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Declining party membership in Denmark is analysed in light of the general development of
political participation in the 1970s and 1980s. It is demonstrated that the decline in party
membership had nothing to do with a general decline in participation. The decline is rather
the result of three different processes: (1) the declining number of farmers, (2) the weakening
of the organization of the workers. and (3} the political mobilization of the new middle class
and women. It is argued, therefore, that the causes of the decline are primarily demographic
and socio-economic. [t is furthermore argued that the declining membership threatens the
traditional mobilizing and socializing functions of the partics and thercby may increase political
inequality in the Danish society,

The Scandinavian political systems have traditionally been characterized
by large mass partics representing the basic social cleavages in these
societies. Thus, in 1947, 27 percent of the Danish electorate were paying
members of a political party. By 1988, however, the ratio had dropped to
7 percent (Elklit 1991).

This dramatic decline, which naturally is a matter of great concern among
party leaders, also raises a series of questions of a theoretical nature. These
questions concern first and foremost the functions of political parties in the
Danish political system. In the existing literature on political parties a
variety of party functions have been identified, the most important being
the political mobilization and socialization of the mass public, articulation
and aggregation of interests, recruitment of political leaders and formation
of public policy (cf. Macridis 1967; King 1969 von Beyme 1985; Pedersen
1989). The large class parties distinguish themselves from other parties by
the importance of the mobilizing and socializing functions, making these
functions the natural focus of an analysis of declining party membership.
If Danish political parties, as some observers argue, are changing from
mass parties to media parties (Pedersen 1989), will the parties still be able
to perform their traditional mobilizing and socializing functions? If not,
have other structures or modes of participation replaced the parties? And
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if so, how have these affected the hitherto high level of political equality
in Denmark?

The aim of the article is to describe the precise nature of declining party
membership in Denmark and to use this as the basis for a discussion of the
causes and consequences of the decline. The strategy of analysis will be to
look at the changes in formal party membership in relationship to other
changes in political partcipation in Denmark over the last two decades.

A central question is whether the decline in party membership is a
manifestation of a general trend towards lower political participation or a
manifestation of a change in the way people participate in politics. Theories
about the role played by the media lead us to expect a decrease in political
participation in general. There are, however, also good reasons to believe
that declining party membership goes hand-in-hand with greater par-
ticipation in other areas of political life. For example, the level of education
in Denmark has increased considerably during the last 20 years. In 1971
only 4 percent of the population had obtained a high school diploma.
compared with 20 percent in 1987.! Some scholars have argued that better
educated people do not need the parties as socializing agents or as a help
to onient themselves to political questions. These scholars point to the
cognitive mobilization of people with a higher education (Dalton 1984;
Inglehart 1989; Poguntke 1990). Cognitively mobilized groups will manifest
high political activity, but mainly through organizations less bureaucratic
than political parties.

Another question is whether there is a trend toward increasing social
inequality in political participation. If declining party membership is first
and foremost a manifestation of a change in the modes of participation
selected, with more ‘up-to-date’ modes replacing more traditional ones,
we might well expect the change to be accompanied by growing social
differentiation. Compared to most other countries in the world, the Nordic
countries have until now had a high degree of social equality in political
participation, primarily as a result of the mobilizing activities of large class
organizations for farmers and workers (Rokkan & Campbell 1960). If these
organizations are weakened, it is recasonable to expect increasing social
inequality in participation.

Yet another central question, closely connected to the former, is whether
a trend toward increasing social differentiation with respect to modes of
political participation exists. Do people participating in the new modes
differ from people participating in more traditional modes? The literature
on cognitive mobilization leads us to expect that the growing number of
highly educated people will use modes of participation other than those
used by farmers and workers.

These three questions guide the empirical analyses reported upon here.
The first section deals with the overall development of the different modes

2



of participation and with the relationship between them over time. The
next two sections deal with different aspects of social differentiation relating
to education, social class and gender. On the basis of these analyses the
final section discusses the causes and consequences of declining party
membership with particular emphasis placed on the mobilizing and socializ-
ing function of parties.

But before turning to the analysis. some comments about the data
employed are warranted. Unfortunately, relevant data prior to 1971 do not
exist. The national election of that year was the occasion for the first
comprehensive political survey conducted in Denmark (Borre et al. 1976).
Thus it is not possible to reach back in time to the decade when the biggest
decline in party membership occurred. This data set, furthermore, is less
than complete with respect to our needs, lacking information on such
important factors as political participation through union and grass-roots
activities. The 1971 data nevertheless provide a baseline, however incom-
plete, from which to trace the subsequent development as revealed by
more complete data sets from two later points in time — 1979 and 1987
respectively.”

The Extent of Political Participation

It is an open question as to whether or not simple membership in a political
party should be considered as political participation. For many party
members, participation is limited solely to paying the membership fee.
Even so, it seems reasonable to argue that the mere act of paying a
membership fee is evidence of some sort of political involvement. In any
event, substantial attention has been devoted to membership figures. It is
therefore appropriate to compare the development of party membership
over time to the development of participation in unions and in grass-roots
activities — the other two most important modes of political participation
in the Nordic countries.

Fortunately, complete membership figures are available, based upon
information from the political parties themselves, dating back to the end
of the 1940s. Fig. 1 shows that formal party membership in Denmark has
decreased dramatically since the Second World War, the sharpest decline
taking place in the 1960s. The figure also shows that the two large class
parties in Denmark - the Liberals and the Social Democrats - have suffered
the greatest decline in party members. None of the four old parties has
escaped the general trend, however.

Data from surveys, presented in Table 1, are in keeping with the picture
described here. These data also reveal a sharp decline in active membership
as measured by participation in party meetings, often considered the very

3



300

2704
240 -
2104
180 -

150 4

120
S0

604

30+

D'—r'rT‘ﬁ_T_l_r_!_l_l_r_r‘T‘rﬁ*r'l'T‘KHFlll1llllllIII'IIFIIFDKP‘

o © © <

& g & &
Fig. 1. Membership Figures (in thousands) for 3ix Danmish Political Parties 1947=80, A: Social
Democrats. C: Conservatives. DKP: Communist Party. KRF: Christian People™s Party. RV:
Sacial Liberals. V: Liberals. Sowrce: Elklit 1991,

0/é1

essence of the Danish democratic system. While there is hardly any doubt
that the decline in political participation in terms of party membership has
been amplified by a corresponding decline in active party membership. the
passive/active ratio should, however, be interpreted with caution because
the wording was not identical in the three surveys.’

The development has, in fact, been even more pronounced than indicated
by these figures because, as shown in Table 2, the decline in party mem-
bership is primarily a result of strong generational changes, with the younger
generations exhibiting very low membership figures (about 5 percent).
Contrary to the life-cycle hypothesis argued by Kristensen (1980), people
do not become more prone to holding formal membership of a political
party when they grow older. The young people of today are, and will
presumably remain, at the low end of this mode of political participation,

Union activity also appears to have declined from 1979 to 1987 despite
a slight membership rise (cf. Table 1). However, union activity is probably
exposed to stronger short-term changes over time than other modes of
participation, making it difficult to identify more general tendencies on the
basis of only two measurements.

Strictly speaking, grass-roots activities are not new modes of political



Table 1. The Extent of Political Participation {percent).

Type of political participation 1971 1979 1987
Member of a political party 17 12 1=
Attends meetings frequently 5 6 =
Member of a trade union” 81 B4
Altends meetings? 6d g+
Attends meetings [tequently” 22 20

Some grass-rool participation in the last

couple of years 27 K1i
At least two forms of activity (high level of

grass-roots participation) 12 (Fi
Often reads about politics in the newspapers 47 43 47
Election turnout® 87 #6 87
MN: All respondents 1032 17649 279
N: Wage-carners only L063 1750

* The difference between the first and the last year of measurement is significant at the 5
pereent level,
** The difference is significant at the | percent level,
* Among wage-carners,
" Data from the 1979 election survey. N = 1854,
? Data from the 1987 election survey only. N = 1022,
* Data from the official election statistics.

Table 2. Party Membership by Year of Birth (percent).

Year of birth 1971 1979 1987
195567 4
1904557 6 fy
193847 11 12 13
1928-37 15 15 14
1918-27 21 18 13
1908-17 24 15

1R9R-1007 23

Sowrces: See note 2.

participation in Denmark, since they appeared as carly as the last century
in connection with the large-scale political mobilizations of social groups.
Still, when grass-roots activities emerged in Denmark in the 1970s, they
were seen by many observers as new and different phenomena. It may be
argued that they reappeared in the 1970s because of their strong mobilizing
and socializing potentialities (Svensson & Togeby 1991). Grass-roots par-
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ticipation is defined here as participation in collective political activities
open to everybody and thus not restricted to members of particular groups
or organizations. The concept is operationalized by four forms of activity:
(a) participation in public meetings, (b) participation in demonstrations,
(c) giving economic support and (d) signing a petition. Starting from a very
low level at the end of the 1960s, grass-roots participation has increased
gradually throughout the 1970s and the 1980s to a fairly high level in 1987.°

This leads to the conclusion that there has been no general decline in
political participation in Denmark in recent years. Participation through
the established and conventional channels has declined, but this has been
compensated for by a corresponding increase in less conventional political
activities. This conclusion is supported by the fact that voting turnout has
not diminished and that interest in politics, as measured by consumption
of political news, has remained stabie at a reasonably high level (cf. Table
1).

When talking about the interwar period and the early post-Second World
War years as the era of the classic party system, this not only suggests
that the four old parties (Social Democrats, Social Liberals, Liberals and
Conservatives) won most of the votes and thus constituted the basis for
government, 1t also suggests that the four old parties were the decisive
unifying and mobilizing forces in the Danish population. This is illustrated
not only by high membership figures, but also by the large number of other
activities connected with party membership (Pedersen 1989). The declining
party activities indicate that the parties now have problems with their
mobilizing and organizing role, and that this role may well have been taken
over by less formalized grass-roots activities. This development raises a
number of questions about the social distribution of involvement in different
modes of participation,

Participation and Social Resources

Differences in political participation have traditionally been explained by
reference to differences in political resources. A comparative perspective.
however, illuminates large differences in the level of social equality between
countries. Verba et al. (1978) proposed a solution to this puzzle by making
a distinction between individual and collective resources. Individual
resources are, for instance, money, education, status, social relations and
time. Such resources are connected with psychological factors like political
interest and political efficacy. Collective resources, on the other hand, are
membership in organizations and identification with a class or a social
group. Collective resources may compensate for a lack of individual
resOurces.
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The theory is well illustrated by the famous study by Rokkan & Campbell
(1960) which showed striking differences between Norway and the United
States regarding the social distribution of political participation — with the
highest degree of equality in Norway. These differences are attributed
precisely to the fact that Norway has strong class-based organizations for
farmers and workers, while the US does not.

The situation in Sweden and Denmark has been quite similar to that in
Norway. Today, however, the political parties in Denmark are severely
weakened. If the theory about the importance of collective resources for
political equality is valid, we should expect that this weakening of the
parties has caused a growing inequality in all modes of political participation
in Denmark. If the theory about the cognitive mobilization of the well-
educated part of the population is valid, we should also expect increasing
social differentiation with regard to the modes of participation.

Education is obviously an important individual resource for political
participation. A high education creates skills and competence which can
be used for political activity and also develops the motivation and interest
leading to the use of these skills for political activity. Based solely on
the individual resources a positive relationship between education and
participation 15 therefore to be expected. In Table 3, however, it 1s shown
that the relationship as regards party membership is quite different, pointing
to the importance of collective resources. The lowest level of participation
is found among people with high education resulting in a reverse kind of
incquality. By 1987 the difference had narrowed, but not sufficiently to
change the basic pattern.

Unions are the creation of the working class, so a reverse inequality
should also be expected here. However, in 1979 all groups were roughly
equally active, whereas in 1987 the well-educated were most active. This
implies a slight tendency towards greater inequality, in favour of the well-
educated.

Regarding grass-roots participation, on the other hand, we see a tendency
towards greater equality between 1979 and 1987, although the level of
inequality remains high. In fact, itis much higher in this area of participation
than in any of the other areas. It is unlikely, moreover, that these differences
are due solely to differences in resources. Grass-roots activities were
important in mobilizing students and the new middle class in Denmark in
the 1970s, and the strong inequality in 1979 is undoubtedly a result of
this uneven recruitment. The developments in the 1980s, by comparison,
demonstrate a slight weakening of this wave of mobilization.

Finally, with respect to reading about politics in the newspapers, we find
a pattern of social inequality very similar to inequality in grass-roots
participation. Altogether then, Table 3 indicates a modest tendency towards
greater equality in connection with grass-roots participation and newspaper
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Table 3. Political Participation by Education (percent).

Type of political participation 1971 1974 1987
Party member:
Low cducation® 17 13 12*
Medium education® 16y 10 10
High education 8 12 8
Fregquent participation in trade union meetings™
Low cducation 23 19=
Medium education 14 18
High ¢ducation 26 28

High level of grass-roots participation:

Low education 6®r 1=
Medium education 17 17
High education 3 349
Often reads about politics in the newspapers:
Low education 43 ki ge
Medium education 44 45 55
High education 71 67 Gl
N: Low education respondents 1059 1184 1466
Medium education respondents 193 396 730
High education respondents 50 264 537

* The relationship between participation and education for a given year is significant at the
3 pereent level,

** The relationship is significant at the 1 percent level,

*Low education: Finishing without a diploma after 7-9 years of schooling. Medium
education: Finishing with a diploma afier 10 years of schooling. High education: At least a
high school diploma (12 vears of schooling - ‘srudencereksamen’),

P AMONE wige-carners.

Sources: Sec nole 2,

reading, and an equally modest tendency towards greater inequality in
connection with activities in the parties and the unions.

Some characteristics of these developments become more apparent when
the relationship between occupation and political participation 1s examined.
In Table 4 the respondents are first divided into three categories - i.e.
workers, white-collar employees and self-employed. These categories are
then subdivided according to education and sector of employment. Con-
ceptually the ‘new middle class™ is defined as highly educated persons
employed within education, health care and other public service insti-
tutions, but is here operationalized as public sector employed white-collar
workers with at Icast a high school diploma.

If we focus hirst on party membership, we see that the figures for self-
employed persons in agriculture, i.e. farmers, were very high in 1971 (54
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Table 4. Political Participation by Occupation (percent).

Type of political participation 1971 1970 1987
Member of a party:
Unskilled workers 15 7 7
Skilled workers 14 10 9
MNew middle class (1) 13 0
Other white-collar workers, public sector 12 12 13
White-callar workers, private sector 11 1 b
Self-emploved - agriculture 54 40 (48)
Sclf-emploved - others 1 1 15
Frequent participation in trade union meetings™
Unskilled workers 18 Y
Skilled workers 32 16
New middle class 34 33
Other white-collar workers, public sector 20 30
White-collar workers, private sector 12 10
High level of grass-roots participation:
Unskilled workers 7 14
Skilled workers 16 17
Mew middle class 44 44
Other white-collar workers. public sector 17 21
White-collar workers. private sector 11 13
Self-cmployed 7 11
Often reads about politics in the newspapers:
Unskilled workers 42 3l 32
Skilled workers 48 42 44
Mew middle class (74 oY
Other white-collar workers, public sector 33 43 47
White-collar workers. privale sector 57 32
Self-employed W 45 49
MN: Unskilled workers 323 334 375
Skilled workers 141 159 299
Mew middle class 19 71 204
Other white-collar workers. public sector 127 227 363
White-collar workers, private sector 164 272 453
Sclf-employed 1531 242 255

() N between 29 and 15 persons.
T AMONE wage-carners.
Sorces: See note 2,

percent) and have remained surprisingly high since then. Therefore. the
problems facing the Liberals must be attributed to the declining number
of farmers and not to a declining ability to organize the farmers. Whereas
27 percent of the labour-force was employed in agriculture in 1950, the
corresponding figures were only 11 percent in 1970 and 6 percent in 1987
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(Goul Andersen 1984; Statistisk tigrsoversigt 1989). This conclusion fits well
with the observation that the electoral behaviour of the Danish farmers has
for many years been extremely stable (Glans 1989).

Party membership figures for workers in 1971, by comparison, were
much lower: 18 percent among skilled workers and 15 percent among
unskilled workers. These figures can be compared with an overall mem-
bership ratio for the Social Democrats in 1950 of 35 percent (Elklit 1991).
But as late as 1971 the level of organization of the workers was much higher
than the level of organization of the white-collar employees. Since then
the organization percentage for the workers has declined by almost
one-half.

Turning our attention to the new middle class, we see that party mem-
bership is, and always has been, at a modest level. Taking into account the
fact that the new middle class in general is very active in politics, it is
conspicuous that their activities do not include membership in political
parties. It is well documented that the 1970s was a period with strong
political mobilization of the new middle class, a mobilization which con-
tinued during the 1980s, although at a slower pace (Svensson & Togeby
1991). But this mobilization has largely taken place without involving the
political parties.

Trade unions were originally an integrated part of a united labour
movement, and for many years the members were predominantly blue-
collar workers. Organization of white-collar workers came later, but today
they are as well organized as the blue-collar workers. As we see from Table
4, the level of union activity in 1979 was quite high among both skilled
workers and public sector white-collar employees. In the course of the
1980s, however, skilled workers became less active, whereas public sector
employees remain as active as in the 1970s. During recent years, in short,
public sector employees seem to have replaced the workers as the vanguard
of the trade unions.

The greatest social differences are nevertheless to be found within grass-
roots participation. As already mentioned, grass-roots participation is
linked to the political mobilization of the new middle class in the 1970s. In
the 1980s mobilization has weakened, and grass-roots participation has
become more generally accepted, but the social differences are still impress-
ive.

Developments over the last two decades can be seen in two different
perspectives. On the one hand, we can emphasize an aggregate picture
based upon all modes of participation. On the other hand, we can look at
them one by one. In this latter perspective it appears that all things
considered, the changes have been relatively moderate. Social inequality
in political participation has not increased very much over the last 20 years.

This conclusion is contrary to the expectations suggested by the theories
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stressing the importance of collective resources for political participation.
The weakening of political parties should have had long-term consequences,
manifest in growing inequality in all modes of participation, but this is not
s0. These surprising results might be explained by an increase in individual
resources experienced by social groups usually considered to lack resources.
A skilled worker today will typically have spent 10 years in primary and
secondary school, attended technical school for a considerable period and,
in addition, participated in a number of more specialized courses. If formal
education is an important political resource, the political resources of the
skilled labour-force have increased considerably in the last 20 years.

The conclusion to be drawn, however, is totally different if we look at
all forms of political activity and the total amount of participation. The
tendency in the 1960s, the 1970s and the 1980s appears to have been to
replace party activities with grass-roots activities. This indicates that a mode
of participation characterized by social equality, or even by a reverse
inequality, has been replaced by a mode of participation characterized by
a distinctive social inequality favouring those with higher education. The
more predominant grass-roots participation i1s in terms of all forms of
participation, the stronger the overall social inequality in political par-
ticipation. It is here that we see the dramatic consequences of the crumbling
of the collective resources of workers and farmers. In Sweden, where the
traditional organizations are much stronger than in Denmark, we find
that social inequality in grass-roots participation is correspondingly lower
(Togeby 1989).

To this can be added that the number of persons with a high school
diploma and a long theoretical education has increased a great deal since
the 1960s. If 2 percent of the party members in 1971 had a high school
diploma, 42 percent of the grass-roots actives have one in 1987, The increase
in the level of education has by itself caused an increase in social inequality.

Despite modest changes in the individual modes of participation through-
out the 1970s and 1980s, in short, it would seem that political participation
in Denmark has on the whole moved towards greater social inequality. The
overall level of participation has not declined, but the participants have
changed. Inasmuch as loosely organized grass-roots activities seem to have
taken over most of the mobilizing and socializing functions in the Danish
political system, moreover, the primary beneficiaries appear to be the new
middle class and other well-educated people.

Participation and Gender

Al the aggregate level of analysis, one of the greatest gaps with respect to
participation in political life has been that between men and women
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Table 5. Political Participation by Gender {percent).

Type of political participation 1971 19749 14987
Party membership:

Men 21 147" 12**

Women 13 10 0
Frequent participation in trade union meetings™:

Men 26°*° 21

Women 17 19
High level of grass-roots participation:

Men 15%* 17

Women 9 19
Often reads about politics in the newspapers:

Men - 3% 52=*

Women 35 34 43
N: Men 634 893 1361

Women 693 876 1418

* The relationship between participation and gender for a given year is significant at the 5
pereent level.

** The relationship is significant at the 1 percent level.

* Among wage-carners.

Sources! Sec note 2,

(Lafferty 1980). This phenomenon can be attributed to women’s relatively
modest possession of political resources, related to female upbringing and
women's position in society. In Denmark men have, until quite recently.
also participated much more than women, but today these differences have
almost vanished at the mass level. Strong differences are still found at the
elite level, but not at the mass level, and the changes have, as indicated in
Table 5, largely taken place during the 1970s and 1980s.

The general development has been identical for all modes of partici-
pation. The difference between male and female participation has dim-
inished in all cases. As of 1987, the largest difference to be observed
appears in connection with people’s own evaluation of how often they read
about politics in the newspapers. This corresponds to the fact that more
men than women claim to be very interested in politics. Party activity also
continues to be characterized by gender differences, with men dominating
among the active party members. Women only constitute one-third of the
members frequently attending the party meetings. On the other hand, we
find an equal amount of participation among men and women regarding
union and grass-roots political activities.

Overall the gender gap in political participation has now been reduced
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to the point where 1t 15 no longer an 1ssue at the mass level. This applies
to all modes of participation. At the same time a mode of participation
characterized by great inequality (party membership) has been replaced by
a mode characterized by total equality (grass-roots participation). In con-
trast to the conclusion reached about the growing social inequality in
participation, the conclusion on gender inequality 1s that it has diminished
and almost disappeared.

In Table 5 it is also shown that decreasing differences between men and
women are in general due to an increase in female participation, the
only exception being party activity. Political parties aside, participation of
women has increased in absolute as well as in relative terms. The 1970s
and 1980s, in other words, witnessed a considerable political mobilization
of women, but this mobilization was accomphished without the assistance
of the parties.

The political mobilization of women can in large part be traced back to
their growing integration in the labour-market (cf. Togeby 1991). In 1960
only 44 percent of Danish women between 15 and 64 years of age were
wage-earners. In 1970 this proportion had increased to 60 percent, in 1979
to 70 percent and in 1986 to 77 percent (Historical Statistics 1960-84, 1986;
Historical Statistics 1960-66, 1988). Today almost all women in the younger
generation are wage- or salary-earners, and very few women leave the
labour-market when they have children. Work outside the home has
become a lifetime responsibility for women, just as it 1s for men.

Why, one may ask, was the mobilization of women in the 1970s and
1980s not of benefit for the political parties? The explanation seems to be
twofold. First, the mobilization of women was part of a major mobilization
wave in the 1970s involving first and foremost the new middle class.
These women were well-educated and therefore equipped for cognitive
mobilization. Assistance from the political parties was not needed. Second,
the parties missed their opportunity at the time when women entered
the political arena. Traditional party organizations were the essence of
patriarchal structures disliked by young and politically engaged women. In
addition, the costs were smaller and the benefits greater for women who
involved themselves in the local union or in a grass-roots organization. And
that is what they did in the 1970s and continued to do in the 1980s, even
although the parties eventually recognized the need to pay attention to the
women.

The Causes and Consequences of Declining Party
Membership

The analysis up to this point can be summarized by suggesting that declining
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party membership is the result of at least three different processes. First,
there has been a radical decline in the number of people working in
agriculture. The declining number of people in agriculture, not the declining
level of organization among individuals is to blame for the erosion of one of
the old pillars in the Danish party system. Second, the level of organization
among workers has dropped considerably, although the preatest change
goes back to the period prior to the one analysed here. Third, the large
mobilization waves of the 1970s did not benefit the political parties. The
new middle class, the well-educated and women became very active in
politics, but they manifested little interest in the parties. These cognitively
mobilized people were attracted, instead, by loosely organized grass-roots
activities.

This leads to the conclusion that declining party membership in Denmark
must primarily be attributed to demographic and social class factors and to
the rising level of education. Various other factors mentioned in the relevant
literature, such as changes in the media structure, the municipal reform of
1970, high membership fees, and the small number of elected offices
(Sainsbury 1983; Pedersen 1987, 1989; Sundberg 1987, 1989; Elklit 1991),
have - at most — only accelerated or reinforced a development in progress.

It is possible that the changing media structure has had some effect on
party membership, but if so, only on the declining membership of workers.
The argument that television keeps members away from party meetings
because political information is communicated with greater skill and higher
entertainment value by the networks than by the local politicians, would
imply a general decline in political activity, but this is not so. We have to
go a long way back in history to find a period where so many people
attended political meetings and demonstrations as in the 1970s and the
1980s. There is no evidence whatsoever that people prefer an armchair in
front of their television to political activities undertaken together with other
people. Only the political parties are left out. Most people still find it more
interesting to be part of a social event than to watch it on a screen.

Neither did the municipal reform in 1970 have a particularly negative
impact. The reduction in the number of administrative units had the most
dramatic consequences in thinly populated rural areas. We should therefore
expect the farmers to be the most affected by the municipal reform, but
there has been no decline in their membership ratio since the reform. In
the case of the workers, the largest decline occurred before 1970.

The same kind of objections can be raised against the theory, formulated
by Sundberg (1987, 1989), which attributes declining party membership to
the lack of elective offices available for Danish party members. If this
problem arose in connection with the municipal reform in 1970, it certainly
did not cause any important changes with regard to party participation. If.
on the other hand, the lack of elected offices has always been a problem
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in the Danish party system, this lack cannot explain the decline in party
membership. This is not to deny, however, that the large number of elective
offices in Finland and Norway may have helped to counteract a development
similar to that seen in Denmark.

The only phenomena demanding a special explanation are the declining
organization of the workers and the weakened party organization of the
Social Democrats. Also, in this case it 1s possible to point to a number of
social structural factors. An important factor in this regard may be found
in the changing housing pattern. The old working-class neighbourhoods
have almost disappeared and manual and non-manual workers live side-
by-side in the suburbs. Their children frequent the same schools and play
football in the same clubs. Consequently, the basis for a distinctive working-
class culture has crumbled. The general increase in schooling and the
possibility of educational mobility also pull in the same direction. An
additional explanation is presented by Sainsbury (1983) pointing to the
fact that the Swedish Social Democratic party has consciously worked to
strengthen its organization, whereas the Danish party realized the serious-
ness of the situation much too late.

This leads us to the question about the consequences of declining mem-
bership for political parties in particular and, by implication, for the political
system in general. Do the parties have any reasons — other than economic -
to be concerned about the loss of party members? Is the loss critical to the
functioning of the political parties?

Most scholars agree that political parties are changing from being mass
and class parties to being media parties, but they disagree on the appraisal
of the development. Pedersen has provocatively asked: “What is a party to
do with so many members? Are they at all necessary in times when the
party activities are increasingly financed by means of taxes, and when
parties no longer need activists for practical tasks? Is a party organization
not an impediment in the era of minority government?’ (1989, 276). Yet a
phenomenon that is not even mentioned by Pedersen is the traditional
mobilizing and socializing functions of the parties. As the analyses pre-
sented in this article have demonstrated, at least these functions have been
seriously damaged during recent decades.

In Table 1 it is shown that the decline in party membership was followed
by a decline in the number of active party members, i.e. members frequently
attending party meetings. It is precisely the active party members that are
the agents of mobilization and socialization. Table 6 illustrates that active
party members both in 1971 and in 1987 differ decisively from the ordinary
voters by a higher level of political involvement. Members are more likely
to claim an interest in politics, to feel politically competent, to persuade
other people to vote for a certain party, and to be less influenced by election
campaigns. Consequently it seems safe to conclude that declining party
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membership has resulted in fewer core members, fewer agitators and fewer
stable voters.

Specifically, this seems to be a problem for workers and for the Social
Democratic party. Workers have traditionally been mobilized by the pol-
itical parties, and workers are not generally attracted by grass-roots activi-
ties. It might be correct, as argued by Elklit (1991), that there is no direct
relationship between the number of party members and the number of votes
in general elections. However, some kind of relationship is nevertheless
indicated if we look at the long-term development of the Social Democratic
party in Denmark. Glans (1989) has shown that whereas 73 percent of all
Danish workers in 1953 voted for the Social Democrats, only 41 percent
did so in 1988. It is understandable. therefore, that the Social Democrats
worry about the declining level of membership. It might be possible for a
party to receive financial support and to appear on the front pages of the
newspapers without a large number of members. but 1t 1s not possible to
remain the big. stable and dominating centre in Danish politics if the
party has to rely solely on a small professional. media-oriented party
organization.

We can also note in passing that Table 6 illustrates a growing gap between
the ordinary citizen and party members, making it increasingly difficult to
perceive party members as representatives of ordinary voters. If the party
organizations are run by political specialists, for whom politics is a
profession, it will, as Pedersen (1989) also has argued, be difficult for the
party organizations to invoke a higher democratic legitimacy than any other
self-appointed group in Danish society. Presumably this will add even more
to the decline of the political parties.

Another point emerging from the analysis is a growing social inequality
in political participation which is at least in part attributable to declining
party membership. The well-educated have taken a much more prominent
position among the politically active than earlier. Nobody knows how much
effect the social composition of the participants has on the content of public
decisions, but the few studies on the subject which do exist suggest that
this is not an unimportant factor (cf. Verba & Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1978;
Klingemann 1985; Kaase 1990).

The large number of well-educated people loudly articulating a wide
variety of demands clearly influences the political agenda. These activists
are, of course, assisted by the media, but the initiative rarely comes from
the media themselves (Kingdon 1984). Pedersen is possibly right when
claiming that the parties have no other alternatives than to become media
parties, managed by a market-orientated sales organization. But it is not
true that ‘the little number of party leaders interacting with the professionals
of the media world set the political agenda’ (Pedersen 1989, 277). There
will still be a great many demands from what has been labelled ‘the grass
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roots’, and politicians will be forced to relate to these demands. However,
these demands may rise disproportionately from the interests of the well-
educated and be shaped by this group’s perception of the world.

When looking at the decline of the political parties in the perspective of
the general development in political participation, the consequences for
the political system seem rather serious. It would be interesting, therefore,
to be able to offer some good advice to the parties about how to restore
strong party orgamizations, but the era of the large mass parties and class
parties in Denmark has probably gone forever. The last opportunity to
revitalize the parties was perhaps presented in the 1970s by the political
mobilization of the new middle class and of women, but the parties failed
to take advantage of that opportunity.

NOTES
l. These fipures are drawn from national election studies.
2. The 1979 data are primarily from the so-called "Mass survey’ (Damgaard et al. 1980),

supplemented by data from the election study {Borre et al. 1983). The 1987 data are
constructed by adding the data from the election study (Elklit & Tonsgaard (eds.) 1989
to the data from a study of grass-roots participation in the Nordic Countries (Togeby
1989).

3 Unfortunately, the wording of almost all the questions about participation has changed
from survey to survey. This creates some problems when comparing levels of partici-
pation. Results concerning the relationship between participation and other factors are
undoubtedly more reliable.

4, [n both the 1979 and 1987 surveys grass-roots participation was defined by the same
four activities, although there were some differences in the wording (cl. Svensson &
Togeby 1989). Yet other studies confirm an increase in grass-rools participation in
the 1980s (Svensson & Togeby 1991). Unfortunately no data exist on grass-roots
participation in 1971. One of the reasons for measuring it for the first time in 1979, in
fact, was precisely that only during the preceding decade did grass-roots activitics rise
to a level where they could no lenger be ignored.
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