio of approxi
mately 3 % of the seats to each 1 % of the vote in the early post-war period 
declined to one of approximately 2 % of the seats to each 1 % vote gain by
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the 1970s. Thus, in-party congressmen need to be less fearful of any given 
swing against their president today than a generation ago, simply because 
fewer of their districts fall in the range where the swing will exceed their 
normal vote margin.

Moreover, additional research suggests that any given swing in the presi
dential voting is less likely to carry over into the congressional voting today 
than was the case a generation ago. I have already mentioned how the effects 
of national conditions on the congressional voting have declined, and how 
the gap between the presidential and House voting has therefore widened. 
Other studies show that effects of presidential level factors in general have 
declined as an influence in congressional elections. The most recent and 
comprehensive work is by Calvert and Ferejohn (1983, 1984) who among 
other things provide Table 3.

Table 3. Responsiveness of House Party Division to the Presidential Voting

Historical Period
Responsiveness 
of Cong. Vote 
to Pres. Vote"'

Swing Ratio"' Overall
Responsiveness**

1868-1896 0.95 4.40 4.18
1900-1928 0.57 1.95 1.11
1932-1944 0.81 3.20 2.51
1948-1964 0.37 2.40 0.89
1968-1976 0.19 2.02 0.38

* Numerical entries are regression coefficients.
** Numerical entries are the product of two preceding columns. The interpretation is 
the percentage gain in House seats associated with a 1 % gain in the Presidential vote.

Source: Calvert & Ferejohn, “Presidential Coattails in Historical Perspective.”

Since the New Deal period, the connection between the aggregate presi
dential and house voting has dropped 75 %. The table also shows the 33 % 
decline in the swing ratio mentioned above. Calvert and Ferejohn observe 
(1983: 417) that “Viewed from longer perspective . . .  the remaining respon
siveness of the composition of the House to the presidential vote is a pale 
reflection of its previous levels.”

The consequences of declining party voting, declining coattails voting, 
and a declining impact of national conditions on the congressional voting 
lead to each individual officeholder seeing a different mandate in the election 
returns. Perhaps the most graphic single demonstration of that fact appears in 
Table 4. At the turn of the century fewer than 15 congressional districts gave 
their votes to a congressman of one party and a presidential candidate of the 
other. The number of such districts was still relatively small until the post 
New Deal period, at which time it took off. Currently, about one-third of the
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members of the House represent districts carried by the presidential candi
date of the opposing party. Contemporary congressmen draw the natural 
inference from such election outcomes: they focus on their personal records, 
run on their personal records, and attribute their reelections to their personal 
records. In Richard Scammon’s (1982) words, Republican or Democrat, 
congressmen belong to the “Reelect Me” party.

Table 4. Districts Carried by Congressional & Presidential Candidates of 
Different Parties, 1900—1980

Year Percentage

1900 3
1908 7
1916 11
1924 12
1932 14
1940 15

1948 21
1952 19
1956 30
1960 26
1964 33
1968 32
1972 44
1976 29
1980 34

Source: John Bibby, T homas Mann, & N orman O rnstein, V ita l Statistics on 
Congress, 1980  (Washington, D .C .: American Enterprise Institute, 1980).

From the standpoint of party responsibility, there is little that is positive in the 
preceding discussion. The President of the United States can expect to be 
judged on his success in maintaining peace, high employment, low inflation, 
adequate and inexpensive energy, harmonious racial relations, an acceptable 
moral climate, and a generally satisfied nation. Meanwhile, his co-partisans 
on the Hill enjoy relatively greater insulation from such concerns. No longer 
expecting to gain much from presidential success or suffer much from presi
dential failures, their incentives to bear political risks in the president’s behalf 
decline accordingly. Thus, by holding presidents alone rather than their 
entire parties responsible for national conditions, the electorate weakens the 
critical incentives which have served in the past to bring some cohesion to an 
institutionally fragmented national government. On Katz’s variable 3b as well 
as variable 3a we would have to assign a low score to the U.S.
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C. Parties and Policy Formation in the United States
Katz (1986: 43) sets down as a condition of high £Cpartyness of government” 
that “policy must be decided within the governing party”. In the United States 
the first question one must face is that of defining the governing party. At the 
present time, a Republican president and Senate exist uneasily with a Demo
cratic House, and from 1954—1960 and 1968 —1976 Republican presidents 
faced Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress. For analytical 
purposes, American political scientists define the governing party as that 
which holds the presidency, but clearly, in times of divided control each party 
can unanimously decide whatever it wants and yet have little hope of enacting 
and implementing its decision.

Moreover, “decide” is rather too purposive a verb to apply to American 
policy formation. Public policies are “delicately packaged compromises”, or 
“jerry-built structures of conflicting proposals”. They “emerge” as “the 
lowest common denominator”, they are what “survives” after the “special 
interests” have had their say. The language of American policymaking is so 
rich and colorful precisely because verbs like “decide” do not describe how 
policies “come about”. Of course, one cannot deny that presidents and their 
staffs, bureaucratic task forces, and congressional subcommittees sometimes 
formulate a coherent program. Often they do, but our labyrinthine (a 
standard allusion) governmental processes tend to strip coherence from a 
proposed program as the price of adoption. Lyndon Johnson’s “Great 
Society” has increasingly come to be viewed as a failure. But if it is (and the 
evidence is at least mixed), we should not be surprised. The condition for 
enactment of many of the specific programs was modification in ways that 
diminished their chances of success. For example, the Model Cities program 
originally was designed to target a small number of cities for a large infusion 
of federal funds and effort. To push the program through Congress, 
however, it was necessary to diffuse the available resources across 150 or so 
cities (Ripley, 1972: Ch. 5; Arnold, 1979). Small wonder the program did not 
live up to expectations. Similarly, 85 % of all the counties in the U.S. eventu
ally were classified as containing economically distressed areas for the 
purpose of receiving Economic Development Administration grants. This 
“distributive tendency” appears in numerous programs. Institutionally decen
tralized government and geographically decentralized parties (and increas
ingly, instantaneous computer forecasts of program impacts) encourage 
locally oriented congressmen to exact a “cut” of the program as the price of 
their support. The sum total of such cuts is often fatal.

In addition to institutional fragmentation and geographic decentraliza
tion, the American parties are less ideological than those in many countries. 
No doubt there is some dynamic interaction among these three factors, but I 
am not about to attempt to explicate it here.10 Suffice it to say that the combi-

10 Katz (1980) deals with such factors in an avowedly theoretical manner. O f course,



284 Morris P. Fiorina

nation or interaction of the three leads to an opportunistic style of policy
making. Enacting a policy requires the sequential formation of majority 
coalitions at numerous stages of the governmental process (e.g., House 
Subcommittee, House Committee, House Floor, Senate Subcommittee, 
Senate Committee, Senate Floor, Conference Committee, both Floors, 
Office of Management and Budget and high level members of the Executive 
Office of the President, the President). American politicians typically are 
happy to get their votes wherever they may find them — within party or 
across party, they count the same. In the end, passing a bill often becomes 
more important than solving a problem. The conclusion is becoming familiar; 
on Katz’s variable 2a, score the United States low.

D. The Parties and Policy Enactment in the United States
Not only does high “partyness of government” require that policy be decided 
within the governing party, but according to Katz’s condition 2a, it requires 
that the party then present a united front and work cohesively to enact it. 
Scholars have long recognized that the modern American parties exhibit rela
tively low cohesion save for sporadic outbreaks of unity such as occurred 
during the early years of the Reagan Administration and the first session of 
the 89th Congress (Johnson’s Great Society). Much of the preceding discus
sion foreshadows the reasons for low cohesion, so we need not dwell at 
length on the matter.

The U.S. is a large, heterogeneous nation. Both parties are nationally 
based and contain a wide variety of interests. While party is the single most 
important souce of cleavage within the Congress, region is second, and 
regional interests, particularly in the Democratic party, are a continuing 
strain on party unity (Turner and Schneier, 1970). Moreover, party leaders 
long have recognized that the ultimate behavioral rule for congressmen is 
“vote your district” . Heterogeneity and decentralization provide fertile 
grounds for party disunity.

As suggested earlier, the condition of the American parties does little to 
hinder the seeds of disunity from sprouting. If the parties do not nominate 
the candidates nor conduct their campaigns, one principal reason for candi
dates to clasp their parties in warm embrace vanishes. Moreover, if voters do 
not hold party office-holders collectively responsible for the state of the 
nation and the performance of their presidents, a second principal incentive 
for internal party cooperation disappears. And to the extent that the party 
role in nominations, campaigns, elections, and policy formation declines, one 
expects to see a corresponding decline in the parties’ capacity to overcome 
the basic tendencies toward disunity rooted in heterogeneity and decentrali
zation.

there are numerous more traditional efforts to deal with such factors in all their real
world richness. See, for example, Sartori (1976).



Party Government in the United States 285

Party disunity in the U.S. is not inevitable, however. I referred above to 
“modern” American parties. In the last quarter of the 19th century, the 
parties achieved impressive levels of discipline, especially in the House of 
Representatives (Brady, 1973). Strong Speakers of the House consolidated 
their powers over the rules and actively wielded their committee assignment 
powers to build support for the party program — as they and their lieuten
ants defined it, to be sure (MacNeil, 1963). At the time, party competition 
was intense in most areas outside the South, the local and state parties exer
cised considerable control over nominations, and patronage was still the 
major source of sustenance for the parties despite initial steps down the road 
toward a professional civil service. Though the descriptive literature is infor
mative (e.g., Polsby, 1968; Polsby et al., 1969; Price, 1971; Rothman, 1966), 
we have as yet no coherent theoretical explanation of how these and other 
subsidiary factors came together to produce the strong parties of the period. 
At any rate, it is clear that despite societal heterogeneity and institutional 
fragmentation conditions exist under which American parties could achieve 
internal unity and thereby impose a degree of coherence on the government 
as a whole. Table 5 presents a historical snapshot of the waxing and waning 
(mostly the latter) of party cohesion and cleavage in the U.S.

Table 5. Party Voting in the U.S. House of Representatives*

Congress Party Votes 
(50 % v. 50 %)

%

Unity of Presidential 
Party

on Party Votes 
%

51 (1889-1891) 79 94 (R)
53 (1893-1895) 45 85 (D)
55 (1897-1899) 80 93 (R)
59 (1905-1907) 74 89 (R)
61 (1909-1911) 79 85 (R)
63 (1913-1915) 61 84 (D)
67 (1921-1923) 60 88 (R)
69 (1925-1927) 44 86 (R)
71 (1929-1931) 58 86 (R)
73 (1933-1935) 71 86 (D)
81 (1949-1951) 51 80 (D)
83 (1953-1955) 45 84 (R)
87 (1961-1963) 49 83 (D)
89 (1965-1967) 47 80 (D)
91 (1969-1970) 29 61 (R)
95 (1977-1978) 37 65 (D)
97 (1981-1982) 37 72 (R)
* Figures are for first Congress of new Administrations.
Source: 51st to 89th Congresses from C ooper, et al. (1977). 91st and 95th Congresses 
from Congressional Q uarterly  Almanacs. 97th Congress from C ongressional Q uarterly  
W eekly Report.
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As shown, at the turn of the century, the House of Representatives displayed 
respectable levels of party cleavage and conflict. But, the era of strong party 
government (and not coincidentally, what many consider “the golden age of 
Congress”) began to deteriorate after dissident Republicans (policy-based) 
joined the minority Democrats and stripped Speaker Cannon of his most 
important powers in 1910 (Jones, 1971; Polsby, et al., 1969). The Democrats 
experimented briefly with caucus government under the Wilson presidency, 
but since that time party unity in the national government has tended to be an 
ephemeral condition following upon an election in which a presidential candi
date leads his party to a smashing victory (e.g., Franklin Roosevelt, Lyndon 
Johnson, RonaldReagan).

As the preceding remarks suggest, most America scholars do not regard 
the early Reagan years as heralding any dramatic change in party unity 
(though the Republican Party in particular has been acting in a very aggres
sive fashion, a matter to be discussed in the third section of the paper). The 
facts are that the Republicans in Congress maintained near-perfect party 
cohesion in support of the major elements of Reagan’s economic plan, and 
northern Democrats maintained impressive cohesion against it. By the 
mid-way point of his administration, however, the situation had already 
changed. Mr. Reagan had suffered major defeats on defense, and congres
sional Republicans worked major changes in his budget. We should 
remember too, that the impressive character of Reagan’s early showing 
reflects in part the extremely unimpressive character of the final years of the 
Carter presidency. The dramatic early successes are undeniable, but the 
overall degree of support Reagan has received is about what would be 
expected on the basis of party, ideology, and electoral considerations 
(Fleisher and Bond, 1983). The final column entries in Table 5 do not indi
cate any great break with the past. Put a low score by variable 2 b to go along 
with that on 2 a.

E. Parties and Competing Sources of Authoritative Decisions

One can imagine two democracies generally comparable in the extent to 
which their parties formulate and enact policy, but considerably different in 
the extent to which the parties take account of other actors with substantial 
policymaking power. In modern democracies the principal competitors of a 
party monopoly are three: the judiciary, the bureaucracy, and organized 
interest groups.

In the United States, the president nominates all federal judges and the 
Senate must confirm them, but as Earl Warren and others illustrate, once 
appointed, formal political control of judges ends. They have life tenure and 
many take advantage of that fact. Only one Supreme Court Justice ever has 
been impeached (in 1804) and he was not convicted. Most presidents get to 
make a number of nominations, including one or two for the Supreme Court,
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but each president typically faces a judicial system in which the vast majority 
of judges were appointed by his predecessors, sometimes in the fairly distant 
past.11

Their independent position would be of little import if judges did no more 
than interpret precisely drafted laws. But U.S. judges have no such limited 
self-conception, nor are the laws so clearly written. In the realms of minority 
rights (and individual rights generally), reapportionment, school prayer, 
abortion, and others, the judiciary has unarguably made major policy deci
sions for the country. Indeed, the proper place of the judiciary is a recurring 
theme in American political debate.

Of course, elected officials do have means of curbing the courts and over
turning their decisions. At the most extreme, Congress and the states can 
amend the Constitution. Recently, unhappy politicians have attempted to 
restrict the jurisdiction of the courts, a power of Congress under the constitu
tion. In matters of lesser magnitude, Congress can change the laws when the 
courts interpret them in ways opposed by prevailing sentiment. One direct, if 
crude, strategy for changing the political complexion of the courts is to “pack” 
them — appoint new judges with appropriate philosophies. Such means of 
control rarely are attempted, however, and even more rarely are successful. 
The best-known attack on the judicial system was FDR’s plan to expand the 
Supreme Court, a plan which not only failed but cost his administration 
dearly in terms of congressional and popular support. The Supreme Court 
may “follow the election returns” as some claim, but Americans seem willing 
to tolerate long lags and advance scouting as well. For their part, elected offi
cials may excoriate particular decisions of the judiciary, but in the end they 
stop short of restructuring judicial processes in any major way. Barring 
dramatic and unforeseen changes in popular sentiment, the judicial system in 
the U.S. will continue to operate as an important brake on the power of 
elected officials, partisan and not, to decide major policy issues.

The judiciary is undoubtedly a more important competitor of party 
government in the U.S. than in Europe, perhaps indeed than anywhere else in 
the world. The situation with American interest groups is less clear. On the 
one hand, they are numerous and participate actively in all aspects of politics, 
from recruiting candidates to lobbying at the highest levels of the govern
ment. On the other hand, they appear less powerful and less well-organized 
than in Europe. The American group structure is as fragmented as the politi
cal structure with which it interacts. There is no single, all-inclusive national 
labor federation, no monolithic association of business and industry. There 
are “peak” organizations to be sure, but none are completely without compe
titors, and none have the power to make and impose policy decisions on their

11 O f the present (February 1984) nine Justices on the Supreme Court one was 
appointed by Reagan, one by Ford, four by Nixon, one by Johnson, one by 
Kennedy, and one by Eisenhower.
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component parts. In recent decades, new consumer, environmental and 
“public interest” groups have arisen, and the even more recent proliferation 
of intense, often moralistic “single-issue groups” has alarmed numerous 
observers. All of this suggests that group influence in contemporary American 
politics is increasing from what was generally viewed as an already high base. 
And if parties have been simultaneously on the decline, there can be little 
doubt that interest groups today are more serious competitors of the Ameri
can parties than was the case even a generation ago.

The preceding comparison is one entirely within the U.S. Because both 
the American party structure and group structure are more fragmented than 
in the European democracies, it is unclear whether the myriad American 
groups are more serious competitors of the weak U.S. parties than the more 
organized European groups are of the stronger European parties. Certainly, 
American groups do not enjoy the kind of corporatist relationships common 
in Europe. Although there have been brief flirtations with such arrangements 
during the world wars and in their immediate aftermaths (e.g., Hawley, 
1981), decentralized, particularized politics quickly reasserted itself in each 
case. American institutional arrangements make a corporatist style of policy 
making difficult to envision. An administration which negotiates deals with 
the great interests in a society must be able to deliver the goods, but the 
decentralized American system makes such an ability to deliver highly 
problematic. Small groups of congressmen can oppose such negotiated 
arrangements with impunity just as they can undermine any other presidential 
program. And unhappy interests will provide them with the incentive to do 
so. Disappointed interests could also attempt to use the courts, or to make 
their stands in the states and perhaps then through the courts. Corporatism 
appears to be associated with a degree of cohesion and coordination in 
government that is seldom apparent in the United States.

In the end, it is difficult to say where interest groups have more influence 
in the government. To a certain extent, parties and groups appear to adapt 
themselves to each other and to the institutional structure which defines the 
governmental processes. If the U.S. had parliamentary institutions and parties 
along European lines, would American interest groups look and act more like 
their European counterparts? Probably so. Still, there would appear to be 
quite a bit of range for independent variation. As I will argue below, strong 
parties can check the influence of interest groups; conversely, weak parties 
permit group influence to go unchecked. How much and how effectively 
groups compete with parties at least partly reflects strategic calculations on 
the part of the groups, and in some cases the parties as well.

And what of the bureaucracy? Given the anti-bureaucratic rhetoric of the 
presidential campaigns of George Wallace, Jimmy Carter, and Ronald 
Reagan, one might think that the American bureaucracy truly competes with 
elected officialdom as the authoritative allocator of values for the society. 
There is probably somewhat less here than meets the eye, however. Atop the
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career bureaucracy is a political layer (secretaries and the associated under, 
assistant, and deputy secretaries, commissioners, and administrators) which is 
responsible to the party in power (Heclo, 1977). These appointees serve at 
the pleasure of higher political authority. Of course, many of these ap
pointees may have little prior association with the President or his close advisors, 
and may instead be the candidates of important interest groups or 
congressmen. If these appointees fail to be loyal agents of the administration, 
the fault again appears to lie in a less than cohesive governing party.

On first glance the career bureaucracy appears to be another matter. Here 
one can make a more plausible case for an autonomous, out of control 
administrative apparatus. Despite much rhetoric to this effect, however, such 
arguments are exaggerations and/or reflect a misunderstanding of American 
politics. Civil service protections notwithstanding, elected officials in the U.S. 
possess quite adequate means of controlling bureaucratic decisions. European 
readers should understand that Congress establishes executive agencies and 
independent commissions, usually being quite specific about their structure 
and operation in the process. Congress authorizes and reauthorizes agency 
programs — few agencies have continuing mandates. Congress appropriates 
agency funds, often focusing on individual line items in the committee 
reports. True, Congress almost never kills an agency outright, rarely elimi
nates programs altogether, and seldom slashes budgets wholesale. But does 
that indicate that the agencies are out of control? On the contrary, it may 
only indicate that bureaucrats are operating within the parameters of political 
acceptance, thus rendering discipline unnecessary (Friedrich, 1940). Just as 
an effective nuclear deterrent is one that is never used, so effective sanctions 
are those which need never be applied.

Anyone who doubts the power of the Congress to deal with recalcitrant 
bureaucracy should consider the recent example of the Federal Trade 
Commission, an episode which culminated in the latter’s temporary departure 
from the roster of federal agencies. By the late 1970s, the FTC had become 
an activist, consumer-oriented agency. It had launched anti-trust suits against 
the nation’s large oil companies and major cereal manufacturers. And it was 
investigating the insurance industry, the used-car market, professional self
regulation, and TV advertising aimed at children. Such activities naturally 
aroused considerable interest group antagonism which was reflected in 
Congress. A period of conflict eventually led to congressional refusal to 
appropriate funds for the agency’s continued operation. The commission 
survived, but its wings definitely were clipped.

Granted, such examples are rare, but that only means that most agencies 
most of the time operate in a manner acceptable to the particular 
congressmen responsible for their supervision. This latter point is critical and 
deserves further elaboration. As I have argued elsewhere (Fiorina, 1981a), 
observers often mistake control of the bureaucracy by a decentralized inco
herent congress for lack of control. One can point to myriad decisions by
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bureaucrats which represent a minority political viewpoint and/or conflict 
with notions of the general interest, or which at least seem to bear no great 
resemblance to party policy, such as it is. But behind such cases one usually 
finds congressional committees and subcommittees unrepresentative of the 
full chamber and/or unconcerned about general interests. Usually 
congressmen need not make a public show of exercising the sanctions 
provided them by the committee system.12 Instead they develop mutually 
beneficial arrangements with agencies and interest groups. The naive 
observer might view resulting patterns of bureaucratic policy decisions as 
inconsistent with the general interest, party policy, majority sentiment, or 
whatever. The naivite does not lie in the observation of inconsistency, but in 
the failure to see the hands of congressmen behind it.

Unfortunately, it is slight consolation to conclude that the bureaucracy is 
responsible to small groups of elected officials if the latter are not themselves 
responsible to a more general interest or collectivity.13 One agency dances to 
the tune of a Jamie Whitten (a conservative from Mississippi) and another to 
the tune of Henry Waxman (a liberal from California). But the agencies do 
not dance to the tune of the Democratic Party. Nor do congressmen. On the 
final component too, score the U.S. low.

III. The Future of Party Government in the U.S.
Having characterized the U.S. as a democracy extremely low in party 
government, several questions naturally arise. Most obviously, what does it 
matter — what, if any, are the consequences of the weak condition of party

12 Again, Europeans should realize the extent to which Congress is decentralized. In a 
very meaningful sense there is no such thing as “the Congress”. There are two 
chambers, four party organizations, 300 odd committees and subcommittees, and a 
variety of other caucuses (Black, hispanic, steel, mushroom etc.) and informal 
groupings. And the important point is that such internal differentiation matters a 
great deal. Though there is considerable variation across committees and policy 
areas, committees to some extent defer to their subcommittees, and the chamber to a 
considerable extent defers to its committees. On a particular vote some caucus might 
be a more important source of cues than the parties. Moreover, the oversight power 
is even more decentralized than the legislative power. Subcommittees have primary 
responsibility. If they are satisfied with the decisions made by agencies under their 
jurisdiction, the odds are good those decisions will not be reviewed at any higher 
level.

13 Returning to the FTC again, Weigast and Moran (1983) argue that in the late 1970s 
the FTC was doing precisely what its early 1970s Congressional masters had 
wanted. In the mid —70s, however, there was high turnover on the relevant congres
sional subcommittees, especially in the Senate, which dramatically changed their 
ideological composition. The FTC simply did not respond to the changed conditions 
quickly enough.
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government? In particular, what are the implications for system capacity to 
deal with important policy problems? For another, is the present condition of 
party government likely to change, perhaps as a consequence of the matters 
discussed in the answers to the first question?

A. Some Consequences of Low Partyness in Government
Near the end of the Carter Administration I argued (Fiorina, 1980) that the 
decline of collective (i.e., party) responsibility in the U.S. had contributed to a 
number of troublesome features of contemporary American politics. These 
were discussed under three general headings: policy immobilism, fragmenta
tion, and popular disaffection, all of which I believe to be interrelated.

Numerous observers have remarked that the U.S. national political system 
had great difficulty dealing with the major issues of the 1970s — inflation 
and energy. Proposed solutions for these problems assigned significant costs 
to various groups, regions, and sectors of the economy but provided little in 
the way of the short-term, particularized benefits which normally lubricate 
the policymaking processes of the system.14 Though conditions in 1976 seem
ingly were auspicious for party government as a new Democratic president 
took office with comfortable majorities in both houses of Congress, aside 
from an early success with energy legislation (for which Speaker O’Neill 
deserves much credit), the Democratic administration floundered. A sorry 
domestic performance coupled with some bad luck and/or bad intelligence in 
Iran resulted in a major Democratic defeat in 1980.

In Sjoblom’s (1986: 80) terms, during the Carter administration the 
“strategic” assessment came to dominate the “matter-of-fact” and “value” 
assessments, except that the strategic assessments occurred not at the level of 
the party, but at the level of individual congressmen. Neither the administra
tion nor the congressional leadership could exert the kind of influence neces
sary to push painful, coherent legislation through Congress, even if the execu
tive and legislative leadership could have agreed on its substance. Thus, we 
had the repeated sorry spectacle of Democratic congressmen attacking each 
successive energy and inflation plan, then turning around and complaining 
about their president’s lack of leadership. National policymaking during the 
Carter years dramatically reflected the prevailing state of party government.

A second consequence of the weak condition of party government is the 
fragmentation of the American political order. During the past two 
campaigns the media and political elites probably have focused more atten
tion on single-issue groups than on the parties. But are the conditions of the

14 Which is not to say that Congress did not attempt to create and disburse such 
benefits. Energy legislation inevitably took on a “pork barrel” cast — a bit for solar, 
something for geothermal, a lot for coal, synthetic fuels, and oil. Such legislation 
reflected the short-term economic interests of congressional districts and states more 
so than a coherent energy program.
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two unrelated? Intense issue publics are nothing new on the American scene; 
the gun lobby pre-dates most of the current examples. For that matter, 
today’s militant abortion and anti-abortion forces have a forerunner in the 
Temperance movement which succeeded in passing its constitutional amend
ment. A glance at American history shows a succession of aggressive narrow 
interests assaulting the political order in the name of religion, racial purity, 
silver, alcohol, and various other causes.15 Why then does the contemporary 
situation draw so much notice and appear like a new phenomenon? A large 
part of the answer lies in the weakness of the parties: strong parties constrain 
single-issue groups.16 The influence of these groups today stems from their 
credible threats to intervene in the nomination and election of public officials. 
But if strong parties control nominations, finance and conduct campaigns, 
and structure the vote, they diminish the influence of single-issue groups. The 
latter can choose to accommodate themselves to a party and achieve as much 
of their program as they can, or to dissipate their resources in relative politi
cal isolation. National parties cannot afford to base elections on narrow 
particularistic pressures; individual politicians representing small, geographi
cally defined districts have little choice but to base their elections on such 
pressures. The irony is striking. Office-holders have largely managed to 
throw off the bonds of party and escape collective responsibility for party 
performance. But their new freedom has its costs. They now are individually 
exposed to the threats of myriad narrow interests. Increasingly, activists and 
academics have come to see that the alternative to party control of the elec
toral process may not be broad citizen control, but control by narrow inter
ests; the alternative to party influence in the policy process may not be citizen 
influence, but the influence of narrow interests. You can’t always have what 
you want.

15 And American history is certainly not unique. Consider the following quotation 
from the Times (London) describing the state of British politics in 1874 (quoted in 
Cox, 1982):
A remarkable fact connected with the present general election is the numerous 
advertisements appearing in the newspapers from political and social organizations 
of every conceivable description, all appealing to the electors to vote only for those 
candidates, irrespective of party, who will pledge themselves to support the opinions 
or crotchets represented by the respective societies, and to make those opinions a 
test question at the election . . . Among the leading organizations thus appealing to 
the electors may be enumerated the United Kingdom Alliance, for suppressing the 
liquor traffic; the Sunday Rest Association, for Stopping all . . . traffic on Sundays; 
the Suffrage Association, the Sunday League, the Liberation Society, the Church 
Defence Society, the Peace Association, the Land Tenure Reform Society, the Free 
and Open Church Association, the Open Spaces’ Preservation Society, the Anti- 
Vaccination Society, the Labour Representation League, the Protestant Electoral 
Union, &c.

16 It is reassuring to find a similar claim in the work of a perspicacious observer of 
America politics and society, Nelson Polsby (1980: 56). Polsby considered the point 
sufficiently obvious that he relegated it to a footnote.
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A third probable consequence of the weak condition of party government 
in the U.S. is the increased popular disaffection from politics and government 
evident in survey data (Miller, 1974). Since the mid-1960s steadily increasing 
proportions of the citizenry have expressed the sentiments that government 
officials waste resources and are incompetent to do their jobs. Heavy majori
ties now believe that the government is run for the benefit of a few big inter
ests, and that congressmen quickly lose touch with their constituents. Illustra
tive recent data appear in Table 6.

Tableó. Selected Attitudes of U.S. Citizens, 1980

Public officials don’t care much what people like me think 52 %
Congressmen lose touch with the people pretty quickly 71 %
People in government waste a lot of the money we pay in taxes 78 %
Quite a few of the people running the government don’t seem

to know what they’re doing 62 %
Government is run for the benefit of a few big interests 70 %

Source: N ES/C PS 1980 Study

Given the actual record of the past two decades, such perceptions are under
standable enough. If government programs are ineffective, a widespread 
perception, then the money spent on them has been wasted and the officials 
who designed and administered them incompetent. The “people” want good, 
effective government; therefore, if government is apparently ineffective^ it 
must be responding to the big interests (that government might be helping no 
one is a possibility our minds resist).

In sum, the proponent of strong party government can find much in the 
recent American experience to buttress his views. But before tying up the 
argument in an overly neat package, let us take note of some recent events, 
embryonic trends, and changing conditions which have potentially important 
implications for the argument.

B. Proposals and Prospects for Party Resurgence
American reformers are a dauntless breed: perceived problems are enthusias
tically attacked, the unanticipated consequences of one series of reform are 
met with a second, and so on. By this time there is reasonably widespread 
agreement that the party role in nominations (especially for the presidency) 
should be strengthened,17 and that more party influence in the national poli
cymaking arena might not be an altogether bad idea. Of course, mild agree-

17 Recent rule changes in the Democratic party have tended in this direction.
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ment about a condition does not lead inevitably to mobilization behind a 
precise remedy.

One can safely predict that major structural changes intended to strength
en parties will not be implemented. Any alteration of the single-member 
geographic district electoral system is out of the question, as is Lloyd Cutler’s 
(1980) proposal to require that presidential and House candidates run as a 
team. Indeed, we clearly do not have the theoretical knowledge to make 
responsible proposals for appropriate constitutional changes. This dearth of a 
solid knowledge base is made abundantly clear by the Volume I contribu
tions. Katz (1986: 57) for example hypothesizes that “Proportional represen
tation (PR) should be more conducive to party government than are single 
member majority or plurality systems.” On the other hand Pasquino (1986: 
127) believes that “. . . it seems plausible and appropriate to stress that 
plurality and majority formulae are associated with higher levels of party 
government.” In California dialect, I understand where each author is 
coming from, but that does not eliminate the contradiction, and the existence 
of single member plurality systems at opposite poles of the party government 
continuum (U.K. v. U.S.) will nourish the contradiction for some time to 
come.

Similarly, if parliamentary government is the key, why did Britain move 
from the “golden age of the private M. P.” to the very model of strong party 
government in a short half century?18 And why, as Doring (1984) notes, does 
there now appear to be a back-sliding? Again, if social structure is so 
important, why is party government in the U.S. continuing to weaken even as 
mass education, communications, and the diffusion of technology and 
industry exert a homogenizing influence? If heterogeneity in the social and 
economic structure was the obstacle to party government that many assumed, 
why is the purported decrease in heterogeneity accompanied by reams of 
political research and commentary oriented around themes like decomposi
tion, dealignment, and fragmentation (like this one)? Meaning no criticism of 
the Volume I contributions, I must say that a principal part of their value lies 
in their identification of how painfully much we do not know.

So, proposals for global changes are both politically infeasible and intel
lectually premature. What could we do in the way of minor tinkering? A 
variety of little things could strengthen the U.S. parties. For one, campaigns 
are extremely expensive, and by all accounts few elected officials like the

18 There are a variety of proposed explanations to be sure. Some scholars emphasize 
procedural developments by which the cabinet gradually restricted the role of the 
back-benchers. Others, especially Ostrogorski (1902), emphasize the development 
of constituency organizations. Still others argue that changes in the voting behavior 
of the expanding electorate led members to adhere to party out of electoral self- 
interest. These explanations are surveyed and evaluated in Cox (1982). It is fair to 
say, however, that we are far from a definitive account of how these and other 
factors acted and reacted in 19th century Britain.
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existing system of fund raising. We are beginning to hear proposals designed 
to enhance the role of party in funding campaigns (Malbin, 1983). With due 
attention to constitutional freedoms, restrictions on interest group Political 
Action Committee (PAC) spending could be tightened and those on party 
funding loosened or removed. Even in the absence of such changes, the 
parties have considerable room for action if they utilize it, as the Republican 
National Committee has shown.

Beginning with the Chairmanship of William Brock, the Republicans have 
moved aggressively and apparently effectively in the electoral arena. They 
have attempted to identify “good” candidates and persuade them to run. 
Important means of persuasion include the promise of funding, the provision 
of campaign services (e.g., polling), and education in the specialized skills of 
modern campaigning. One would imagine that a greater party role in electing 
officials will produce some increase in the latter’s party-consciousness, if only 
out of self-interest.

Less tangible factors, too, have some effect. One of these is simple leader
ship. In striking contrast to Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan ran as the leader 
of a party. He blamed the condition of the nation on the opposing party, and 
asked that those citizens who supported him also support Republican 
congressional candidates. Two years later, Reagan did not back off and allow 
his congressional colleagues to put maximum distance between “Reagan
omics” and themselves. Instead, he appealed for voters to support Republi
cans in his name. Moreover, the Republican candidates, while embracing 
Reagan much less closely than in 1980, did not scatter to the winds to quite 
the same extent as the 1978 Democrats, though this is admittedly an impres
sionistic judgment. In short, at various levels the Republicans have been 
acting more like a party than Americans have seen in some years. At least 
partly as a result, their Democratic competitors too have expressed more 
interest in what a party might do for them, especially in the realm of 
campaign funding. Whether the Republicans maintain or even accelerate the 
strengthening of the national party apparatus, and whether the Democrats 
imitate them, remains to be seen, but the developments of the past few years 
are important and deserve to be followed carefully.

It is difficult to assess the contribution of Republican party campaign 
efforts to the impressive congressional victories of Reagan’s first year. But the 
party role in passing Reagan’s economic program did not go unnoticed, espe
cially after the Carter years. Not since 1965 had the nation seen such a clear 
example of a party acting cohesively to enact its perceived mandate. Of 
course, at this time many critics would opt for the late 1970s immobilism, but 
poor policy outcomes should not discredit the Republican effort at party 
government. Weak party government can muddle a country into a swamp, 
while strong party government can hurl it headlong over a cliff; neither 
outcome is especially conducive to health. At least voters in 1984 will have a 
reasonably clear idea of whom to blame.
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C. Prognosis

One important factor bearing on the future of party government everywhere 
is the nature of the problems — their “size,” “complexity,” and “intracta
bility” — which confront it. Sjoblom (1986: 100) offers the “fundamental 
working hypothesis” that “Party government (in some form) is likely to 
persist if and only if, it can solve the important societal problems in an 
acceptable way.” In short, the future of party government hinges both on its 
inherent capacity and on the challenges it faces.

In the late 1970s, the challenges facing America were ones which 
appeared to require decisive government action — although such action 
might of course have been negative, as in a clear policy decision to rely on the 
market. Most observers agreed, however, that just paddling along with a 
previous generation’s policy flotsam was not the optimal way to proceed. 
Policy decisions were called for, and the political system had great difficulty 
in producing them. Hence many grew concerned about the future of party 
government in the U.S., not to mention the democratic polity that it served.

To some extent problems are in the eyes of the beholders. The nature of 
the 1970s problems undoubtedly helps explain the different attitudes toward 
strong parties evident between 1970s political scientists and their 1950s 
predecessors. The latter observed a rapidly-growing, low inflation society 
which militarily and economically led the world. To be sure, Black Americans 
did not partake as fully of the country’s bounty, and the “other America” 
(Harrington, 1963) had not yet been “discovered”. But in retrospect one can 
understand the 1950s disbelief in the notion that weak parties threatened the 
future of democracy.

What are the problems of the 1980s likely to be? Consider a “best case” 
scenario. If the Reagan recession has broken inflation, and if economic and 
technological development deny to OPEC the kind of economic power it 
once had, then, the major problems which appeared to require decisive 
government action in the 1970s will recede in importance. Several more ifs. If 
a sustained recovery follows the recession, if the bipartisan consensus that 
entitlement programs must be somehow capped holds, and //sanity returns to 
military policy-making, then problems of unemployment and the deficit 
similarly recede. Given such a string of ifs the U.S. could again reach a kind 
of quiet equilibrium such as that of the 1950s. This state of affairs would not 
be idyllic; it presumably would be characterized by lower growth, higher 
unemployment, and less hope of individual progress than in previous eras of 
our history, but it could again be an era in which weak parties and govern
ment by muddling through do not seem to threaten the survival of demo
cracy. Moreover, under such conditions the importance of government in allo
cating things of value in society might actually decline. In Katz’ (1986:42) terms, 
partyness of government could increase while party governmentness decrea
ses, if the size of government and the public sector undergo a relative decline.
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I do not regard the preceding scenario as particularly likely to come 
about. As in the past, there undoubtedly will be new problems which call for 
clear and coherent government policies. At the moment “industrial policy” 
(Reich, 1983) is enjoying great vogue.19 Whatever its intrinsic merits, a 
workable policy in the context of our existing political processes is a pipe- 
dream. Any problem, economic or otherwise, which has a national impact 
and requires a national response exposes the incapacities of the contemporary 
American political process. Such problems will always be with us. Given that 
simple fact, one can only hope that the previously discussed seeds of national 
party revival take root and grow.
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