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The term ‘politics’ has come a long way since it was coined by the classical Greeks.
Originally it was little more than a description of how states were governed. In the
modern world, howeéver, ‘politics’ suggests conflict — that is, conflict between ideas,
conflict between sections of the community and conflict between individuals.

The alternative to peaceful political activity can involve physical conflict. This may
take the form of general disorder and/or terrorist activity (as in Northern Ireland
from 1968 to the mid-1990s, in the Middle East or racial tensions in American
cities), revolution (as in Russia in 1917, Libya in 2011) or civil war (China in the
1930s and 1940s; Syria, Somalia and Sudan more recently). Such violence can be
viewed as a failure of politics. If conflict cannot be resolved peacefully within political
institutions and processes, groups often resort to violence. In Northern Ireland in
the 1990s and 2000s, for example, successive British governments and leaders sought
to persuade political leaders — even those who led extreme groups such as Sinn
Fein and the Democratic Unionists — to renounce violence and pursue their goals
through conventional, peaceful politics instead. In the event, peaceful politics was
finally and happily restored to the province after 2007.

Professor Bernard Crick, in his celebrated work In Defence of Politics (4th edn, 1992),
summed up the meaning and importance of politics thus:

Politics arises fram accepting the fact of the simultaneous existence of different
gdroups, hence different interests and different traditions, within a territorial unit

under a common rule,

So we can summarise that the term ‘politics’ refers to three main activities concerning
the state. These are the conflict of ideas, the conflict of interests and the struggle for
power. Below we examine each of these in turn.

The conflict of ideas

Modern politics would not be politics unless those who take part in it adopt and
promote ideas as to how the state should be run and how society should be shaped.
When individuals go to the polling station they generally have political ideas in their
minds, however mild and unformed these may be, when they vote. The ordinary
members of political parties presumably join their party in the first place because they
have political ideas and hope to further them through their chosen party. Politicians
themselves, whether they be local councillors, members of regional assemblies,
national Members of Parliament (MPs) or ministers, are continuously involved in
promoting political ideas. At all levels of politics, therefore, we see and hear the clash
of ideas. Indeed in 201516 the UK was engaged in perhaps the biggest clash of ideas
in its modern history — whether to Jeave or stay in the European Union (EU). This
was politics at its most intense. '

On a grand scale, political ideas become ideologies. An ideology can be defined as
a collection of ideas that propose social change and include some “blueprint’ for a
future idealised society. These ideas are also based on one or several specific principles
such as equality, common ownership of property or individual liberty. Ideologies
are often radical, and so those who support them usually flourish on the extremities
of moderate Western politics. The most influential and successful ideologies have
included, for example, socialism, fascism, feminism and radical forms of liberalism
and nationalism. Conservatism is also often described as an ideoclogy, although many

ey term S

Ideclogy A coherent set of
well-established ideas that
propose specific changes
in society and which imply
sorme kind of vision of
what kind of society is
desirable, Ideologies are
also based on certain fixed
values and principles such
as freedom, equality, order
and justice.
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CENTRI
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A

Junfor dogtors on strike in
Nottingham, April 2016

Interests use the political system and members of the political community to further
their own cause. They sometimes attach themselves to a political party. Trade unions,
in particular, used to work closely with the Labour Party (indeed, Labour emerged
from the trade union movement at the start of the twentieth century). More recently the
Countryside Alliance, which defends the interests of members of rural communities,
saw the Conservative Party as its most traditional supporter. In more general terms,
interests will use a variety of methods to further their aims. This may involve public
demonstrations, internet and media campaigns, influence in Parliament and so on.

Their methods will be explored further in Chapter 1.

So, part of politics is about the clash of such interests. Often their aims conflict with
each other and, when this happens, politics becomes the process of resolving these
conflicts. Examples of the conflict of interests are shown in Table 2.

Table 2 Examples of the conflict of interests, 2016-17

Businese groupe 'an‘d- the North of Ehgland E‘égion suooort the “

“developmerit of HS2; htgh~speed rail links between London
_and the north :

‘:Enwronmentallsts oppose the destruction of the

countryside, while rural communltles on the routes fear they

WI” suffer. |

Current'old-ége pensioners wish to preserve the value of
their pensions.

Representatives of poorer sections of society support a

more generous welfare benefits system.

ot;tdrs” opposed irefo'trh to thelr wo rki_n'g' ho,(j-rs . v
el L m e '.comprehenswe T-day hea[th serwce

You"ngef p‘edp!e believe th'eir Iiving standards are-being
gtoded to pay for the older generation and so wish to see

,fa more balanced provision between them and the older
: generatlon

representmg Patients wnshed to see El more B

Representatives of taxpayers re5|st h:gher beneﬁts to keep
down the tax burden.

In cases like those described in Table 2, politicians face the difficult task of mediating

between conflicting interests.
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J What is government?

Before we attempt definitions of government and the state, it may be useful to
consider 2 number of concepts that are related to such institutions. In particular, it
is important to understand the principles that lie behind the activity of governing,
These are legitimacy, power, authority and sovereignty.

Legitimacy

Here we are asking the question: what gives any government the right to rule? This |

refers both to the system of government — for example, monarchy, single-party rule,
parliamentary democracy etc. — and to the individuals who hold office within the
government, It is a difficult question to resolve because it has a number of answers,

all of which are plausible.

There are several possible ways in which legitimacy can be claimed.

e Tradition is the first option. It suggests that a system of rule is legitimate if it
has existed for a long period of time. This is a form of legitimacy often claimed
by hereditary monarchies. Such monarchies still flourish in'the Gulf States in the
Middle East.

o Force is a more controversial basis for rule. The argument here is that any
government, no matter how it is constituted, could be seen as legitimate if it is
able to maintain peace and security within a country. This is sometimes described
as ‘might is right’. In the democratic world, however, this kind of legitimacy is
not normally acceptable.

e Consent has become the most important criterion for legitimacy. Indeed, where
power is exercised with the broad consent of the people, expressed specifically
through elections, we can describe it as democratic legitimacy. The principle
itselfis simple: ifa regime enjoys the broad consent of its people, it can be considered
to be legitimate. Consent can be shown by widespread peaceful participation in
politics as well as by a lack of open dissidence. :

Power

In a general sense, power can mean the ability to make other people or groups do
what one wants them to do, even if this is against their will. But this is too simple
a definition. We use the term ‘power’ to signify a whole variety of means by which
one individual or institution is able to exert its will over others. In particular, we
need to consider different levels of power. These are set out below.

e Coetcive power is the strongest form. This can also be described as force.
Coercion involves the use of physical force, or at least the threat of physical force.
In extreme cases, coercion can involve the use of execution, torture, terror and
imprisonment of opponents, as has occurred in many totalitarian regimes. Of
course, most states do not need to go to such extremes. It is sufficient to reserve
the use of force against those who refuse to conform to the laws or who threaten
the security of the state itself.

¢ Political power is perhaps how we generally understand the concept of power.
This is the power exercised by members of the political community, including
parties, their leaders and other institutions. Political power includes the ability to
persuade, but it normally involves the use of rewards and sanctions. Thus prime
ministers in the UK have power because of their use of patronage. Since a prime
minister controls the appointment of all ministers and many other senior positions

oy torms [

Consent In democratic
politics consent means
that government is
founded upon the
authority of the people.
Normally consent is
demonstrated in free
elections. However, it

can also be indicated by
widespread support for the
institutions of government.

Democratic legitimacy
A key principle in
modern democratic

life — government may
be considered legitimate
If, first, it is elected and,
second, it is accountable
to the electorate. In this
way the consent of the
people is implied.
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Here authority is granted by acclaim, because the people wish to be governed by
a particular Jeader. Charismatic authority is typically combined with other forms
and so increases the quantity of authority, allowing more power to be exercised.
We can say, for example, that President John F. Kennedy in the USA enjoyed
charismatic authority in addition to his elective authority (US presidents are
directly elected, so enjoy direct elective authority). Donald Trump was elected
US president in 2016 to some extent because, to his supporters at least, he was a
charismatic figure.

e Legal-rational authority This refers to any rational way of granting authority.
In practice, in modern democracies, this is always by eclection and so is best
described as ‘elective authority’. In current politics, elective authority is the most
powerful justification for the exercise of power.

Table 3 shows the relevant sources of authority of four UK governing institutions.

Table 3 Seurces of authority in the UK

' The authority (which is limited) of the House of Lords is traditional. The
¢ Commons' main source of authority is by election and, therefore, the
' people. However, the fact that Parliament as a whole is sovereign has

f its ongms |n tradrtlon
¢ ' f‘, ‘rnment’s authorlty rs elect'ej-_-’l; R

Though the power of the moharchy is very fimited, the Crown enjoys
consrderable trad:tlonal authonty .

‘ of the PM s authonty is traditlonal but he or she a[so enjoys :
Ihdirect: electtve authorlty in terms of being 1 the Ieader ofthe rullng party '.

{Some prlme mlmsters such as Wlnston Churchlll and Margaret
'Thatcher, were: also sald to enjoy charlsmatnc authonty to relnforce B
the other two sources. : SO A
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The state

If we refer to ‘a state’ or ‘the state’ we mean different things. A state is a country, a
territory within which sovereignty can be identified and is widely recognised both
within the country and abroad. There is no doubt that France, Italy, the USA and
Nigeria are ‘states’. Other countries recognise them as states and understand who
represents their government.

When we say ‘the state’, however, we are referring to institutions within the country.
The state normally refers to the permanent collection of institutions that administers
a territory. Normally we would include the following within the state: '

e The armed forces and the security and intelligence establishment
o Law enforcement agencies, including judges, courts, the police and the prison

service
e The bureaucracy or civil service — politically neutral bodies which may stay in

office even when political governments change

e Other institutions that may or may not be parts of the permanent apparatus
of the state, depending on the arrangements within the country (in the UK,
the National Health Service, most educational organisations, the BBC and the
Benefits Agency are all parts of the state; in the USA, healthcare is largely in the
private sector and there is no state-run broadcasting; in France, the railways are
part of the state, while in the UK they are not)

o Bodies that exist at sub-central level, such as local authorities and devolved

administrations

So, we can make two assertions about the state: first, it is normally politically neutral
and, second, it is permanent.

Government

The government is a collection of individuals and bodies that are political in nature
and thatare not permanent. In the UK the government consists of the prime minister,
cabinet, junior ministers and political advisers. Should the governing party lose
power, all these individuals will cease to be the government and will be replaced by
a new team. Normally we expect the government to give political direction to the
state. Indeed, the senior members of the state are usually appointed by members of
the government.

MPs, peers and Parliament in general do not fit neatly into either the ‘state’ or the
‘government’. Instead they form the legislature (see below), whose role is to provide
consent and accountability to government.

| Branches of government

It is customary to divide the activity of government into three branches.

Legislature

In broad terms the legislature means the law-making body. However, this can
be misleading, especially in the UK. Parliament, the UK’s legislature (known as
Congress in the USA, the Chambre de Députés in France and the Bundestag in
Germany), does not normally make law. This is the responsibility of the government.
In the UK, the legislature is primarily concerned with providing formal consent to

Intreduction and background °

Parliament, the UK
legislature, is described
and analysed in Chapter 6.
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o that the monarch would require the consent of Parliament to levy taxes
o that the monarch would not have the power to repeal or set aside any laws without

the consent of Parliament

As well as establishing parliamentafy government and constitutional monarchy, the
Bill of Rights was the main practical result of the political ideas of the great English
philosopher and early liberal thinker, John Locke (1632-1704).

The events surrounding the Glorious Revolution also saw the early development of
the traditional two-party system in England. The supporters of monarchical power
were described as Tories, while the Protestant supporters of parliamentary power
were called Whigs. Most Tories were members of the aristocracy and landed gentry
while the Whigs tended to be members of the new capitalist middle classes. By the
nineteenth century most Tories formed the Conservative Party, while most Whigs

turned into Liberals.

Students of the government and politics of the USA should also note that several
of the principles established in the English Bill of Rights were replicated in the
American Constitution, written a century later. In particular, two clauses were
almost exactly reproduced in the early amendments to the US Constitution in 1791,
both of which remain controversial to this day. These are the right of the people to bear
arms (second amendment), and the protection of the people from cruel and unusual
punishment (eighth amendment). Certainly the English Bill of Rights of 1689 can be
seen as a precursor of the US Constitution of 1787,

The Great Reform Act 1832

It is fair to say that, in the early eighteenth century, general elections in the United
Kingdom ranged from being irregular at best to corrupt at worst. Constituencies
varied in size, with some so small — just a handful of registered voters {mainly
wealthy property owners) — that it was a simple task for a wealthy candidate to
buy enough votes to win. These were often described as ‘rotten boroughs’. Many
of the small rural seats were effectively in the hands of wealthy members of the
aristocracy, who controlled the voters. The rural parts of the country were over-
represented, while urban, newly industrialised parts still had few constituencies. In
short, representation in Britain was corrupt and uneven.

This had the effect of bringing the House of Commons into disrepute. Far from
representing the people, the Commons was full of wealthy members of the upper
and middle classes, many of whom saw being an MP as a useful status symbol

rather than as a civic duty. Real power lay in the hands of the monarch, his or’.

her courtiers, plus a few wealthy members of what was known as the ‘governing
¢class’. Many MPs rarely attended the chamber and few were concerned with the
interests of their constituents. Britain was a parliamentary democracy effectively

in name only.

Following a long campaign, mostly fought by the Whigs, a bill was finally brought
before Parliament in 1832 to try to eliminate these problems. After fierce debate it

was passed. Among its many clauses, two stand out:

e The franchise (right to vote) was extended. There was a qualification to voting
which involved ownership and tenancy of property. This restricted the electorate
to about 500,000. The Act reduced the property qualification to allow a further
3% of the population to vote. This may not seem radical, but it did begin the

synoptic link N

John Locke, who
influenced the Glorious
Revolution, is a key figure
in the history of liberalism.
Indeed, Locke is seen

as one of the founding
fathers of liberalism. He
will become a key element
in the study of liberalism
in the ‘political ideas’
section of this A-level
specification.
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The early Labour Party was led by a charismatic figure, Keir Hardie. As the
party developed and began to gain parliamentary seats in the early years of the
twentieth century, it found it difficult to make headway because the electoral system
discriminated against it. The party won just two seats in 1900 and this had increased
only to 42 by 1910. In 1922, however, when it won 142 seats, the Labour Party
finally demonstrated that it was about to replace the Liberals.

It had taken time for the newly enfranchised working classes to realise their interest
lay in voting for Labour rather than one of the two established parties. When they
did, in the 1920s and 1930s, the Liberal Party was doomed to decline. Instead
of a three-party system developing, as was occurring in the rest of the European
democracies, the Liberals were largely replaced by Labour so a2 new two-party
system arrived to replace the old one.

Two reasons are usually suggested for this. One is the electoral system, while
the other is the division of British society in the twentieth century into two
distinct and cohesive classes, middle and working, each represented by its own

political party.

The creation of the welfare state, 1940s
In the 1940s, at the end of the Second World War, the Labour government that won Welfare state A collective
the 1945 general election set out to create a system of state-run, publicly-financed title given to those
welfare that was so extensive it became known as the welfare state. services that are run by
the state and financed

out of general taxation,
and to which all citizens
are entitled, mostly free

of charge at the point of
delivery. It includes the
state education system,
the NHS, social care

) services, the benefits
Issues surrounding the wellfare state, how it is financed and run, what it should system, subsidised local
include and whether the private sector should be involved in supplying its services, authority housing and
have dominated British politics ever since. It has affected government and politics in state pensions.

a number of ways, including the following:

¢ Thescope and powers of the UK state were expanded greatly. Putsimply, government
became bigger; it became responsible for a whole range of new services. M’

¢ The welfare state raised many political issues, often the centre of conflict between Research the Beveridge
the parties. These have included how much should be spent on services, who Report. What were the five
should be entitled to benefit from them, how they should be run and who should great evils that Beveridge
rup them. identified and that his

e In recent decades the issue of which services can be supplied b'y private-sector  |"soneme was designed to
organisations, as opposed to the state, has become a matter of intense political address?

The welfare state was a comprehensive system, to be financed from taxation and
run by the state, both central and local government, covering people’s needs “from
the cradle to the grave’. At its centre lay the National Health Service (NHS),
set up in 1946, but the welfare state also included a system of benefits covering
such needs as unemployment, disability, income support, sickness, maternity
and care of the elderly. The state old-age pension was extended to all, and an
increasing quantity of subsidised rental housing was made available through local

government.

conflict.

Britain joins the European Community, 1973

At the end of the Second World War many European politicians put their minds
to the future of the continent. They were mainly concerned with two issues —

economic reconstruction and the preservation of continental peace.
Introduction and background @
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The UK leaves the European Union

The historic referendum vote of 23 June 2016 that began the process of bringing
the UK out of the EU changed the landscape of UK politics. It saw the end of
the career of a prime minister — David Cameron — and caused a major upheaval
within the Labour Party. More permanently, though, it changed the whole
nature of parliamentary sovereignty and the way in which UK government goes
about making policy. How it will affect the UK economy and society remains
to be seen, but the very masonry of UK politics has been severely loosened by
the event. The formal process of leaving begins in 2017 and is expected to be
completed in 2019.

Summary

Having read this introduction, you should have knowledge and understanding of the following:
=) The fundamental nature of politics

=» The fundamental nature of government in the UK

=» The distinctions between government and state

=¥ The main principles behind the status and operation of government in the UK

~» How the UK system of government and politics has evolved, with key historical landmarks
~» An appropriate vocabulary to be used when discussing government and politics

Practice questions '

AS and A-level

These are not necessarily exam-style questions, hut they will help 1o reinforce
what you have learned. Write answers to the questions, using the approximate
number of words suggested in each case.

1 Distinguish between the concepts of government and the state. (50 wordg)'|

s

2 What is democratic legitimacy and how can it be achieved? (100 words) | x=
3 The UK monarch has no political power. Why, therefore, is

It so cruciai to the way in which government operates? {100 words) |4
4 How and why is Parliament sovereign in the UK? {100 words) |3
5 In what ways is politics about conflict? (150 words) |4«
6 What are the main historical events that have shaped

government and politics in the UK? (500 words) "k

Introduction and background @







