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Introduction

For quite some time now, British elections have come to be characterized
by a substantial amount of electoral volatility. At an aggregate level of
party competition, the vote shares of individual parties have risen or
dropped significantly from one election to the next. At an individual level
of voting behaviour, panel data reveals that vote switching across elections
has been steadily rising since the 1970s. Ever more voters have become
available in increasingly open electoral markets (Webb 2000; Mellon 2016).
These trends are by no means specific to the United Kingdom. Across
Western democracies, there have been growing levels of electoral
volatility, increases in party system fragmentation and higher levels of
polarization in programmatic appeals over the last few decades (see the
chapter by Voss/Michelsen, this volume). Moreover, there are clear
patterns behind these trends: traditional core parties have lost support,
while new challengers of left-libertarian, green, regionalist and populist
right provenances have gained ground (Meguid 2008). To be sure, the
processes of change in Western party systems have differed in scope, in
context and in timing across countries. The examples of the 1973 Danish
earthquake elections, the breakdown of the traditional party system in
Italy in the early 1990s or the rightist swing in the 2015 Polish elections
illustrate these differences. Yet, all of these changes are arguably driven by
the erosion of stable party alignments, or, in the case of Middle and
Eastern Europe, the general weakness of such linkages between parties
and voters (Lane/Ersson 1994; Ware 1996). Across countries, a declining
number of voters lends loyal support to any specific party over a longer
period of time. Moreover, in the political aftermath of the recent economic
crisis in Europe and the Americas, party alignments have become weaker
once again. Among the political implications of the Great Recession is a
growing gap between established parties and society, in particular among
social groups directly affected by the economic crisis or fearing to lose out
in the longer term (Bartels/Bermeo 2014). As a consequence, party system
change has been particularly pronounced in cases where populist forces
from either the left or the right have attacked the elitist style of the
mainstream parties (Miiller 2016).

Party research has devoted much of its energy to determining how
parties have been affected by these developments. There has also been
much interest in studying how political parties, as strategic actors, have
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adapted to these new circumstances. Among the various attempts to chart
party organizational responses to party system change, the cartel party
thesis has been the most authoritative in terms of its academic impact
(Katz/Mair 1995). The thesis holds that parties have become more
vulnerable as an effect of weaker linkages to civil society but have
employed their privileged position in state institutions to secure
organizational survival. As party cartels, the established parties have
found ways to prevent party decay (see also Katz/Mair 2009).

This chapter will use the perspectives offered by the cartel thesis for
gaining insights into the recent development of party politics. More
precisely, I will ask whether party adaptation has rescued parties from the
threats of vulnerability. In the following section, three dimensions of party
change will be outlined. I will show how cartel theorists have conceived of
cartelized party responses in each of these dimensions. Next, empirical
evidence from comparative work will be presented in order to evaluate the
effects of such party strategies. While the analytical focus is on general
patterns in Western democracies, I will also be asking how much light the
cartel party thesis can throw on the development of party politics in the
UK. In the conclusion, these reflections will be summarized and put into
perspective.

Dimensions of Party Change

Parties live in uncertain times. Due to changes in the social and political
environment of parties, party systems have become more volatile, more
fragmented and more polarized. Nowadays, electoral fortunes of
individual parties are difficult to predict as well as exposed to rapid
variation. This is also true for the structures of party competition, both in
terms of the fate of electoral rivals and potential coalition partners. Even
when gaining government office, economic and political internationali-
zation often hinder the pursuit of programmatic objectives. In addition,
many parties have experienced severe downhill trends in their
membership figures and strains in the relationship to their traditional
social milieus (van Biezen et al. 2012). To make matters even worse,
surveys show a general public mistrust towards parties (see Dalton 2006).

The growing fragility of public support has led to a vulnerability of
parties (Mair 1997). Secure access to organizational resources, parlia-
mentary representation and public legitimacy are at stake for each
individual party. At the same time, however, party dominance in running
democratic elections, organizing parliamentary work and recruiting
government personnel has remained basically unchanged. Given these
developments, parties have become increasingly oriented towards the
state (Miiller 1993; Katz/Mair 1995). Hence, it is party change rather than
party decline we are witnessing,.

General models of party change have postulated an interaction
between external and internal factors (Harmel/Janda 1994; Jun 2004).
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External stimuli such as social modernization, institutional isomorphism
or environmental shocks trigger processes of change. However, internal
factors are decisive for the ways in which individual parties respond to
new challenges. Among these internal factors, the organizational balances
of power, the distribution of resources and the stability and cohesion of
party groups are most important. Accordingly, the general model
perceives of party change as party-specific adaptation with respect to
organizational structures, ideological positions and strategic behavior.

In the cartel party model, Katz and Mair (1995) distinguish three
dimensions of party change (see Figure 1). First, the authors claim that
party vulnerability has led to a new role of parties within political systems
in which there is a high degree of interpenetration of party and state in
terms of legal regulation and public financing but also in terms of parties
being focused on their public role as legislators and governors. Parties
have become more interested in controlling policy-making than in
representing social interests. Second, there are new patterns of party
competition. The established parties engage in intense cooperation in
sharing privileges and finding policy compromises while at the same time
excluding smaller and new parties from these arrangements. And, thirdly,
turning from the systemic to the organizational level, a new party type, the
cartel party, has emerged. Cartel parties are characterized by the
predominance of public office holders, i.e. members of parliament and
government, and stratarchial relations between party levels. Both elements
are needed to give party elites leeway when engaging in inter-party
collusion (see Detterbeck 2005).

Figure 1: Party change in cartel party theory
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The cartel thesis follows the general model in expecting variation among
parties due to differences in the internal processing of external stimuli. It
also expects cartel tendencies to be more pronounced in political systems
with a tradition of inter-party cooperation, patronage appointments in the
public arena and state support for parties. Therefore, the development is
uneven, more advanced in some places and less visible in others. The UK
is cited as an example where the process is likely to be least developed
among Western democracies (Katz/Mair 1995: 17). The authors understand
the cartel model as a new equilibrium in party democracy. Compared to
earlier periods, parties have moved closer to the state and have become
more distant from society and the citizenry. They also point to the inherent
dangers of the cartel model, which they describe as defection inside the
cartel and challenges from outsiders (see Katz/Mair 2009: 759).

Does Cartelization Work?

In the reminder of this chapter, I will be analyzing recent comparative
work to see whether cartel tendencies have rescued parties from the
threats of fragile public support. To be sure, my approach does not seek to
test the cartel thesis itself (for such attempts, see inter alia Young 1998;
Kitschelt 2000; Detterbeck 2005; Scarrow 2006; Aucante/Dézé 2008). Rather,
it takes the perspectives offered by the cartel thesis for gaining new
insights into the development of party politics. As we go along, I will also
be looking at the British case.

I have selected three core elements of the cartel thesis for closer
examination:

e Cartelization of privileges: Does the exclusion of newcomers take
place and does it secure the dominance of the established parties?
Depoliticization: Is there a successful limiting of policy spaces?

e Elite ascendancy: Are key figures of the party in public office in
control of intra-party processes?

Cartelization of Privileges

The introduction and spread of public subsidies to parties across Western
democracies constitutes one of the key arguments of the cartel thesis when
arguing for a stronger interpenetration between parties and the state.
Going a step further, Katz and Mair (1995: 15) have argued that state
subventions are vital for upholding the status quo in party competition.
Acting in their own interest, the basic principles of public funding for
parties are determined by parliamentary assemblies controlled by parties.
As rewards are most often based on prior party performances in terms of
vote shares and parliamentary representation, larger parties tend to be
more strongly supported than smaller and new parties. Party cartels
deliberately erect barriers and thresholds for eligibility to public funds to
freeze out emerging challengers and to tilt the field in favor of the
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mainstream parties. The cartel thesis expects a cartelization of public
privileges in the hands of the establishment (see Scarrow 2006: 621-622).

Empirically, the picture is more complex. While much depend on the
details of the funding schemes (e.g., relation between direct and indirect
subsidies, payment thresholds, overall level of state funding), which of
course vary between Western democracies, there is little comparative
evidence for a suppression of party competition via public funding. State
subsidies have not hindered the breakthrough of newcomers. Looking at
electoral results, party system fragmentation and decreasing vote shares
for the main parties rather point in the reverse direction. Some of the new
parties, including Green parties and regionalist parties, have even entered
government ranks (see Buelens/Hino 2008). Moreover, many public
funding schemes have proved to be beneficial to smaller parties (Sundberg
2002: 199).

Scarrow (2006) points out that in a majority of European cases the
threshold for being eligible for public funding is set below the electoral
threshold. In 12 of her 21 cases, parties did not have to win parliamentary
seats in order to gain access to state funds. Public money thus may help to
get things started for small parties. In the same study, the author finds that
“changes in the vote share for parties and in the number of competitors
have not coincided in any systematic way with the introduction of party
subsidies” (Sacrrow 2006: 635).

These findings confirm earlier research conducted by Pierre, Svasand
and Widfeldt (2000). The authors claim that state funding signals a general
expansion of the public domain over the last decades. This has allowed
party organizations to grow but have also intensified the co-optation of
parties by the state. Yet, the authors do not see a significant impact of
public subsidies on the structures of national party systems. Most
interestingly for our purposes here, they conclude that public subsidies
“can even be said to encourage the creation of new political parties rather
than obstructing it” (Ibid: 22). Free access to public media campaigning
may compensate for a lack of a large number of campaign activists on the
ground. Public money may help to overcome organizational weaknesses
due to low income from membership fees and donations. As Figure 2
indicates, in countries like Austria, Denmark and Germany, Green parties
and New Left parties have raised higher percentages of their total income
from state subsidies than their older and larger Social Democratic rivals,
the archetypical mass parties, in the late 1980s. In Norway and Sweden,
however, due to different models of public funding this was not the case.
Thus, in the decade of their electoral breakthrough, public subsidies
helped to build stronger party organization for challenger parties, at least
in some places.



Party Organisational Adaption to Party System Change 41

Figure 2: Public subsidies to political parties (% of the total income of
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Source: Pierre et al. 2000:15.

In sum, empirical evidence does not support the idea of a cartelization of
privileges. While it is true that parties have come to rely increasingly on
public subsidies, this development has not frozen party systems into place.
This has been the case because money alone does not translate into party
success or prevent new parties from entering the game. Moreover, as
shown by the studies cited, the models of state funding do not simply
benefit the more established parties alone. While parliaments have decided
over the introduction and extension of state funding, other political
institutions, in particular constitutional courts, and public opinion have
limited the possibilities of party manipulation of such schemes in favor of
the mainstream parties. Therefore, many of the new parties have been
actually strengthened by public funding. We may thus conclude that state
support has been helpful to all parties in their attempts to survive as
organizations despite their growing weakness in drawing societal
resources. Yet, public funding has not secured the hegemony of the old
mainstream parties in party competition.

There is an interesting twist of the argument when applying these
considerations to the British case. In terms of state funding, die UK clearly
constitutes a laggard case. For a long time, the lack of agreement on
common organizational interests between the Conservatives and the
Labour Party prevented the introduction of public subsidies, apart from
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some modest grants to the parliamentary opposition (“Short Money”).
Only with the reform agenda of Labour and Liberal Democrats in the
1990s did support for a more general scheme emerge. With the Political
Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, policy development grants
were established, available to all parties represented in the House of
Commons. The Act also implemented state regulation on political dona-
tions and campaign spending. In sum, however, the level of state funding
in Britain has remained quite low in comparative terms (Fisher 2002; van
Biezen 2004). There is also very limited evidence of inter-party cooperation
with respect to public privileges (apart from some sharing of patronage
appointments) and public policies given the strict competitive logic with
the British parliamentary system. Parties have rather been more interested
in weakening vital interests of their opponents than in securing mutual
survival. Hence, all the preconditions for forming a party cartel have been
absent in the British case (see Detterbeck 2005).

Yet, despite the absence of cartel tendencies as described by Katz and
Mair (1995), the two major parties have been quite successful in
maintaining parliamentary predominance. The first-past-the-post electoral
system has proved to be a strong barrier to the entry of new parties or the
breakthrough of “third parties”, like the Liberal Democrats or, as in the
2015 general elections, UKIP. While losing electoral ground, the duopoly
can still win a vast majority of constituencies, except for the concentrated
nationalist vote in Scotland and Wales. Keeping consensus on the rules of
the game between Labour and Tories may thus have been a more effective
instrument of controlling party competition than agreeing on public
money and policies. The ill-fated referendum on the Alternative Vote
system in 2011, pushed for by the Liberal Democrats as the junior partner
in coalition with the Conservative Party, has put the debate on electoral
reform to rest for some time to come (Qvortrup 2012).

Depoliticization: The Limiting of Policy Spaces

Inter-party cooperation is a key element of the cartel thesis. Parties collude
in order to secure their mutual survival by sharing the resources needed
for organization sustenance. Whether there is explicit agreement on new
public rules or implicit signaling to participate in collective action, party
cartels seek to reduce the risks of losing in party competition for all
members of the in-group. Hence, party cartels develop mechanisms to
preserve the flow of revenues relatively independent of electoral
developments. A share of public privileges (e.g., state funding, patronage,
media access) is also available to the losers of competition. No established
party is ever definitively out. The stakes of party competition are reduced
in the cartel party model. Neither do electoral outcomes matter that much
for the parties involved nor do they determine government action in any
meaningful way (Katz/Mair 1995: 15-16).
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Inter-party collusion becomes easier if there is limited space for policy
choices. It may be difficult to cooperate with another party seen as the
ultimate enemy in programmatic terms. Adversarial politics — a term
developed in the context of the British two-party system (Finer 1975) —
reduce the workability of party cartels. As Katz and Mair (2009) argue,
shared organizational interests between mainstream parties correlate with
tendencies to move closer together in policy terms. What the parties offer
voters has become very similar in substance, ceasing to involve major
political issues of conflict and instead coming to revolve around questions
of leadership qualities and effective management. The lack of real political
alternatives will result in a suppression of political competition.

Reasons for this are complex. To some extent, programmatic con-
vergence and a new centrist consensus on government policies can be
attributed to predominantly societal factors, such as the weakening of class
and religious cleavages for structuring political competition. Other trends
include economic and political internationalization that has reduced the
competences of national governments, while at the same time neo-liberal
thinking has cast doubt on the general capacities of politics to steer
development in vital areas like employment, inflation and growth. The
transfer of authority to non-partisan bodies such as central banks and
supranational institutions such as the EU has reflected and intensified
these tendencies (see also Blyth/Katz 2005; Mair 2008).

The cartel model describes these developments as trends of
depoliticization, taking up a concept developed in the Dutch context by
Lijphart (1968). Party cooperation requires the restriction of political
competition between the partners and the limitation of policy options
presented to the electorate. Both elements reduce the likelihood of conflict
inside the cartel. Delegation to expert groups and international political
cooperation can take policy issues out of domestic political competition,
while the reduction of available policy alternatives in the name of realism
and responsibility restricts the realm of partisan debate (Katz/Mair 2009:
758). In a nutshell, the politics of depoliticization constitute the basis of
inter-party collusion.

Empirically, the question whether a depoliticizing limitation of policy
scopes has actually taken place in Western democracies has been studied
intensely for decades. Most prominent has been the “do parties matter”-
debate over the effects of partisanship in state activities (Hibbs 1977;
Schmidt 1996; Boix 1998). Partisan differences in public policy-making
between left-leaning and bourgeois governments, in particular with
respect to public expenditures, have been attributed to the distinct
preferences of the various social constituencies of these parties.
Programmatic differences translate into distinct policy outputs. In general,
most scholars would argue that a process of convergence has taken place
over time that has reduced former differences between left-wing and right-
wing governments, in particular with respect to their social and economic
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policies (see Schmidt 1996; Mair 2008). In this sense, the cartel party thesis
strikes a chord with the wider literature when assuming declining partisan
differences in government policies.

Yet, the debate is far from settled for two main reasons. First, bringing
in other policy areas such as education, gender or the environment may
yield other results than looking only at shrinking partisan differences with
respect to traditional “bread-and-butter” issues (see Detterbeck 2008). The
same is true for the inclusion of the sub-state arena of politics. In recent
years, a growing number of scholars have become interested in the relation
between regional autonomy and policy divergence in federal and de-
centralized states (see Swenden 2006: 233-239; Turner 2011). Second,
partisan effects in government are dependent on a variety of factors.
Positive economic development and tax surpluses, strong political
majorities and institutional frameworks with few veto points may facilitate
reform policies driven by a determined political will. Normative ideas on
what governments should or should not do are subject to changes over
time. The importance of party ideology for public policies is thus not just a
matter of what parties want to achieve but also a matter of what parties are
able to do in given institutional and socio-economic contexts (Schmidt
1996; Zohlnhofer 2003).

Is the depoliticization thesis valid for the UK? The ideological
polarization between the two major parties which took place in the 1970s
and 1980s has fueled adversarial politics in an era of Conservative
predominance. By contrast, the market liberal agenda of New Labour
under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown has narrowed the programmatic
distance and contributed to centripetal dynamics in British party
competition. For some observers, the third way ideology with respect to
social welfare is a prime example of policy convergence (Crouch 2004;
Jessop 2007). However that may be, in other policy areas, most notably
European integration, the British parties have neither been interested in
nor capable of depoliticization. Internal fighting has contributed to
Westminster remaining a site of political controversy. The strong leeway
given to parliamentary majorities in the institutional framework of the
British system has contributed to a more politicized style of party
competition.

Interestingly enough, Katz and Mair (1995) have already pointed to an
important development when arguing that cartel developments and
depoliticization provoke a democratic backlash. While they have pre-
sented cartelization as a rational and arguably inevitable response from
parties to a more complex social and political environment, they have also
outlined the inherent dangers of such a development. Turning to the state
and its resources contributes to an even stronger gap between parties and
society. The practices of cartelizing resources, colluding on policy
decisions and excluding new parties create all sorts of problems with
democratic legitimacy. As a consequence, anti-party sentiment grows. In
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depoliticizing politics, party cartels generate their own opposition, namely
populist protest parties that attack the “cosy arrangements” of the
established parties (see Katz/Mair 2009).

Surely, this has proved to be the case. While populism had alread
become important in the 1990s, considering cases like the Austrian FPO,
the French Front National or the Danish Progress Party, it has become one
of the major trends in party politics nowadays. On the political right, anti-
elite rhetoric has mixed with xenophobic and anti-Muslim paroles, plus
some discontent on welfare state retrenchment, to bring out the protest
and rightist vote (Mudde 2007; Miiller 2016). In Britain, UKIP has not only
managed to mobilize around the issue of EU migration as a catalyst of
more general Eurosceptic attitudes, but has also attracted support from
economically marginalized and politically disaffected groups of voters
(Bale 2012; Ford/Goodwin 2014). Cases in crisis-ridden Southern Europe,
Latin America and even the US show that there can also be a left-wing
populism which does not feed on hostility towards multi-culturalism but
also emphasizes the cleavage between the elites and “the people”
(Weyland 2013; Stavrakakis/Katsambekis 2014).

Table 1: The electoral rise of populism (in % of votes)?

Party (Country) Recent National Elections Elections to the European
2013-2017 Parliament 2014
AfD (Germany) 4.7 (+4.7) 7.1(+7.1)
Dansk Folkeparti (Denmark) 21.1 (+8.8) 26.6 (+11.3)
FPO (Austria) 20.5 (+3.0) 19.7 (+ 7.0)
Front National (France) 13.2 (- 0.4) 24.8 (+18.5)
Mov. 5 Stelle (Italy) 25.6 (+ 25.6) 21.1(+21.1)
PiS (Poland) 37.6 (+7.7) 31.8 (+4.5)
Podemos (Spain) 21.1(+0.4) 8.0 (+8.0)
PS (Finland) 17.7 (-1.4) 129 (+3.1)
PVV (Netherlands) 13.1 (+3.0) 13.3(-3.7)
SD (Sweden) 12.9 (+7.2) 9.7 (+6.4)
Syriza (Greece) 35.5(-0.9) 26.6 (+21.9)
TT (Lithuania) 5.3 (-2.0) 14.3 (+2.1)
DKIP (United Kingdom) 1.8 (-10.8) 27.5(+10.9)
| Vlaams Belang (Belgium) 5.8 (-2.0) 6.8 (-9.1)

Source: Own illustration based on official election records.

Electoral share of the vote in the most recent national elections and the 2014 elections to
the European parliament (in brackets: compared to results in national elections in the
year 2009-2011 and the 2009 elections to the European parliament).
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Table 1 illustrates the rise of populism, with some selected examples from
the European political left and the political right. As this shows, there has
been a strong electoral upward trend over the last few years for both new
parties as well as some more long-standing populist forces. However,
there are also exceptions, such as the bad results for the Vlaams Belang in
Belgium in 2014 and the 2017 breakdown of the UKIP vote. Such examples
may indicate limits to the populist dawn.

The growing electoral weight of populist parties, which is part and
parcel of the general trend towards party system fragmentation and
polarization, puts into question the assumption of the cartel thesis that
there has been a successful narrowing of policy spaces in Western
democracies. Depoliticization does not work if relevant policy alternatives
are available on electoral markets which broaden the spectrum of political
competition. With respect to the European Union, Hooghe and Marks
(2008) have developed the concept of politicization. Over the last decade,
the EU has gained greater salience in party competition due to the attacks
of Eurosceptic parties on any steps of further integration. The European
issue has brought higher levels of partisan conflict to domestic politics.
Broadening the argument, populism has also led to the politicization of
issues like asylum, liberty and gender equality.

Elite Ascendancy: Changes inside the Parties

The cartel party thesis links the debates on party system change and party
organizational change (Mair 1997: 45-75). As discussed above, changes in
the competitive environment of parties have led to strategic adaptations
which include new forms of inter-party cooperation. Cartel behavior, in
turn, has made it necessary for parties to change their internal structures
and procedures. Most importantly, party elites have been given a free
hand to cooperate with other parties and to dominate their party
apparatus (Katz/Mair 1995).

In their restatement of the cartel thesis, Katz and Mair (2009: 756)
emphasize that their empirical finding that the weight of power within
parties in long-established Western democracies has “moved much more
firmly into the hands of the party in public office” has remained basically
uncontested. Inside the party organizations, parliamentary leaders and
government ministers control vital areas of decision-making as elected or
nominated party leaders. Given their positions in state institutions, they
have superior access to personnel, the media and other political resources.
With the party in public office gaining ascendancy, their specific interests
and needs come to dominate the party writ large (see Katz/Mair 2002).

Key to this is the disempowerment of mid-level activists, i.e. conference
delegates and party committee members, a group most likely to make
demands on their leaders and to criticize elite strategies. The paradoxical
effect, therefore, is an apparent democratization of parties through the
introduction of party primaries and membership hearings. While members
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seem to matter less in running routine party affairs, their voice is sought
more often on specific occasions. For the cartel theorists, this is little more
than elite manipulation. The atomized membership at large is not capable
of controlling party elites, lacking information and organization to do so.
They have to accept what is offered to them by their leaders. Hence,
effective control of elite politics and concerted internal opposition are
withering away (Mair 1997: 146-150).

The example of plebiscitary reforms in the British Labour Party is
widely seen as an illustration of such tendencies. The introduction of
membership ballots, reforms of voting procedures at party conferences
and the establishment of new policy-making bodies inside the party which
side-step the national party executive have aimed at reducing the
influence of trade union officials and party activists (see Seyd 1999; Webb
1999). Party change has thus intensified the ascendancy of the party in
public office. The traditionally strong role of the parliamentary leadership,
even more pronounced in the Conservative Party, has made the British
parties prototypes of power centralization in answering to challenges like
societal change, media expansion and Europeanization (Katz/Mair 2002).

To be sure, this interpretation of democratization as fake has been
challenged by other scholars. For them, instruments of direct democracy
within political parties are necessary steps in the modernization of party
organizations responding to participatory demands by their members.
High turnout rates in party primaries, media attention and intensive party
debates are seen as evidence for the mobilizing effects of such party
reforms. Intent on “bringing the members back in”, they may help to
strengthen the party commitments of active members who are offered an
additional forum of participation and even attract new members. Rather
than enhancing leadership power, intra-party plebiscites therefore provide
a brake on elite domination and establish new channels of accountability
and responsiveness (Scarrow et al. 2000; Hopkin 2001; Cross/Blais 2012;
Detterbeck 2013).

The debate on the motives and repercussions of party primaries has
triggered growing interest in the empirical analysis of democratic reforms
within parties. Across the Western democracies, comparative studies have
shown a tendency towards stronger grass-roots participation in the
selection of party leaders and parliamentary candidates as well as in
deciding on party policies and organizational issues (Hazan/Rahat 2010;
Sandri et al. 2015; Cross et al. 2016). Figure 3 illustrates this development
with respect to leadership selection. Comparing over 70 established parties
in 13 parliamentary systems in the period from 1965 to 2012, Pilet and
Cross (2014) conclude that there has been a clear trend towards more
inclusive selectorates.
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Figure 3: Selection of party leaders in 13 parliamentary systems,

1965 1980 1995 2012
------ Party Primaries —  Party Conferences
—— Party Councils —  Parliamentary Caucuses
—  Others

1965-20129

Source: Own illustration based on Pilet/Cross 2014:227.

While party primaries were unknown to parties in the 1960s, they have
become the second most frequently used method for selecting party
leaders in the new millennium. In 2012, nearly 30% of all parties employed
full member votes or open primaries. However, around half of all parties
still trust this decision to delegates at party conventions. The trend to
intra-party plebiscites is there and it is strong, but it is not a universal or
irresistible evolution. Electoral defeat and periods in opposition appear as
the most relevant factors to adopt direct democratic instruments within
political parties (Ibid: 228-229).

What do we know about the effects of internal democratization? It
seems fair to assume that more inclusive processes will provide for more
participation within political parties. In a study on German party
primaries at the Land level, I have found that membership turnout
reached a mean value of 45%. Compared to the share of active party
members in routine party activities, which is estimated to be below 20%,

9 The data is derived from the analysis of 71 parties from Australia, Austria, Belgium,

Canada, Germany, Hungary, lIsrael, Italy, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and the
UK.
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this is a fairly high participation rate (Detterbeck 2013: 278). Comparative
work yields similar results (see Rahat/Hazan 2007).

Does this increase in participatory quantity, having more people
involved in leadership selection, have any effects on the quality of
democratic choice? Empirically, the answer to this question is far from
straightforward. Looking at the number of candidates running in party
leadership selection, there is evidence that party primaries attract a higher
number of aspirants than any other modus. Or, to put it differently,
“coronations”, in which just one nominee is presented to party delegates,
which is the norm in parties selecting their leaders via party conferences or
party councils, are far less likely when party members are asked to choose.
However, this is not necessarily equivalent to a higher rate of
competitiveness in leadership races. Quite often, party primaries are
dominated by a clear frontrunner, leaving little doubt to who will win the
contest. By contrast, if there is more than one candidate standing before
party conferences or parliamentary groups, the chances of tight races and
unforeseen decisions increase. Table 2 illustrates these findings with data
taken from the comparative study by Pilet and Cross (2014) cited above.
Similar results have been found by Kenig (2009).

Table 2: Modus of Selection and Intra-Party Competitiveness, 1965-2012
(il‘l 0/0)10

Source: Own illustration based on Pllet/Cross 2014 233.

!0 The data includes the same set of parties as in Table 4. For the number of candidates, all
892 leadership races between 1965 and 2012 in these parties have been calculated. Parties
selecting leaders with mixed selectorates (e.g., the Labour electoral colleges) are not
counted in any of the first four columns, but they are counted in the category “all
contests”. Thus, the N for all contests is larger than the sum of the N for the four types of
selectorates. For the column “tight races”, only leadership contests with a minimum of
two candidates standing have been included.
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As we can see from Table 2, the average number of candidates in
leadership selection is higher in party primaries (2.6) than in cases when
the parliamentary party (1.8) decides or party conferences and party
councils (both 1.4). Comparing the two most common modi in leadership
selection nowadays, membership ballots and delegate voting, the
likelihood of having no other choice than the sole nominee, pre-selected by
some informal mechanisms within the party, is twice as high as in the case
of delegates at party conventions. In 81% of all cases, party conferences
have seen such coronations (for the German case, see Detterbeck/Rohlfing
2014). While the number of party primaries with just one candidate is still
surprisingly high, with 40% of all cases, there is an equal share of
membership ballots with 3 and more candidates.

Yet, looking at the proportion of tight races, defined by a margin of less
than 10% between the top two finishers, party primaries are somehow less
competitive than party conferences. This is even more so in cases of
decisions taken by parliamentary caucuses, which used to be the tradition
in the Anglo-Saxon countries but has remained the norm only in Australia
and New Zealand, and even here has recently been modified to include
party members in electoral colleges in the two Labour parties (see Gauja
2014). Selection by parliamentary caucuses tends to result in closer races as
potential candidates have relatively good knowledge of their level of
support among their colleagues. Thus, contested elections within
parliamentary groups are more likely to occur if results are far from clear
(Pilet/Cross 2014: 234).

The data also allows for the spelling out conditions under which party
primaries produce more competitive races: electoral defeat and periods of
parliamentary opposition. Electoral defeat, in particular having lost
government office, is not just one of the main incentives for introducing
plebiscitary party reforms in the first place. It is also likely to attract a
higher number of candidates in subsequent leadership races and to result
in more competitive races with smaller margins between the eventual
winner and the other candidate(s). In a similar vein, parties on the
opposition benches are more likely to have contested leadership races and
tight races than parties in government (Ibid: 234-235). Pushing this
argument a bit further, we may say that parties use primaries as default
mechanisms in situations of internal conflict. When comparing sub-
national membership ballots in German and Spanish parties, Astudillo and
Detterbeck (2017) have found that party elites were most likely to give
their rank-and-file a choice when they have not been able to come up with
a consensus solution on a new party leader.

Linking these empirical findings to the theoretical debate between
cartel theorists and the modernization school that we touched upon above,
we may conclude that party primaries are most often introduced and more
competitive when parties find themselves in difficult times. This lends
support to the interpretation of direct democracy within parties as a
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response to electoral volatility and membership decline. Parties seek to
realign supporters by creating images of more open and democratic
organizations. However, as party primaries contain elements of
uncertainty about their outcomes and are therefore more difficult to
control than less inclusive procedures of internal decision-making, party
elites may have actually lost some of their still dominant role within their
organizations through the rise of party primaries.

Conclusion

Popular support for political parties has become a fragile commodity.
More volatile, more fragmented and more polarized party systems have
created a social and political environment in which access to vital
resources is no longer safe. This vulnerability refers to the survival of
parties as political organizations, to their success in political competition
and to their legitimacy as agents of democratic choice (Mair 1997). Parties
have responded in various ways to this threat. A closer interpenetration
between parties and the state as well as a stronger predominance of public
office-holders (the party in public office) within party organizations are
among the most prominent changes that have been identified in party
research. Starting from these two comparative observations, Katz and Mair
(1995) have developed the cartel party thesis which associates a series of
additional hypotheses and postulated causal mechanisms with their
original empirical findings (see Katz/Mair 2009).

In this chapter, I have taken some of these hypotheses for gaining
insight into the development of party politics by looking at recent
comparative studies. In sum, their results do not support the view that
cartel mechanisms have helped parties to reduce their vulnerabilities.
Whether such strategies have not actually been employed by parties or
whether they have not been successful, there has neither been a
cartelization of public privileges among the mainstream parties nor
processes of depoliticization in party competition. Moreover, the
ascendancy of the party in public office has been checked by a stronger
plebiscitary input of the party membership.

As the cartel thesis postulates, state funding has become an important
source for party income in many countries. Yet, its effects on party
competition are more complex than expected. Rather than excluding new
and small parties, public money has helped them to consolidate their
organizations. Stronger legal regulation of parties, the importance of the
public media and higher levels of subsidies suggest that the state plays a
more significant role in the life of all parties (Pierre et al. 2000). With the
arrival of many newcomers, including populist forces, the narrowing of
policy spaces, if envisaged, has become very difficult to achieve. Relevant
policy alternatives have become available for voters and have broadened
the spectrum of party competition (Hooghe/Marks 2008). Finally, the trend
towards party primaries and other forms of plebiscitary input seems to be
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strongly linked to the erosion of public support for parties. Thus,
democratization can indeed be seen as a party response to vulnerability.
What it seems to imply, however, are higher levels of membership
participation, new channels of influence for party activists and more
internal contestation for party offices (Pilet/Cross 2014). For the party elite,
things may thus become more complicated if members have their say
compared to the routine business of controlling party conferences and
party councils.

The UK is a puzzling case for the cartel thesis. In terms of a party cartel,
cooperation among the main parties in terms of public funding and policy
collusion has been exceptionally weak. Yet, the electoral system has
proved to be an effective shield against threats to the duopoly of Conser-
vatives and Labour. On the other hand, the British parties show many
traits of cartel parties: the predominance of the party in public office,
stratarchy between territorial party levels and attempts to modernize the
party apparatus via direct democratic instruments (and, furthermore, to
marginalize trade unionists and left-wing activists in the Labour Party).
Can there be cartel parties without a party cartel? The UK case seems to
imply that what Katz and Mair (1995) describe at the organizational level
as the ascendancy of parliamentary elites can be understood as a general
tendency to a new party type, dominated by professional party politicians
(von Beyme 2000). This new party type can be associated with trends at
the systemic level, namely the interpenetration of party and state and
inter-party collusion, but this is not necessarily the case (see Detterbeck
2005).

To conclude, parties will continue to live in difficult times. They have
moved closer to the state at the price of an even more complicated relation
to their social bases. They have seen the game of party competition become
ever more complex with little means of defining clear lines. They have to
deal with all sorts of demands, ranging from the obligations of public
office to the wishes of their rank-and-file. In this sense, they will remain
vulnerable despite organizational attempts to reduce their weaknesses.
The good news for parties, however, is that up to now representative
democracy has remained “unthinkable save in terms of parties”
(Schattschneider 1942). As long as this remains the case, parties will
manage to survive.
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