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Many works on lib eral demo cra cies  & their polit ical sys tems have
pos tu lated the ex ist ence of a crisis of polit ical parties or of polit ical
rep res ent a tion and rep res ent at ive demo cracy (Daalder 1992, Hay‐ 
ward 1995, Ryden 1996, Ig nazi 1996, Webb 2005, De Leon 2021). This
dia gnosis is often based on a com bin a tion of dif fer ent phe nom ena,
prom in ent among which are the elect oral de cline of once dom in ant
tra di tional parties and the col lapse in their party mem ber ships,
along side pop u lar dis il lu sion ment with party polit ics, elect oral volat‐ 
il ity and high levels of ab sten tion. Yet, as Katz and Crotty point out,
polit ical parties are “in dis pens able to a demo cracy”. They en sure that
demo cratic in sti tu tions run smoothly, their func tions in clud ing:

1

rep res ent ing the in terests of the mass of voters; mo bil iz ing them to
sup port can did ates and parties; present ing issue al tern at ives rel ev ‐
ant to the prob lem fa cing the na tion and en act ing them once in of ‐
fice; re cruit ing can did ates to run for pub lic of fice and sup port ing
them in cam paigns; and provid ing the unity and co he sion to make a
frag men ted gov ern ing sys tem per form ad equately. (Katz & Crotty
2006� 25)

A “crisis of polit ical parties” would in dic ate a fail ure to ful fil these
rep res ent a tional func tions. It would also be a symp tom of a more
wide spread ill ness af fect ing mod ern demo cra cies, where cit izens call
into ques tion polit ical elites who have failed to per form the func tions
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that jus tify their very ex ist ence, caus ing massive “polit ical dis il lu sion‐ 
ment” (Richards, Smith & Hay 2014� 101-124).

Even a curs ory look at the polit ical situ ation in the United King dom
and the Re pub lic of Ire land seems to con firm the ex ist ence of a crisis
of polit ical parties. One par tic u larly not able phe nomenon that can be
ob served across the modern- day Brit ish and Irish Isles is the wan ing
suc cess of the major polit ical forces that had tra di tion ally held power.
In the Re pub lic of Ire land, this is the case of both Fianna Fáil and Fine
Gael, two parties with an ideo logy close to the centre- right. The dis‐ 
tinc tion between the two is based on the leg acy of the Civil War in
the 1920s after which the fac tion that sup por ted the Anglo- Irish
Treaty be came Fine Gael, while the one that op posed the Treaty
foun ded Fianna Fáil. The spe cificity of the Irish co lo nial his tory has
cre ated a very dis tinct polit ical scene, which is not or gan ised along
the left- right di vide and which has tra di tion ally been char ac ter ized
by a very strong centre and a weak left, as il lus trated by the poor res‐ 
ults of the Irish La bour Party (Galla gher 1985� 1; Hay ward & Murphy
2010� 2). At the latest gen eral elec tion in 2020, Fianna Fáil and Fine
Gael, who had pre vi ously held power in suc ces sion since the 1920s,
failed to win a ma jor ity of the pop u lar votes and had to painstak ingly
join forces to form a co ali tion gov ern ment (Galla gher & Marsh 2004).
In North ern Ire land, the tra di tional rul ing parties have also seen a de‐ 
cline in their pop ular ity. Like that of the Re pub lic of Ire land, the
polit ical land scape of North ern Ire land is not or gan ised along the
left- right di vide, but rather shaped by a con sti tu tional di vide between
the uni on ist parties, which ad voc ate keep ing North ern Ire land within
the United King dom, and the na tion al ist parties, which would like to
see a United Ire land, i.e. the in clu sion of North ern Ire land in the Re‐ 
pub lic of Ire land. While uni on ism has his tor ic ally dom in ated de bates
in Stor mont, the North ern Ire land As sembly, the latest elec tions in
2022 saw this dom in ance chal lenged as the Demo cratic Uni on ist
Party (DUP) was forced to re lin quish its lead for the first time. In
Scot land, where the La bour Party was the dom in ant party for 50
years, hav ing come first at every UK gen eral elec tion from the late
1950s as well as at the first two Scot tish Par lia ment elec tions, in 1999
and 2003, it has now lost its status as a dom in ant party (in Sar tori’s
defin i tion of the word; see Sar tori 1976) in fa vour of the SNP, which it‐ 
self has been the Scot tish gov ern ment party since 2007 and won
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every elec tion or gan ised on Scot tish soil since the failed in de pend‐ 
ence ref er en dum of 2014.

At the wider UK level, by con trast, the two tra di tional rul ing parties,
namely the Con ser vat ive and La bour parties, which have al tern ated
in power since the inter- war years, have re mained the only parties of
gov ern ment. How ever, they no longer at tract the vote shares which
they did in the post- war years and up until the 1970s, which saw the
be gin ning of a pro cess of voter de- alignment, and it is the elect oral
sys tem used for UK gen eral elec tions (the single mem ber plur al ity
sys tem com monly known as the “First Past the Post” sys tem) that has
al lowed them to keep win ning over all ma jor it ies in the House of
Com mons. Of the four latest par lia ment ary elec tions or gan ised on
Brit ish soil (the European elec tions of May 2019, the UK gen eral elec‐ 
tion of Decem ber 2019, and the 2021 Scot tish and Welsh elec tions),
the tra di tional Brit ish rul ing parties only man aged to win two: the UK
gen eral elec tion and the Welsh one. In other words, apart in Wales, in
elec tions where a pro por tional or mixed elect oral sys tem is used,
voters have voted into power a party other than La bour or the Con‐ 
ser vat ives. The dis tor tions in duced by the First Past the Post sys tem
have there fore served to hide the ex tent to which the tra di tional
main stream parties have lost their elect oral dom in ance within the
UK, with Wales being a not able ex cep tion.

4

The elect oral de cline of the Brit ish es tab lished parties since the 1970s
has gone to gether with a de cline in their party mem ber ship. As noted
by Moran, in Bri tain:
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The two former gi ants have van ished as mass parties: a Con ser vat ive
mem ber ship that peaked at around 2.8 mil lion in 1953 is now about
150,000, most of them eld erly; La bour, des pite the ‘bounce’ as so ci ‐
ated with Jeremy Corbyn’s lead er ship cam paign, has a mem ber ship
now less than half the 1950s’ peak. (Moran 2017� 73-74)

The de cline of main stream parties that can be ob served across the
Brit ish and Irish Isles seems to val id ate the the ory of a crisis of polit‐ 
ical parties and to set the UK and the Re pub lic of Ire land in the fam ily
of West ern European demo cra cies which have ex per i enced a sim ilar
de cline. How ever, there are sev eral things which make the Brit ish and
Irish ar chipelago a dis tinct ive case study and which put into per ‐
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spect ive the al leged crisis of the main stream parties. First and fore‐ 
most, des pite their un deni able de cline in pop ular ity, the tra di tional
rul ing parties of the UK and of the Re pub lic of Ire land have man aged
to re main in power in both States, al though they have found it in‐ 
creas ingly dif fi cult to win over all ma jor it ies and have often been
forced to form either co ali tion or minor ity gov ern ments. It could
there fore be ar gued (as does Moran in the case of the UK) that “what
has de cayed in re cent dec ades is not just a couple of parties”, but the
tra di tional party sys tem (Moran 2017� 74), which in both the UK and
the Re pub lic of Ire land was the two- party sys tem based not only on
an al tern ance in power of two parties, but also on strong ma jor ity
gov ern ments (Sar tori 1976). The art icles in cluded in this spe cial issue
shed light on the dif fer ent party sys tems that have de veloped across
the ter rit or ies of the Brit ish and Irish Isles and that have chal lenged
the tra di tional two- party sys tems of both States con cerned. Moran
con tends that, al though “[t]he crisis of the party sys tem is, as the
com par at ive evid ence makes clear, part of a wider crisis faced by
elites across ad vanced demo cra cies, […] the crisis of the Brit ish party
sys tem is spe cial to these is lands” (Moran 2017� 77). The art icles
presen ted here show the ex tent to which this hy po thesis proves true
and can be ap plied to the whole Brit ish and Irish Isles.

Secondly, one of the tra di tional rul ing parties of the UK, namely the
La bour Party, has not been uni formly in crisis across the Brit ish and
Irish Isles. By com par ing the di verse for tunes of the La bour Party
across the whole ar chipelago, the journal issue chal lenges the idea of
a gen er al ised crisis of tra di tional rul ing parties, with the party hav ing
main tained its status as a dom in ant party in Wales, though not in
Scot land. It is how ever un deni able that “elect oral sup port for Con ser‐ 
vat ive and La bour has not only fallen greatly; it has also nar rowed
ter rit ori ally” (Moran 2017� 74), with the Con ser vat ives now largely re‐ 
ly ing on votes in South of Eng land con stitu en cies and La bour hav ing
lost much of its sup port in its his tor ical heart lands of Scot land and
North ern Eng land.

7

Ad di tion ally, if there is a “crisis of polit ical parties”, it only con cerns
some parties (the main stream ones), and not all of them. At the same
time that his tor ic ally dom in ant parties have ex per i enced a de cline in
their pop ular ity, other parties have bet ter ad jus ted to the change in
the polit ical op por tun ity struc ture and have im proved their elect oral
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res ults quite sig ni fic antly, to the point that some of them have even
be come gov ern ment parties (Tar row 1989). Ig nazi con tends that
main stream parties are in crisis be cause they are under at tack from
“left liber tarian parties” and “ex treme right parties” (Ig nazi 1996). This
as sess ment is only partly true in the case of the Brit ish and Irish Isles.
In the UK, the far- right Euro scep tic parties (UKIP and then the Brexit
Party, now re named Re form UK) seemed for a time to pose a chal‐ 
lenge to the main stream parties. How ever, the First Past the Post sys‐ 
tem has im peded their abil ity to win seats in the UK House of Com‐ 
mons (where UKIP only ever won one seat, and the Brexit Party
none). Al though the Brexit Party man aged to come first in the 2019
European elec tion, none of these extreme- right parties have gained
ac cess to power at any elect oral level in the UK, and the Euro scep tic
far right’s main suc cess was in ob tain ing the or gan isa tion of a ref er‐ 
en dum on the UK’s EU mem ber ship, which it self led to Brexit. In
North ern Ire land spe cific ally, the fact that the dom in ant uni on ist
party, the Demo cratic Uni on ist Party, is very con ser vat ive so cially
leaves vir tu ally no polit ical space for the de vel op ment of extreme- 
right parties. In the Re pub lic of Ire land, the ex treme right has been
very weak his tor ic ally, and it re mains so, even though it is cur rently
be com ing more vocal on is sues such as im mig ra tion and bet ter or‐ 
gan ized (O’Mal ley 2008; Garner 2007; Louvet 2021). Has the chal lenge
to tra di tional parties come from left- libertarian parties, which
Kitschelt defines as de fend ing a fair re dis tri bu tion of re sources, the
eman cip a tion of the in di vidual and the pro mo tion of his/her rights
through demo cratic par ti cip a tion (Kitschelt 1988)? If Sinn Féin,
primar ily a left- wing demo cratic so cial ist party, was in cluded in the
cat egory of left- libertarian parties, one could partly an swer in the af‐ 
firm at ive. In ad di tion to a strong sup port for the re uni fic a tion of Ire‐ 
land into a single polit ical en tity, the re pub lican party, or gan ised on
both sides of the bor der between North ern Ire land and the Re pub lic
of Ire land, has fo cused its re cent cam paigns on bread- and-butter is‐ 
sues, in par tic u lar the right to hous ing, bet ter ac cess to the health
sys tem and in creased pur chas ing power, all par tic u larly at tract ive for
young voters. This strategy has been suc cess ful and in the latest elec‐ 
tions in the Re pub lic of Ire land (in 2020) and North ern Ire land (in
2022), Sinn Féin re ceived the highest num ber of pop u lar votes. Con‐ 
sequently, Sinn Féin won 27 out of 90 seats in the North ern Ire land
As sembly, thus be com ing the ma jor ity polit ical party with a right to
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nom in ate North ern Ire land’s first na tion al ist First Min is ter, an un pre‐ 
ced en ted pro spect that has not be come a real ity due to uni on ist res‐ 
ist ance. In the Re pub lic of Ire land, Sinn Féin won 24.5% of the votes,
with a ma jor ity of pop u lar votes, and forced Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil
to get into a co ali tion to gether after rul ing out the op tion of gov ern‐ 
ing with the re pub lican party. This strategy is re min is cent of that
used by what Katz and Mair named “car tel parties” with a col lu sion
and col lab or a tion between former com pet it ors to en sure their col‐ 
lect ive sur vival (Katz & Mair 1995).

In Scot land, the chal lenge to tra di tional parties has come from the
SNP, which can more read ily be de scribed as a so cial demo cratic
party – a polit ical iden tity it has clearly tried to pro mote since the
1980s (Duc los 2020� 86-88) – than as a “left- libertarian” one, bear ing
in mind that in ad di tion to a left- wing “com mit ment to egal it arian re‐ 
dis tri bu tion”, such parties “re ject the au thor ity of private or pub lic
bur eau cra cies to reg u late in di vidual and col lect ive con duct”
(Kitschelt 1990� 180), some thing which was tra di tion ally char ac ter istic
of the SNP ideo logy but which has be come less ob vi ous in the case of
the modern- day party. In any case, it is its iden tity as a na tion al ist
party, rather than as a left- wing one, which has turned the SNP into
the dom in ant party of Scot land. As a res ult of the po lar isa tion of
Scot tish polit ics into pro- and anti- independence camps in duced by
the 2014 in de pend ence ref er en dum, “[o]ne of the key de vel op ments
in Scot tish elect oral polit ics over the last dec ade has been a strength‐ 
en ing of re la tion ship between con sti tu tional pref er ence and party
choice”, with in de pend ence sup port ers now over whelm ingly sup‐ 
port ing the SNP, al though the align ment between the two has
weakened slightly in 2023 (Cur tice 2023).
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More gen er ally, the frag ment a tion of the UK party sys tem, which is at
the heart of the crisis of the Brit ish main stream parties, is it self a res‐ 
ult of the “cent ri petal forces un leashed by the de vol u tion re forms”
(Moran 2017� 75). As noted by Johns and Mitchell in the case of the
SNP:
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De vol u tion was the key struc tural change and was prob ably a ne ces ‐
sary con di tion for the SNP’s soar ing vote shares. It cre ated an arena
in which the SNP was stra tegic ally or “math em at ic ally” vi able, and in
which La bour was pit ted against an op pon ent much harder to beat
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than were the Con ser vat ives on the cru cial “Scot tish in terests” di ‐
men sion. (Johns & Mitchell 2016� 252-253)

The dif fer ences between the La bour Party’s elect oral res ults in the
vari ous ter rit or ies of the Brit ish and Irish Isles are char ac ter istic of
the dif fer ent dy nam ics that an im ate their polit ical arenas. The first
three art icles in this issue point to the fact that a highly cent ral ised,
“one size fits all” model of a party try ing to ex tend its in flu ence
without tak ing into ac count the par tic u lar it ies of Eng land, Scot land,
Wales and Ire land is doomed to fail ure.
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The first art icle by Fiona Simp kins, en titled “La bour in a ‘cold cli mate’:
de vol u tion, uni on ism and the Scot tish La bour party”, sheds light on
the cur rent reas ons for the elect oral de mise of the La bour Party in
Scot land, where it was the lead ing party from the 1960s to 2007. She
iden ti fies two cat egor ies of causes: those linked to the “broader dif fi‐ 
culties ex per i enced by La bour on the wider Brit ish polit ical scene”,
and those linked to the “sin gu lar it ies of Scot land’s polit ical land‐ 
scape”. The art icle ar gues that the over arch ing reason be hind Scot‐ 
tish La bour’s loss of its once dom in ant status is its fail ure to adapt to
the chal lenges posed by de vol u tion; in other words, Scot tish La bour’s
re mark able de cline is fun da ment ally linked to its fail ure to adapt to
mul ti level gov ernance. The La bour Party has re mained very cent ral‐ 
ised in terms of its or gan isa tional struc ture. In par tic u lar, Scot tish
La bour has re mained “over whelm ingly de pend ent on funds al loc ated
by the cent ral party or gan iz a tion”, and Simp kins draws a clear link
between its “re li ance on fin an cial sup port from the UK party” and its
“dif fi culty to be come more autonom ous in terms of policy and per‐ 
son nel”. Moreover, Simp kins re minds us that parties are elect or ally
suc cess ful in Scot land when they are seen to rep res ent and de fend
Scot land’s in terests, some thing which Scot tish La bour has been less
suc cess ful at achiev ing in re cent years than the SNP. Simp kins ar gues
that Scot tish La bour has failed to “carve out a clear Scot tish iden tity
for it self”, es pe cially on the two major con sti tu tional is sues of in de‐ 
pend ence and Brexit, as a res ult of which it has been un able to in su‐ 
late it self from Brit ish La bour’s un pop ular ity on both is sues. Scot tish
La bour’s elect oral de mise is there fore due to both in ternal and ex‐ 
ternal reas ons: on the one hand, it has re mained a “unit ary party in a
de volved en vir on ment”, and on the other hand, it has suffered from
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the re shap ing of the polit ical land scape in the wake of the 2014 in de‐ 
pend ence ref er en dum and the 2016 EU ref er en dum: what place for
Scot tish La bour when on the one hand, Brexit and uni on ism are
“most closely linked to the Con ser vat ives”, while on the other hand,
“in de pend ence and the EU are as so ci ated with the SNP”?

The art icle by Stéphanie Bory en titled “The La bour Party in Wales:
‘Crisis? What Crisis?’” shows that in Wales, the La bour Party has ad‐ 
op ted tac tics that have given it an un ri valled longev ity in power. Con‐ 
trary to Simp kins, for whom the party’s fail ure to give its Scot tish
branch or gan isa tional autonomy in the wake of de vol u tion is a sign
that it has not ad ap ted to the post- devolution polit ical en vir on ment,
Bory con tends that La bour con tinu ing to re main a “top- down or gan‐ 
isa tion” rather than a fed eral one, with Welsh La bour being but a local
branch of the UK- wide party, shows that “[t]o a cer tain ex tent […] the
Brit ish La bour Party de cided to apply de vol u tion to its own struc ture
and or gan isa tion”. By this, she means that de vol u tion is at its core a
top- down form of polit ical sys tem which is dis tinct from fed er al ism
in that the cent ral UK in sti tu tions have re mained sov er eign. The aim
of Bory’s art icle is to study how the Welsh La bour Party, which has
been the dom in ant party in Wales not only since the in tro duc tion of
de vol u tion, but (as ton ish ingly) since 1922, “has man aged to free it self
from the UK- wide La bour Party, a party in crisis in re cent years – an
op pos i tion party torn by fac tional struggles since 2010 – just as Wales
has ob tained an en larged de vol u tion set tle ment”. Bory ar gues that
one of the reas ons it has man aged to do so is by sound ing more rad‐ 
ical than the UK- wide party, al though she also un der lines how Welsh
La bour’s “rad ical am bi tions have been partly thwarted over the last
few years by a sharp re cent ral isa tion of power in Lon don by the Con‐ 
ser vat ive gov ern ment”. The other main factor, which ex plains why La‐ 
bour has been more suc cess ful in Wales than in Scot land, is that “the
Welsh La bour Party has been able to pro mote a form of ‘Welsh
brand ing’, al low ing it to suc cess fully com pete with Plaid Cymru, the
na tion al ist party”. In this, she agrees with Simp kins’s con ten tion that
being seen as rep res ent ing and de fend ing Scot tish or Welsh in terests
is a major pre requis ite for UK- wide parties at the de volved level.

13

Con versely, on the is land of Ire land, the suc cess of the La bour Party
has been very lim ited. In North ern Ire land, be cause of the sec tarian
di vide and the he ge mony of uni on ist and na tion al ist parties, the La ‐

14



The “crisis of political parties” in the British and Irish Isles

Licence CC BY 4.0

bour party has no of fi cial can did ates in the elec tions and has sup por‐ 
ted the na tion al ist So cial Demo cratic and La bour Party (SDLP) with
whom they col lab or ate in the House of Com mons. Quite strik ingly,
North ern Irish cit izens were not wel come in the La bour Party be fore
2003 when the Party’s ban on mem ber ship was lif ted (Mc Don ald
2003). In the Re pub lic of Ire land, La bour was the main left- wing
polit ical party until the re cent elect oral suc cess of Sinn Féin (2016).
How ever, as was pre vi ously stated, Irish polit ics is char ac ter ized by a
weak left and the Irish La bour Party, set up in 1912 in the wake of its
Brit ish coun ter part, was never as suc cess ful. In his art icle en titled
“From Re volu tion to Con form ity, The Rise and Crisis of the Irish La‐ 
bour Party, 1912-2020”, Oliver Coquelin ana lyses the elect oral suc‐ 
cesses and fail ures of the Irish La bour Party in the Irish Free State
and then in the Re pub lic of Ire land. He ex plores its ori gins in the
trade union move ment, the role it played in the Irish Re volu tion
(1916-1923) and the way the La bour Party man aged to play a part in
Irish polit ics, mostly in co ali tion gov ern ments with more power ful
polit ical forces in clud ing both Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael. In spite of
en deav ours to adapt its strategies and ideo logy with a turn to the left
in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and then to the centre in the 1990s
in the wake of the Brit ish New La bour, it seems that the Party never
man aged to prove its con sist ency and to over come the lack of co he‐ 
sion caused by the dif fer ing views of the more rad ic als and the more
con ser vat ives within the Party.

After ex amin ing the reas ons for the con trast ing suc cess and fail ure of
the La bour Party – one of the major main stream parties of the UK –
in dif fer ent parts of the Brit ish and Irish Isles, the journal issue moves
on to an ana lysis of why two of the main na tion al ist parties of these
isles, namely the SNP and Sinn Féin, have both passed from a mar‐ 
ginal po s i tion to one of dom in ance over their com pet it ors.

15

Annie Thiec’s study of the SNP, en titled “The SNP’s conun drum over a
second in de pend ence ref er en dum: Scot land’s fu ture in West min ster’s
hands”, cov ers the period since it be came the dom in ant party in Scot‐ 
land. Since the 2014 in de pend ence ref er en dum, the party has been at
the same time ex tremely suc cess ful in elect oral terms and in terms of
at tract ing new mem bers, and re peatedly un suc cess ful in terms of
meet ing its key ob ject ive of ob tain ing a new in de pend ence ref er en‐ 
dum. It has man aged to adapt its case for in de pend ence to a new

16



The “crisis of political parties” in the British and Irish Isles

Licence CC BY 4.0

(post- Brexit) polit ical con text in which uni on ism has been re defined
in unit ary terms, which partly ex plains its con tin ued elect oral dom in‐ 
ance. How ever, it is still in search of a work able strategy for in de‐ 
pend ence, which has already caused an in ternal crisis within the
Scot tish in de pend ence move ment, and which could hurt the SNP’s
chances at re main ing the dom in ant party of Scot land in the near fu‐ 
ture.

In “Un der stand ing na tion al ism through in clu sion ary pop u lism: A
com par at ive ana lysis of the SNP and Sinn Féin”, Mi chael Scan lan ad‐ 
opts a slightly wider time frame, namely the period 2007-2023,
“chosen due to the im pact of the Global Fin an cial Crisis and sub‐ 
sequent aus ter ity pro grammes on the elect oral for tunes of both
parties”. This al lows him to un der line that both the SNP and Sinn Féin
have man aged to be elect or ally suc cess ful dur ing a time of global
crisis, with the art icle not ing that both parties “used anti- austerity
mes sages fol low ing the 2008 Global Fin an cial Crisis to broaden their
elect oral ap peal”. The nov elty of the art icle, which com pares two
polit ical parties that Scan lan de scribes as not only na tion al ist, but
also pop u list, and more spe cific ally in clu sion ary pop u list, is that it
ex am ines the role played by val ues in these parties’ elect oral ap peal,
rather than focus on that played by con sti tu tional and ter rit orial is‐ 
sues (which has already been covered in ex ist ing lit er at ure). A key ar‐ 
gu ment put for ward in the art icle is that “ex amin ing the cent ral ity of
val ues to na tion al ist parties helps us to un der stand how these parties
gain and main tain sup port”, with na tion al ist parties con sti tut ing a
sub- category of parties for which their cent ral ity is well- established.
By con trast, Scan lan notes that he “has not been able to make par tic‐ 
u lar link age” between the SNP and Sinn Féin’s “pop u list logic and
their elect oral suc cess”, which might be down to the art icle’s use of
qual it at ive meth ods (the study of party elite in ter views and party
mani fes tos) as op posed to quant it at ive or mixed meth ods of ana lysis.

17

The fol low ing art icle also looks at the cur rent suc cess of Sinn Féin,
with a focus on its “mar ket ing strategy” this time. In “Women
Rebrand ing Sinn Féin (2018-2022)”, Elodie Gal let ex am ines the re cent
changes in the image of the re pub lican party that were brought about
by its new fe male lead er ship in the Re pub lic of Ire land and North ern
Ire land. Gal let con tends that the new lead er ship of Mary Lou Mc Don‐ 
ald, who be came Pres id ent of Sinn Féin in 2018, and Michelle O’Neill,
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her Vice Pres id ent and then North ern Ire land Deputy First Min is ter
(2020-2022), was in stru mental in the re pub lican party’s un pre ced en‐ 
ted elect oral suc cesses. In deed, the party has re cently be nefited from
the fact that both women were not dir ectly con nec ted with the IRA,
un like their pre de cessors Gerry Adams, the his toric Pres id ent of the
party (1983-2018) under whom Mc Don ald was Vice pres id ent of Sinn
Féin for nine years and Mar tin McGuin ness, who was Deputy First
Min is ter of North ern Ire land for a dec ade (2007-2017).

Quite in ter est ingly, in “As sess ing the im pact of a Sinn Féin gov ern‐ 
ment on the pro spect of re uni fic a tion”, Agnès Mail lot re calls that the
tra di tional polit ical forces in the Re pub lic of Ire land, Fianna Fáil and
Fine Gael, would not “en gage with Sinn Féin, in spite of the party’s ro‐ 
bust elect oral per form ance” in 2020. They denied the fact that Sinn
Féin was a “nor mal party” be cause of the al leged con sultat ive role of
un elec ted senior re pub lic ans in the North 1. This de cision caused a
rep res ent a tion crisis since the many people who voted in fa vour of
Sinn Féin, which ob tained the ma jor ity of pop u lar votes, were over‐ 
looked when the gov ern ment was formed. Mail lot ex plains that Mc‐ 
Don ald and O’Neill have to nav ig ate between an ac know ledge ment
that vi ol ent struggle used to be ne ces sary in the con text of res ist ance
against Brit ish op pres sion while re peat ing that Sinn Féin’s part was
es sen tial in the suc cess of the Good Fri day Agree ment and that they
now con demn the use of vi ol ence and sec tarian con flict. For Mail lot,
the cur rent lead er ship has never strayed away from Sinn Féin’s his‐ 
tor ical com mit ment to bring a United Ire land and its focus on an
“Equal ity agenda” is piece and par cel of their pro posal for a New Re‐ 
pub lic.

19

If tra di tional polit ical forces such as La bour are cur rently kept in
check by parties such as Sinn Féin and the SNP, which are both na‐ 
tion al ist parties as well as pop u list ones (as ar gued by Scan lan), it is at
least in part be cause they pose as ad voc ates of whole peoples; but
does it mean that they provide for a bet ter rep res ent a tion of their
voters? In “The SNP, Brexit and im mig ra tion: a crisis of polit ical rep‐ 
res ent a tion in Scot land?”, Ed wige Camp- Pietrain aims to query the
very idea of a crisis of rep res ent at ive demo cracy in Scot land, as well
as look ing into the links between mul ti level gov ernance and the SNP’s
claims to the ex ist ence of what it has termed a “demo cratic de fi cit” in
Scot land. She notes that in Scot land, there is a crisis of polit ical rep ‐
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res ent a tion in the sense that, with the SNP being the dom in ant party
at all elect oral levels, in clud ing the UK one, the Conservative- led gov‐ 
ern ment in Lon don is not rep res ent at ive of a ma jor ity of Scots. This
lack of rep res ent at ive ness is com poun ded by the fact that this is a
gov ern ment which has sought to re define the de vol u tion set tle ment
in ways which re duce Scot tish rep res ent at ives’ input into decision- 
making pro cesses. To quote Camp- Pietrain, “Conservative- led gov‐ 
ern ments im posed their policies over re served mat ters – whereas
they used to con sult their Scot tish coun ter parts – and over some de‐ 
volved mat ters ‘re pat ri ated’ from Brus sels – where they had re frained
from in ter fer ing until then.” How ever, while Camp- Pietrain shows the
ex tent to which the SNP can be de scribed as rep res ent at ive of the
whole of Scot land in both ter rit orial and so cial terms, as well as the
ex tent to which the SNP has gone against the grain of a “crisis of
polit ical parties” in that it re cently ex per i enced a huge rise in its
mem ber ship, she also ar gues that the SNP’s policy pref er ences do not
ad equately re flect Scot tish ma jor ity opin ion on all is sues. This, she
demon strates by tak ing the ex ample of the issue of im mig ra tion, on
which there is less dif fer ence of opin ion between the Scot tish and
Eng lish pop u la tions than at the level of polit ical elites. The SNP’s lim‐ 
ited rep res ent at ive ness in the field of im mig ra tion is hid den from
view by the fact that this being a re served issue, it is an issue with
low sa li ence in Scot land; it could how ever be come more ap par ent if
Scot land be came in de pend ent and im mig ra tion be came an area of
re spons ib il ity of the Scot tish gov ern ment. In the end, the art icle
ques tions what it means for a party to be fully rep res ent at ive, and
there fore on what bases claims to a “crisis of polit ical rep res ent a tion”
can be made.

An other party that seems to have be nefited from the re cent crisis of
tra di tional polit ical parties is the Al li ance Party of North ern Ire land,
which is a non- sectarian party only or gan ised in North ern Ire land. In
“The Al li ance Party of North ern Ire land: has its day come?”, Chris‐ 
tophe Gil lis sen looks at the his tory of the Al li ance Party, its pre vi ous
dif fi culties to ap peal to po lar ised voters dur ing the Troubles, and its
post- Brexit per form ance that has made it into a third force in North‐
ern Ire land, ahead of the Ul ster Uni on ist Party (UUP) and the SDLP,
with between 13.5% and 18.5% of the votes since 2019. In 2022 the Al‐ 
li ance Party man aged to se cure more votes than ever with 17 seats in
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the North ern Ire land As sembly that were seized from the two uni on‐ 
ist parties (DUP and UUP), but also from the SDLP and the Greens.
Gil lis sen ex plains that the cent rist party seems to have be ne fit ted
from dis il lu sion ment in the uni on ist parties in North ern Ire land – es‐ 
pe cially from those sup port ing the Re main side in the Brexit ref er en‐ 
dum 2 – and the growth of a “middle ground” mostly made up of
young pro gress ive voters who are re luct ant to identify with either
the uni on ist or the na tion al ist com munity. Such voters are also ex‐ 
tremely weary of the tra di tional polit ical cleav ages caus ing months of
un fruit ful sus pen sions of the North ern Ire land con so ci ational in sti tu‐ 
tions 3. How ever, the Al li ance Party’s suc cess could be lim ited in the
fu ture be cause of the work ings of the power- sharing as sembly with a
focus on the na tion al ist and uni on ist polit ical groups, and the pro‐ 
spect of a ref er en dum on a United Ire land that would be a conun‐ 
drum for the neut ral – though pre vi ously uni on ist – polit ical party.

In 2022, for the first time since the cre ation of the Par lia ment of
North ern Ire land (1921-1972) and the North ern Ire land As sembly (from
1998), uni on ist parties did not win an elec tion. In “A crisis in Uni on‐ 
ism? The search for new found a tions to Uni on ism in North ern Ire‐ 
land”, Nol wenn Rous voal ar gues that the poor elect oral res ults of
2022 for the uni on ist parties are con sist ent with chronic is sues af‐ 
fect ing the uni on ist move ment in North ern Ire land. Des pite an at‐ 
tempt to have a more demo cratic struc tural or gan isa tion and to
reach out to lower classes, uni on ism (es pe cially as em bod ied by the
DUP) suf fers from the gap between a very con ser vat ive and re mote
polit ical elite and the pop u la tion in North ern Ire land whose down- 
to-earth con cerns they do not seem to un der stand. Com ment ing on
polit ics in Ire land, Chubb un der lined the fact that many “polit ical
parties seem not to be in them selves par tic u larly demo cratic or gan‐ 
isa tions, though they are es sen tial en gines of demo cracy. Nor are
they ef fect ive chan nels for pub lic par ti cip a tion in polit ics” (Chubb
1993, 107). If uni on ism does not be come more in clus ive, it seems that
the at tempt to fed er ate with a “con nec ted uni on ism” across the UK –
such as, for ex ample, aca demic John Wilson Foster try ing to reach
out to Scot tish uni on ists in The Idea of the Union: State ments and Cri‐ 
tiques (Wilson 1995; 2021) – will not be suf fi cient to stem the crisis.
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