

[image: cover.eps]



British Politics For Dummies®


Table of Contents

Introduction

About This Book

Foolish Assumptions

How This Book Is Organised

Part I: The Basics of Politics

Part II: Elections and Britain’s Parties

Part III: The Ins and Outs of Parliament

Part IV: Politics Worldwide

Part V: The Part of Tens

Icons Used in This Book

Where to Go from Here

Part I: The Basics of Politics

Chapter 1: Taking in the Political Universe

Understanding the Difference between Local and National Politics

Splitting the Difference: The Devolved Parliament and Assemblies

Evolving to Democracy: A Very British Story

Assessing the Health of British Democracy

Paying Homage to the ‘Mother of Parliaments’

Introducing the Players in the British Political System

Gazing at the political summit: The central role of the prime minister

Declining importance of the MP

Checking the power of the politicians: The judiciary

Mixing in the monarch

Coming under Greater Scrutiny: Politics in the Media

Britain: Making Its Way in the European Union

Looking Further Afield: The UK and the Wider World

Chapter 2: Understanding Why Politics and Politicians Are Important

Looking at Different Types of Authority

Deciphering the Ultimate Purpose of Politics

Gauging the Role of Politicians

Making the law

Changing the constitution and the way government works

Ensuring a more controlled state

Galvanising the country in times of crisis

Listening to constituents

Working for the good of the country

Tackling the Big Issues: The Current Challenges Facing Politicians

Keeping up living standards – it’s the economy, stupid!

Saving the planet

Bringing an end to world poverty

Fighting terrorism

Reckoning with the decline of Western dominance

Taking Matters into Your Own Hands: Becoming an Activist

Chapter 3: Looking at Participatory Democracy

Understanding What Qualifies as a Democracy

Starting with Athenian direct democracy

Getting into representative democracy

Homing in on British Democracy

Putting the monarchy in its place

Expanding the franchise

Throwing digital democracy into the mix

Understanding the Rights that Come with British Citizenship

Evaluating the Pros and Cons of UK Democracy

Looking at the strengths

Recognising the weaknesses

Being a Citizen

Getting involved

Gauging voter apathy and the reasons for it

Chapter 4: Examining Political Ideologies

Understanding What an Ideology Is

Moderating ideologies: The British way

Liberalising the world: The march of the western democratic model

Focusing on Freedom with Liberalism

Joining Together for the Greater Good: Socialism in the UK

Focusing on the successes of socialism

Rebranding socialism: New Labour

Stirring things up: Revolutionary socialism

Looking far left: Marxism and communism

Keeping with Tradition: Conservatism

Uniting under one nation conservatism

Reforming with a small ‘r’

Changing conservatism: The Thatcher revolution

Examining Alternative Politics

Focusing on the far right: Fascism

Looking into the darkness: Totalitarian regimes

Looking to the heavens: Theocracy

Pulling everything apart: Anarchism

Releasing the bonds: Feminism

Saving the planet: Environmentalism

Understanding Why the UK Doesn’t Do Extremism

Chapter 5: Forming the British Political State

Getting to Grips with the Normans: From Conquest to Magna Carta

Doing the Splits: Church and State Clash

Gearing Up for Revolution: Parliament Takes on the King and Wins

Working hand in hand

Chafing under Charles I and enduring Cromwell

Reaping the benefits of the Glorious Revolution

Throwing Political Parties into the Mix

Ending the Power of the Lords

Expanding the Franchise: Democracy Arrives in Britain

Earning a stake

Recognising the rights of women

Switching Parties: The Ebb and Flow of Party Influence

Making a play for power: The Labour Party is born and thrives

Playing musical chairs: Labour and Tories swap power

Leaving out the Lib Dems

Concentrating Power in the Hands of the Prime Minister

Breaking Up the Union: Scotland and Wales to Go It Alone?

Encroaching on Britain’s Turf: The European Union

Part II: Elections and Britain’s Parties

Chapter 6: Counting the Votes: Differing Electoral Systems

Listing the Big UK Elections

Coming Up On the Rails: The First-Past-the-Post System

Looking at the advantages

Taking in the disadvantages

Securing Over 50 Per Cent of the Vote: Majority Electoral Systems

Laying bare the two-ballot system

Playing the alternative vote system card

Throwing in the supplementary vote system

Examining Proportional Representation

Refining PR: Single transferable vote

Varying PR: Candidate list system

Dividing in the D’Hondt method

Looking North and West to the Additional Member System

Preserving the Status Quo Rather than Rallying for Reform

Chapter 7: Voting Behaviour and Trends

Looking at Who Can and Can’t Vote

Understanding Voter Turnout

Declining voter turnout

Declining local democracy

Reversing declining voter turnout

Considering What Sways Voters

Taking in the big issues

Throwing personality into the mix: The leadership wild card

Looking at the voters themselves

Enticing Voters to Vote: Party Strategies

Appealing to the core vote

Broadening party appeal

Gazing at Election Campaigning

Glancing at the Effects of Media Bias

Chapter 8: Homing in on Political Parties

Understanding Political Parties and How They Operate

Recognising the role of the major UK parties

Forming party policy: The approach of Conservative, Labour and Lib Dem

Choosing and following the leader – and other senior party figures

Whipping up discipline: Keeping party members on the same page

Looking at the role of the whips

Living it up at party conferences

Forgoing party to form a national government

Looking at the Benefits of the Party System

Witnessing Party Breakdowns

Exploring the Tories

Re-inventing the Tories: Cameron’s conservatism

Tapping natural Tory supporters

Looking at the Labour Party

Forming the Labour Party

Gauging Labour’s followers

Breaking with the unions: Hard to do

Taking In the Lib Dems

Understanding the balance of power

Supporting proportional representation

Looking at Lib Dem supporters

Focusing on the Minor Parties

Taking a Look at the Nationalists: SNP and Plaid Cymru

Dipping into Northern Irish Politics

Chapter 9: Piling On the Pressure Groups

Taking In the Universe of Pressure Groups

Sorting out sectional pressure groups

Seeing to cause-related groups

Going Inside, Outside, Up and Down with Pressure Groups

Differentiating inside and outside

Watching the political ups and downs of pressure groups

Looking at How Pressure Groups Exert Influence

Getting the ear of ministers and civil servants

Focusing on backbench MPs

Courting public opinion

Joining the throng at party conference

Taking it to the streets: Direct action

Appealing over the heads of politicians

Placing Pressure Groups in the System

Looking at the downsides of pressure groups

Taking in the plus points of pressure groups

Identifying the UK’s Big Pressure Groups

Business groups

Charities

Human rights groups

Environmental groups

Professional groups

Trade unions

Working on a Bigger Stage: Pressure Groups and the EU

Pushing the Intellectual Envelope: Think Tanks

Chapter 10: Scrutinising Politics and the Media

Exposing the Uneasy Relationship between Politics and the Media

Wheeling out the sound bite

Media savvy: The role of ‘special adviser’

Reading the UK’s Newspapers

Waning influence – or not?

Taking in the qualities

Meeting the mid-markets

Checking out the red tops

Taking it to the grass roots: Regional newspapers

Balancing Act at the BBC

Offering News around the Clock

Starting up 24-hour TV

Breaking the mould: The world of political blogging

Viewing politics at street level: Twittering

Looking at the Media in an Election Campaign

Testing the Temperature: Opinion Polling

Part III: The Ins and Outs of Parliament

Chapter 11: Examining Britain’s Constitution

Focusing on Why Countries Need a Constitution

Exploring Differing Types of Constitution

Recording the difference between written and unwritten constitutions

Taking in unitary and federal constitutions

Changing the rules: Rigid and flexible constitutions

Celebrating Britain’s Constitution

Granting parliamentary sovereignty

Limiting parliamentary sovereignty

Quantifying the Success of the UK’s Constitution

Moving towards a Written Constitution

Crowning the Constitution: The Monarchy

Stirring Things Up: Republicanism

Chapter 12: Britain’s Parliamentary Democracy

Honouring the Mother of Parliaments

Taking It to the Top: The House of Commons

Looking at the job of MPs

Recognising that the House of Commons holds the power

Lording it Up: The Job of Peers

Gauging the independence of the peers

Nominating peers for life

Introducing Bills

Explaining government bills

Introducing private members’ bills

Getting Bills Passed: The Process

Detailing the passage of bills

Talking it over: Debating

Icing the legislative cake: Receiving royal assent

Poring Over the Detail: Parliamentary Committees

Looking at standing committees

Examining select committees

Keeping Order: The Role of the Speaker

Tying Up the Loose Ends: The Other Parliamentary Players

Chapter 13: Gazing at the Summit: The PM and Cabinet

Going Straight to the Top: The Prime Minister

Getting to be the PM

Gauging if the PM is really ‘first amongst equals’

Limiting the power of the PM

Concentrating on the Cabinet

Taking in the great offices of state

Observing the big beasts of the cabinet jungle

Looking down the political food chain to other ministerial posts

Assuming Cabinet Responsibilities

Explaining collective cabinet responsibility

Taking in individual responsibility

Working Behind the Scenes: Cabinet Committees

Shaking Up the Cabinet

Falling on their sword: Ministerial resignations

Shifting the seats: Cabinet reshuffles

Whispering in the PM’s Ear: Special Advisers

Turning to the Opposition: The Shadow Cabinet

Chapter 14: Assessing Ministers and Civil Servants

Examining What Government Departments Do

Ranking the Departmental Hierarchy

Oiling the Wheels of Government: The Civil Service

Becoming a civil servant and doing the job

Behaving as a civil servant

Climbing the Ranks to the Senior Civil Service

Running the day-to-day: The permanent under-secretary of state

Serving as a link: The cabinet secretary

Evaluating the Good and Bad Points of the UK Civil Service

Reforming the Civil Service

Ignoring the Ibbs Report

Reducing head count: The Gershon Review

Calling the civil service to account

Chapter 15: Taking in the Courts and Judiciary

Explaining the UK’s Three Legal Systems

Recognising the Difference between Civil and Criminal Law

Committing crimes against the state

Suing your neighbours in civil court

Examining the Basic Rights of the British Citizen

Focusing on the Criminal Courts of England and Wales

Starting off in a magistrates court

Advancing to a crown court

Making your way to the Court of Appeal

Hearing Civil Cases in England and Wales

Gazing at the civil law process

Appealing civil cases

Taking in the Scottish Court System

Considering the Courts in Northern Ireland

Introducing the New UK Supreme Court

Looking at the Role of the Judge

Glancing at Courts and the Constitution

Throwing the European Union into the Mix

Fighting the Good Fight: Courts and Civil Liberties

Chapter 16: Laying Bare Local Government and Devolution

Understanding that All Politics is Local

Looking at what local government does

Funding local government

Taking in the structure of local government in England

Heading north: Scottish local government

Heading west: Wales and Northern Ireland

Reforming local government

Granting Power from the Centre – Devolution

Focusing on the Scottish parliament

Welcoming in the Welsh Assembly

Priming the peace process: The Northern Ireland Assembly

Chapter 17: Joining the Lawmakers: Becoming a Politician

Becoming Part of the Party System

Setting out on the journey: Joining a political party

Moving from party member to candidate

Stepping onto the First Rung of the Political Ladder: Local Elected Office

Aiming for a Seat in Parliament

Targeting your constituency

Preparing for an election

Getting to Grips with Life as an MP

Climbing the Greasy Pole to the Top Jobs in Government

Part IV: Politics Worldwide

Chapter 18: Understanding Britain’s Place in the World

Declining Fortunes: From Empire to the Middle Ranks

Forging a New Role in Europe

Assessing the Special Relationship with the United States

Looking Further Afield to the Rise of China

Leading the Commonwealth of Nations

Ruling the Waves: British Overseas Territories

Playing the Role of World Police Officer

Sitting at the Top Table: The UN Security Council

Chapter 19: Taking In the International Stage

Starting at the Top: The United Nations

Delving into how the UN works

Taking in UN agencies

Bringing out the Big Guns: The Role of the G8 and the G20

Starting small with the G8

Changing times: G8 morphing into G20

Looking at the Regional Trading Blocs

Factoring in the World Trade Organisation

Playing the Power Game: China Taking Over from the United States

Providing the Military Might: NATO

Chapter 20: Expanding Horizons: Europe and the EU

Understanding the EU and How it Works

Checking the goals of the EU

Examining EU institutions

Looking at law-making and the legal system

Forming Relationships Within and Outside the EU

Looming giant: Russia on the doorstep

Testing question: Is Turkey really part of Europe?

Bringing peace to the Balkans

Understanding Britain’s thorny relationship with the EU

Putting Pen to Paper: Major European Treaties

Holding the Purse Strings: EU Budgets

Accounting for the Common Agricultural Policy

Getting a rebate

Chapter 21: Leading the Free World: US Politics

Understanding US Influence in the Wider World and in the UK

Being buddies: The US–UK special relationship

Growing apart? Recent problems with the special relationship

Looking at the US System of Government

Building the Houses of Congress

Establishing the presidency

Judging disputes: The US Supreme Court

Passing a Bill into Law

Throwing Political Parties into the Mix

Voting with the Democrats

Siding with the Republicans

Rallying the religious right

Linking up: UK and US political parties

Part V: The Part of Tens

Chapter 22: Ten Great Prime Ministers

Our Finest Hour: Winston Churchill (1940–45 and 1951–55)

The Welsh Wizard: David Lloyd George (1916–22)

Iron Lady: Margaret Thatcher (1979–1990)

The Trailblazer: Robert Walpole (1721–1742)

The Great Reformer: Clement Attlee(1945–51)

The First Spin Doctor: Benjamin Disraeli (1868 and 1874–1880)

The Grand Old Man: William Gladstone (1868–74, 1880–85, 1886 and 1892–94)

Shaking Things Up: Robert Peel (1834–35 and 1841–46)

The Second Master of Spin: Tony Blair (1997–2007)

Wiser than His Years: William Pitt the Younger (1783–1801 and 1804–1806)

Chapter 23: Ten Major Political Scandals

A Very British Sex Scandal: John Profumo

From Moats to Maltesers: The MPs’ Expenses Scandal

Running Out of Control: The Westland Affair

Scandal of Mass Destruction: The David Kelly Affair

Roll Up, Roll Up; How Much for This Knighthood?

How the Mighty Fall: Jonathan Aitken and Jeffrey Archer

Murder Plot? The Jeremy Thorpe Affair

The Fall of a President: Watergate

More Sordid Scandal Stateside: The Monica Lewinsky Affair

Dodgy Property Deal: The Whitewater Affair

Chapter 24: Ten Political Events that Shaped the Modern World

Hell on Earth: The Second World War

Breaking Down the Barriers: Nixon and China

Ending Communism in Europe: The Fall of the Berlin Wall

Coming Together: The March of the European Union

Throwback to Another Time: Balkan Wars

Long Wait for Freedom: The Release of Nelson Mandela

Terror from the Skies: 9/11

Bringing Down a Dictator: War in Iraq

Gazing Over the Brink: The Great Credit Crunch

Crazy for You: Obama-Mania

Chapter 25: Ten Political Trends for the Future

Broadening Democracy: Internet Voting

Rising Power: Indian Modernisation

Loosening the Shackles: Chinese Democracy

Securing Natural Resources: Chinese Control of Africa

Out with the Old: Replacing the Dollar

Constructing a Super-State: Expanding the European Union

World Going Dry: Shortages of Water

Black Gold: Scrambling for Oil

Risking Our Future: Global Warming

Upping Sticks: Global Population Moves




					British Politics For Dummies®

			by Julian Knight

				
				[image: 229_x_152_v2_title_c_l_fmt.jpeg]
			

			British Politics For Dummies®

				Published by
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd
The Atrium
Southern Gate
Chichester
West Sussex
PO19 8SQ
England

				Email (for orders and customer service enquires): cs-books@wiley.co.uk

				Visit our Home Page on www.wiley.com

				Copyright © 2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, Chichester, West Sussex, England

				Published by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, Chichester, West Sussex

				All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except under the terms of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 or under the terms of a licence issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd, 90 Tottenham Court Road, London, W1T 4LP, UK, without the permission in writing of the Publisher. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, England, or emailed to permreq@wiley.co.uk, or faxed to (44) 1243 770620.

				Trademarks: Wiley, the Wiley Publishing logo, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, A Reference for the Rest of Us!, The Dummies Way, Dummies Daily, The Fun and Easy Way, Dummies.com and related trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc. and/or its affiliates in the United States and other countries, and may not be used without written permission. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. Wiley Publishing, Inc., is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

				Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: The publisher, the author, and anyone else involved in preparing this work make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation warranties of fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales or promotional materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for every situation. This work is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If professional assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable for damages arising herefrom. The fact that an organization or Website is referred to in this work as a citation and/or a potential source of further information does not mean that the author or the publisher endorses the information the organization or Website may provide or recommendations it may make. Further, readers should be aware that Internet Websites listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when this work was written and when it is read.

				For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department within the US at 877-762-2974, outside the US at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.

				For technical support, please visit www.wiley.com/techsupport.

				Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may not be available in electronic books.

				British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data: A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

				ISBN: 978-0-470-68637-9

				Printed and bound in Great Britain by Bell & Bain Ltd, Glasgow

				10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

				
				[image: 229_x_152_v2_title_c_l_fmt.jpeg]

			

About the Author

				Julian Knight was born in 1972 in Chester. He was educated at the Chester Catholic High School and later Hull University, where he obtained a degree in History.

				Julian has been a journalist since 1998 and has written for the Guardian, Financial Times Group and many other publications. 

				From 2002 to 2007 he was the personal finance and consumer affairs reporter for BBC News. Since 2007 he has been the Money and Property editor of the Independent on Sunday and has won many industry awards for his journalism. Julian is the author of The British Citizenship Test For Dummies, Wills, Probate & Inheritance Tax For Dummies, Retiring Wealthy For Dummies and Cricket For Dummies. 

				He currently lives in west London with a large mortgage. 

				Dedication

				To Liz Barclay for her love and support over many years and to Rachael Chilvers and the team at Wiley for their patience, energy and enthusiasm.

Publisher’s Acknowledgments

We’re proud of this book; please send us your comments through our online registration form located at http://dummies.custhelp.com. 

				Some of the people who helped bring this book to market include the following:

Acquisitions, Editorial, and Media Development

				Project Editor: Rachael Chilvers

				Content Editor: Jo Theedom

				Commissioning Editor: Wejdan Ismail

				Production Manager: Daniel Mersey

				Development Editor: Kathleen Dobie

				Copyeditor: Kate O’Leary

				Proofreader: David Price

				Special Help: Helen Caunce

				Cover Photos: © Stephen Bond / Alamy

				Cartoons: Ed McLachlan

				Composition Services

				Project Coordinator: Lynsey Stanford

				Layout and Graphics: Nikki Gately, Christine Williams

				Proofreaders: Rebecca Denoncour, Melanie Hoffman, Lindsay Littrell, Lauren Mandelbaum

				Indexer: Ty Koontz

				
		
		
			
				Introduction

				Welcome to the fascinating world of British politics. Whether you’re a student wanting to boost your chances of getting that A grade or just want the inside track on the big issues that face not just the UK but also the wider world, this is the book for you.

				I wrote this book for newcomers and students alike so that you can have a one-stop shop to get to know everything you need to know without feeling overwhelmed or intimidated. I explain how Britain became the modern liberal democracy it is today. Thanks to this book, the next time you hear someone say at a dinner table, on the bus or down the pub that ‘politics is all the same’, you’ll be able to tell them why they’re wrong, and why politics and politicians make a fundamental difference to our lives.

				About This Book

				To make your reading experience a little easier, British Politics For Dummies follows certain rules. For example, every time I use a new term or important phrase, I italicise and explain it. The key word or term in a bulleted list is in bold so that it stands out. Occasionally, you see text in grey boxes. These sidebars are full of what I consider interesting information, but they’re not essential to understanding the topic at hand, so you can read them or not as you choose. I explain everything very clearly and try to avoid political gobbledygook.

				When reading a discussion of a particular aspect of politics in one chapter, I refer to another chapter when the information there ties into the issue I’m discussing. You can turn immediately to that chapter or just tuck the number away in your memory and decide to read it next.

				Foolish Assumptions

				Don’t feel intimidated if you know nothing about politics. This book will bring you up to speed, fast. Politics can be complex, and even some seasoned commentators have difficulty grasping some aspects. But before long – after reading this book – you’re going to be transformed into a nailed-on political expert.

				How This Book Is Organised

				To make things easier for you, this book is divided into five parts. Each part focuses on an important aspect of the world of politics.

				Part I: The Basics of Politics

				This part welcomes you into the political jungle. You get to see why politics and politicians are so important and what makes democracy something rather special. I then get all ideological and consider the alternatives to democracy. Finally, I get to Britain and show you how it is that in the first quarter of the 21st century, you’re living in a vibrant democracy – the envy of many countries around the world!

				Part II: Elections and Britain’s Parties

				This part covers how the election process works in the UK. I explore the many different electoral systems used in parliamentary, local and European elections in detail – it’s number-crunching time! I take a good long look at voting behaviour and consider what influences people to vote for which political parties. I introduce the UK’s political parties big and small, as well as cover how the parties organise themselves to get their candidates elected. The increasingly important pressure groups also come under the spotlight, as well as how politicians and the media interact.

				Part III: The Ins and Outs of Parliament

				This part takes you right to the heart of Britain’s ancient democracy. I start with an examination of Britain’s unwritten constitution in determining the role of the monarch and contributing to the strengths and weaknesses of the British way of doing politics.

				I take a stroll down the corridors of power in parliament itself, uncovering the inner workings of the House of Lords and the House of Commons. I look at who limits the power of parliament and how government policies actually make it into laws we all have to obey, or else! I provide a close look at Britain’s most important politician, the prime minister, and how he or she runs the government with the help of the cabinet.

				I go into the nitty-gritty of how the civil service actually enforces the laws drawn up by cabinet and passed by parliament. Donning a wig, I take a look at the role of the judiciary, whose job it is to interpret and uphold the law.

				Part IV: Politics Worldwide

				This part takes you away from the UK into the choppy waters of international politics. First, I examine Britain’s ‘special relationship’ with the US and the ever closer ties being forged with the European Union. From there I look at the major international bodies: the United Nations, with its ultra-powerful Security Council – the closest thing we have to a world government – through to its major economic and development agencies.

				I take in the changing face of NATO, then the rising power of China. Back closer to home, I explain the intricacies of the European Union, its constitution and treaties. Finally, I look at arguably the world’s only super-power, the United States, and its political parties, constitution and, of course, the globe’s number one politician, the US president.

				Part V: The Part of Tens

				The part without which no For Dummies book would be complete, this is packed full of fascinating bits of information that you can store away and draw on whenever you feel like impressing someone with your political knowledge or even sweeping the board at your local pub quiz. This part also gives you some handy inside knowledge on some of the big events that have shaped the political world in which we live.

				Icons Used in This Book

				To help you navigate through this book, keep an eye out for the icons – the little pictures that sit in the margin. They guide you to particular types of information. The icons in this book mean the following things:

				[image: greatfigures.eps] This icon is unique to this book. Every so often I look in depth at a great politician or quirky character from past or present. Politics is full of interesting people!

				[image: jargonbuster.eps] Politics is chock-full of jargon. Fortunately, this book’s mission is to bust it. Whenever you see this icon, you find an explanation of political terms that help you understand just what’s going on in the game.

				[image: politicalspin.eps] This icon is also unique to this book and you won’t see it often. It draws your attention to some of the behind-the-scenes stuff that goes on in the cut and thrust of daily politics. Here’s the info the media managers in the big political parties don’t want you to know!

				[image: remember.eps] Paragraphs with this icon attached contain information that’s especially useful to remember.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] This icon indicates a technical discussion is under way. You can skip this stuff if you want, because it isn’t necessary for an understanding of the basics. If you read it, though, you can boost your political know-how.

				Where to Go from Here

				Don’t be restricted by the order in which the contents of this book appear. This book is designed to be read in several ways. It’s a reference book, so you don’t have to read the chapters in chronological order, from front to back. Of course, if you want, you can read it cover to cover like a novel – and there are quite a few heroes and heroines in politics. Alternatively, you can pick a topic that you’re doing at school or university or you just want to know much more about and read up on it. Or you can just flip through this book, maybe starting with the chapter where I explain the basics of the political game.

				But my favourite way of reading this book – and my editor has made sure I’ve read it a few times now – is to go to Part I outlining the basics of how politics works and then to the sections which interest you or are relevant to your studies. Whatever draws you to politics, British Politics For Dummies has something for you.

				Why is Britain a democracy and not a dictatorship? (Check out Chapter 5.)

				Who is Black Rod and what on earth does he do? (Turn to Chapter 12.)

				What does all the jargon mean? What on earth is a spin doctor? (Chapter 10 explains.)

				What’s so important about the United Nations Security Council? (Head to Chapter 19.)

				In short, it’s up to you how you get to know the world of politics!

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				The Basics of Politics
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			In this part . . .

				This part provides you with an introduction to the world of British politics. If you don’t know politics that well or just want to re-familiarise yourself with the basics, this is the part for you. 

				You get to see what’s so special about democracy and why politicians are considered so important. I go through the nitty-gritty of different political ideologies, examining the alternatives to democracy. I also turn back the clock to see how Britain developed from absolute monarchy to a modern, vibrant democracy but with a very British twist! 

			

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Taking in the Political Universe

				In This Chapter

				Differentiating local and national politics

				Building a very British democracy

				Legislating within the parliament

				Gauging the strength of the democracy

				Scrutinising politicians and the media

				Defining Britain’s place in the world

				Those who are too smart to engage in politics are punished by being governed by those who are dumber.

				Plato, Greek philosopher

				Plato’s quote highlights one – very cynical – way of looking at the wacky (and not so wacky) world of politics. But whatever your view of politics (or for that matter politicians), one thing’s for sure: the laws made by politicians have a direct impact on your life.

				In this Chapter I take a speed-of-light trip around the political universe through the town hall, the newspaper rooms, Buckingham Palace, the UK Houses of Parliament, to the outer reaches of big international bodies such as the European Union and United Nations.

				Time to set out on a political journey of discovery!

				Understanding the Difference between Local and National Politics

				How many politicians do you think you can name? Five, ten, twenty? Well, there are literally thousands of politicians in the UK and many times that number around the globe. The fact that you and I may only be able to name a handful isn’t because we’re not very bright; it’s because most of the politicians out there have a very low profile in the public eye. They may be big figures in their local community but they don’t make any sort of splash on the national stage.

				You can divide politicians into local and national ones. Local politicians get to decide what goes on in a particular village, town or city, whereas national politicians have a say in the laws which govern all our lives. Politicians who’re elected to the House of Commons and the European Parliament can be said to be national ones as they make laws which apply to the whole country not just to a particular village, town or city.

				Here are some of the other key differences between local and national politicians:

				National politicians receive a salary from the state, whereas local politicians are volunteers with normal lives and everyday jobs.

				The actions of national politicians are generally covered in the national media, such as national newspapers and television/radio networks, whereas local politicians gain coverage in local newspapers and on local radio and regional television news.

				The UK is a highly centralised state, which means that the national politicians have lots of power, including the main tax-raising powers, whereas local politicians have to do roughly what the central government says and have much smaller tax-raising powers.

				[image: remember.eps] The overwhelming majority of politicians in the UK are local councillors and parish councillors, often elected by a few hundred or thousand voters.

				[image: jargonbuster.eps] An election for membership of the House of Commons is called a general election, a European parliamentary election is called an election to the European parliament, and a local council election is called – guess what? – a local election.

				Usually, voter turnout (the percentage of eligible voters actually going to the polls to vote) is much higher for general elections than for local or European elections. General elections tend to get much greater media coverage and voters are more interested in who wins. (Chapter 7 talks about the other factors influencing voter turnout.)

				Splitting the Difference: The Devolved Parliament and Assemblies

				The British are noted around the globe for a few things: producing great rock music, drinking too much (but let’s not put that one on the tourist brochures!), writing great literature, creating great art and being a world centre for financial services. But ask any foreigner to name a word which sums up Britain and the British, and tradition would come fairly high up the list. Put simply, we’re not supposed to do change.

				But over the past decade we’ve gone in for political change in a big way. The Labour government of Tony Blair in 1999 set up the Scottish parliament and Welsh and Northern Ireland assemblies.

				The big idea was to move some power away from the government in Westminster and hand it to the peoples – through an elected parliament or assembly – in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This process was called devolution and some say it’s the biggest constitutional change in the UK for 100 years.

				Why introduce devolution? Well, the Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish have different identities and traditions and many in these parts of the UK felt that these had been swamped over many hundreds of years by the more populous English.

				Every four years the people of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland get to elect who they want to sit in their own parliament or assembly; these representatives then make the laws in the policy areas which have been devolved from the UK parliament, for example health care, education or the environment. Plans are afoot to increase the number of powers devolved to the Scottish parliament and Welsh and Northern Ireland assemblies. (For a full rundown of which parliament or assembly does what, check out Chapter 16.)

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] Why do the Scottish have a parliament, while the Welsh and Northern Irish have an assembly? Well, this situation reflects the number of devolved powers that each institution has. A parliament is considered a more important and august body than an assembly. So the Scottish, who have more devolved powers than the Welsh, thus have a parliament rather than an assembly.

				Evolving to Democracy: A Very British Story

				Each democratic nation has trod its very own path to the political system it has today. The US democracy was born when rebels beat the British in the American Revolution, while the French democracy can trace its roots back to the deposition and execution of Louis XVI in 1793 and the revolution that followed.

				The UK too has had its fair share of strife – the odd bloody civil war – and has even chopped one king’s head off (the singularly useless Charles I). But instead of one cataclysmic event such as a war or revolution leading to democracy, the UK has progressed more gradually to the modern liberal democratic society we have today. In fact, the UK is one of only a handful of countries to get rid of its monarch (between 1649 and 1660; see Chapter 5 for more) and then decide to reinstate it.

				Put simply, the British prefer political evolution to revolution and the web of government is built up through a combination of laws, traditions and customs. For example, in legal terms the monarchy is hugely important in the British state; in fact, the government itself is there to serve the monarch. However, through custom and tradition the monarch actually plays a very minor role in the government of the country. Much of the power is vested in the hands of the prime minister (PM) and his or her cabinet.

				[image: remember.eps] The UK, unlike the US for instance, doesn’t have a written constitution. Instead, government is conducted through laws, traditions and customs. This situation is referred to as the UK’s unwritten constitution, which I discuss in Chapter 11.

				An unwritten constitution may sound weak and impracticable but the UK system has stood the test of time. In fact, the UK was one of the few major European countries not to have seen its democracy suppressed by a dictatorship during the twentieth century.

				Assessing the Health of British Democracy

				Some experts suggest that Britons are becoming less interested in politics and the following evidence does seem to bear that analysis out:

				Falling voter turnout. At election time fewer and fewer people are turning out to exercise their democratic right to vote.

				Falling party membership. The three nationwide major political parties – Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat (and by major I mean these parties always have Members of Parliament elected) – have seen their membership numbers plummet over the past decade. Politicians who stand as party candidates rely on help from party members and now have fewer people to offer it.

				However, evidence suggests that people aren’t bored with politics in itself; just with politicians and the main political parties. Some say that media training and the whips’ control over what MPs say in public have made politicians increasingly bland. Smaller political parties like the Green Party and the UK Independence Party (UKIP) have done better at election time in recent years, however, while pressure groups and trade unions continue to enjoy high levels of membership.


				Glancing at the alternatives to democracy

				Sitting in a strong democratic country like the UK it’s easy to think that democracy is a given around the globe. Surely, everyone must see how well it works and can’t live without the freedom of speech and personal liberty that are two hallmarks of democracy.

				But much of the population of the world doesn’t live in a democratic state. In fact, a large number live under regimes where to be an opponent of the government is to risk liberty and even life and limb.

				China, for example, is the world’s most populous nation – with roughly one in four people on the planet being Chinese – yet its people live in a one-party state. All the politicians are drawn from just one party, so people can only vote for the candidates representing it. Ostensibly, the party in government in China is communist, which means it’s supposed to adhere to communist ideals such as common ownership of property and a society free of class or social divides. However, in reality the Chinese Communist Party promotes individual property ownership and individual wealth creation (two very western and democratic ideals) as means to improve the national economy. In effect, China now practises communism-lite.

				This situation hints at a fundamental truth of political systems around the globe: that nearly all of them, to a greater or lesser degree, have some measure of what we recognise as western democratic ideals, such as free speech and the right to make and spend money without huge interference from the state.

				A truly democratic society has to guarantee freedom of the press and the right to protest, as well as hold regular contested elections for government office. The UK, fortunately, ticks all of these boxes and so can be classed as a fully fledged democracy.

				Many different forms of government operate around the globe, from communist regimes to western democracies. Religious leaders even run things in some countries, such as Iran – a system called theocracy. Check out Chapter 4 for more on different types of government.



				In the run up to the invasion of Iraq in 2003, for example, hundreds of thousands of Britons took to the streets in anti-war demonstrations, showing that people do really care about the big global political issues. Likewise, in 2005 before the meeting of the G8 countries (the world’s seven biggest economies, plus Russia) held in Gleneagles in Scotland, hundreds of thousands demonstrated in an attempt to persuade political leaders to do more for the poor in the developing world.

				[image: politicalspin.eps] The expenses scandal of 2009 was a key factor in undermining public confidence in politics and politicians. A host of MPs were found to have claimed for expenses they shouldn’t have and to have worked the system for all they could possibly get. An enormous public furore resulted, which led to scores of MPs deciding to stand down as candidates for the next general election. (Chapter 23 covers this major political scandal and others to boot.)

				Some academics suggest that the way to reverse low voter turnout is to make it easier to vote. They probably have a point. At present, electors usually have to attend a polling station in person in order to cast their ballot, and elections are generally held on a work day. Allowing more postal or online ballots would make voting easier and hopefully encourage more people to do so. Making not voting illegal is another possible solution to low turnout. In Australia, for instance, people who don’t vote are fined. (Chapter 7 has more on reversing falling voter turnout.)

				Paying Homage to the ‘Mother of Parliaments’

				Standing at the very centre of British democracy is the Houses of Parliament in Westminster, London. This great gothic masterpiece, along with the many government ministries within a short walk, is the fulcrum of British political life. Many of the big government policy decisions and laws which affect all Britons’ lives are made in Westminster by the politicians who work there.

				The Houses of Parliament are divided into two distinct parts – the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Although they sit in chambers only a few hundred yards apart and have both been in existence for centuries, the Houses are quite different in terms of who gets to sit in them and the powers and responsibilities of those who do so. Table 1-1 is a quick guide to some of the main differences between the two chambers.

				
					
						
								
								Table 1-1 Comparing the Houses of the UK Parliament

							
						

						
								
								House of Commons

							
								
								House of Lords

							
						

						
								
								Members elected by public vote, called a general election.

							
								
								Members are either appointed by the monarch (on the advice of the prime minister) or have the right to sit as a result of an inherited title.

							
						

						
								
								Laws are proposed, amended and voted down by a majority of members. 

							
								
								A majority of members can vote to amend or oppose legislation but ultimately they can’t go against the wishes of the Commons.

							
						

						
								
								Most of the members belong to a particular political party.

							
								
								Members stay in place for life and tend to be more independent-minded.

							
						

					
				

				The biggest party – in terms of number of seats – in the Commons forms the government, with that party’s leader as prime minister.

				Within the UK’s unwritten constitution, the House of Commons is considered far more important than the House of Lords because most laws start their life there and the government is drawn from members of the biggest party in the Commons. What’s more, under the Parliament Act of 1911, the House of Lords can only halt a law which has passed through the Commons for one year, whereas the Commons can kill laws that have passed through the Lords stone dead. Check out Chapter 12 for more on the House of Commons’ supremacy in Britain’s parliamentary democracy.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] When many people in the UK and around the world think of the Houses of Parliament they don’t picture great debates and dramatic votes on whether or not a law should be passed. They probably think about some of the traditions of the place, such as splendid set-piece occasions like the monarch’s official opening of parliament, the archaic language used by Members of the Lords and Commons when addressing one another and even the tights-wearing and sword-carrying of some of the staff! Chapter 12 lifts the lid on some of the strange goings on and traditions followed in the UK parliament.

				Both members of the House of Commons, called MPs (short for Members of Parliament), and members of the Lords (called peers) can introduce new legislation. However, without the support of MPs, peers have zero chance of seeing their legislative proposals become law. MPs have a better chance of getting their policy proposals made into law but only if they belong to the biggest party in the Commons. (See Chapter 12 for more on how the UK’s complex legislation process actually works.)

				Politicians need civil servants to carry out their policies and the UK has one of the most extensive and highly trained civil services in the world. The civil service has a long history, with members following a well-defined code of ethics which is supposed to guarantee impartiality, integrity and honesty. Check out Chapter 14 for more on the inner workings of the civil service.

				[image: remember.eps] Westminster may be the beating heart of UK politics, but thanks to devolution and membership of the European Union (EU), it’s no longer quite as important as it once was to the making of laws which actually affect your daily life.

				Introducing the Players in the British Political System

				Britain’s long-standing democracy relies on the nation’s politicians, judges and the monarch. Each of these key figures has jobs to do – big and small – in drawing up the laws of the land, running the government of the country, and preserving the freedoms of British citizens and the integrity of our democracy. The effective working of the British political system is based on co-operation between the politicians (elected by you and me), the judges and the monarch.

				Here’s a run-down of the big hitters in the British political system and what role they play in delivering effective democratic government to some 60 million Britons.

				Gazing at the political summit: The central role of the prime minister

				One of the major changes in the UK’s political landscape over the past couple of centuries has been the concentration of a great deal of power in the hands of one person – the prime minister.

				After a general election the leader of the political party with the most members elected to the House of Commons is asked by the monarch to form the government of the country. That party leader becomes prime minister and it’s up to him or her to ensure that the country is governed and the policies his or her party told the electors they’d carry out during the general election campaign are actually followed.

				[image: jargonbuster.eps] In the run-up to a general election every party publishes a manifesto – a collection of policy pledges which the leadership of the political party says it will carry out, if elected.

				In order to be able to govern, the PM has at his or her disposal lots of powers, such as to:

				Select politicians to be in charge of government departments. I cover these ministers and their powers in depth in Chapter 13.

				Draw up a list of potential people for appointment by the monarch to the House of Lords.

				Chair meetings of the cabinet, which comprises the heads of government departments. The cabinet has the say over which legislation is introduced into parliament with the aim of making it into law.

				Determine when another general election is to be held.

				Decide whether the country goes to war and, during wartime, tell commanders what to do.

				The PM’s power derives not only from the office but also from his or her role as the leader of the biggest party in the House of Commons. Party leaders have the power to throw badly behaving politicians out of the party and even to say who should or shouldn’t stand for election as a party candidate. 

				[image: politicalspin.eps] The PM is far and away the most important politician in the country, which means that media attention is centred on what he or she gets up to. Often the PM represents Britain at international conferences and gets to meet up with other world leaders. In fact, some say that the PM has transformed into a president in recent years and is seen by many as effectively the head of state rather than the monarch.

				Declining importance of the MP

				In politics, when one individual becomes more important it usually means that another has become less so. This state of affairs is certainly true when considering the relative importance of the PM and MPs. As more and more power is concentrated in the hands of the PM, the humble MP finds he or she has less and less influence over what’s going on. This change in the balance of power has occurred for a number of reasons, including:

				Whipping. Although it sounds very rude, a whip is actually someone appointed by the party leader to ensure that the party’s MPs vote the way the leader wants. Over the past few decades whips have become more important, keeping a tight grip on how individuals vote and even their public utterances.

				Public apathy. In the past, individual MP’s speeches were widely reported and even backbench MPs were household names. This is no longer the case, with the press reporting far more of what the PM says or does than individual MPs.

				Legislative squeeze. The UK government is a big old institution and the PM and the cabinet take up the overwhelming majority of parliamentary time for debates and votes on new laws they want to see introduced. As a result, individual MPs are finding it harder than ever to get their own bills made into law.

				[image: jargonbuster.eps] An MP who isn’t also a minister or a member of the opposition shadow cabinet team – in effect, opposition party leaders whose specific job it is to confront an individual minister – is referred to as a backbench MP.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] Some 646 MPs sit in the House of Commons. Each MP is elected by a vote held in an individual parliamentary constituency. Who wins the seat is decided by the first-past-the-post system, which simply means that the candidate who polls the most votes wins and takes his or her seat in parliament. (Chapter 6 has more on first past the post and the myriad other voting methods used in elections across the UK.)

				Some people call for electoral reform as they feel that the current system is unfair. Often those elected as MPs haven’t actually polled a majority of votes cast – all they’ve done is attract the most votes. It’s possible under first past the post to win a seat in the House of Commons by getting just one more vote than the candidate finishing second.

				Checking the power of the politicians: The judiciary

				The UK judiciary is independent. Judges are servants of the monarch and their job is to uphold and interpret the law of the land. The judiciary, through the new UK Supreme Court, provides an important check on the power of government, particularly in the area of civil liberties.

				The laws of the land are set by parliament but they don’t cover every eventuality, and the judiciary has its powers in interpreting particular laws. The web of hundreds of years of judgements in different cases – called legal precedent – in effect sets out what’s legal and what isn’t. However, legal precedent set by the courts can be washed away by a new law passed by parliament.

				[image: jargonbuster.eps] Laws made by the UK parliament are called statute law, and form the premier law of the land. However, laws passed by the European parliament have equal standing with statute law.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] The UK doesn’t have one or two legal systems; it actually has three. England and Wales share the same legal system, while Scotland and Northern Ireland each have their own. The patchwork of laws and courts in the UK is highly complex but if you want the inside track, check out Chapter 15.

				The UK’s three legal systems all operate according to a hierarchical system. This system means that the decision reached by the highest court in the land – now the UK Supreme Court in most cases – is binding on all lower courts and also sets a future legal precedent.

				The European Convention on Human Rights was adopted in UK law in the 1998 Human Rights Act. As a result, if someone feels their human rights have been violated they can go to a UK court and have it decide on the matter, rather than go to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. If that court decides that the individual’s human rights have been violated, that violation has to stop!

				Mixing in the monarch

				The monarchy has been of crucial importance in British history. The first kings of England came to the throne over a thousand years ago and, although their descendants have found their powers reduced, modern monarchs still have their role to play in British life and politics. As head of state, the monarch isn’t just a tourist attraction! In the UK’s unwritten constitution, the monarch’s powers include opening and dissolving parliament, appointing the prime minister, giving consent to bills passed by parliament (without this consent a bill can’t become law) and appointing bishops and members of the House of Lords.

				While the monarch appears to have a lot of power, in reality it’s largely ceremonial. For example, the power to appoint the prime minister sounds great but it’s a constitutional convention that the monarch must appoint the leader of the biggest party in the House of Commons. Likewise, the power to appoint members of the House of Lords is curtailed by the fact that the monarch only does so in accordance with the advice of the prime minister.

				[image: remember.eps] Under a convention of the UK’s unwritten constitution, the monarch must always take the advice of his or her ministers – that is, the elected government.

				Most Britons, when asked, support the idea of the monarchy but a substantial minority (usually around a quarter) would prefer it to be abolished. They argue that the monarchy is outdated, elitist and costs too much. However, the UK shows no signs of becoming a republic (a state that doesn’t have a monarch) anytime soon; all the main political parties – even the Scottish Nationalists – support the idea of a monarchy.

				Coming under Greater Scrutiny: Politics in the Media

				You wouldn’t guess that there was widespread apathy towards politics in the UK if you turned on the TV, radio or opened up a newspaper. Politics is a major talking point on the airwaves and in the columns of most of the newspapers. In fact, as voter turnout has fallen, the actual coverage of politics has increased, thanks in particular to the advent of 24-hour TV news stations. With so much time to fill, even the slightest piece of political gossip or smallest policy proposal is pored over continuously. Likewise, the private lives of many politicians have been held up to the bright lights of media scrutiny and, as far as some of the general public are concerned, when it comes to politicians, familiarity breeds contempt. (See Chapter 10 for more on politics and the media.)

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] Despite the march of blogs and the Internet, the newspaper industry is still hugely important in the UK media. What’s written in the papers can have quite an influence on the behaviour of politicians. For example, in October 2009 the UK’s biggest selling daily newspaper The Sun came out in support of the Conservative party and its leader David Cameron – abandoning in the process the Labour government and PM Gordon Brown – and caused quite a stir.

				In the UK, each of the national newspapers supports one of the main political parties. For example, the Daily Mail and Daily Telegraph support the Conservative Party, while the Daily Mirror and Guardian support the Labour Party. Sometimes, a paper will switch its allegiance; for example, prior to the 1997 general election the Financial Times declared its support for Labour but in 2005 they switched back to the Conservatives.

				As with everything else in life, the Internet is playing a more important role in politics, particularly in the US but here in the UK too. Politicians are increasingly using social networking sites, Twitter and blogs to get their message across to large numbers of eager readers. Political pundits and the average citizens can bypass the main media outlets and counteract what they see as biased reporting or just say what they want without journalistic scrutiny! (Chapter 10 talks about the burgeoning role of the Internet in politics.)

				Britain: Making Its Way in the European Union

				Few Britons probably understood just what they were getting into when the UK joined the European Economic Community (now called the European Union, or EU) in 1973.

				The EU has metamorphosed from a group of West European nations trying to create a free trade area and improve economic co-operation into what many see as a super state of 27 countries and 500 million people. The EU has its own flag, anthem and parliament. What’s more, the laws made by the EU apply in the UK and other member countries. This situation has changed the legal landscape in the UK and means that the government has to always consider whether or not its actions are in accord with European law.

				But the EU has been changed by Britain’s membership too. It was the British government that pushed for greater powers for the EU parliament within the constitution of the EU (see Chapter 20 for more on this) and for the entry of poorer countries from eastern Europe.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] The EU has its own currency – the euro. In under a decade the euro has become the second most used currency in the world behind the US dollar.

				Many say that EU membership has been a good thing for the UK. For example, the overwhelming majority of UK exports go to member states of the EU. Likewise, Britons are free to travel and work in any EU country of their choosing.

				Looking Further Afield: The UK and the Wider World

				The EU is crucial to the UK and its trade but it’s not the only game in town. The UK has a major advantage in international commerce – the English language. Combined with strong historic ties with former colonies which now form the Commonwealth and the so-called ‘special relationship’ with the United States, the UK is a major economy and international power.

				Looking east, the rise of China and India present huge challenges and opportunities for British government policymakers and business.

				On the international stage, the UK is a member of the United Nations, a permanent member of the UN Security Council and the G8 and G20 (G8 is the group of the eight most developed economies and G20 are the G8 nations plus a dozen nations whose economies are developing fast), as well as countless other international organisations.

				[image: remember.eps] The UK is one of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, along with China, France, Russia and the US. This membership gives the UK the right to veto UN resolutions, which are basically international laws. (Chapter 19 covers the work of the UN Security Council.)

				The UK isn’t just a major economic power; it’s also a key member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), a military body which can deploy well-equipped armed forces nearly anywhere in the world. NATO was originally set up to defend western Europe against the threat of a Soviet invasion in the aftermath of the Second World War.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Understanding Why Politics and Politicians Are Important

				In This Chapter

				Explaining different types of authority

				Understanding the purpose of politics

				Looking at what politicians do

				Examining some of the big issues politicians face

				Participating in the process as an activist

				Most politicians aren’t short on ego! They love the sound of their own voice, their name in the papers and their picture on the box. But they do have, at least in part, good reason for their egos because, love them or loathe them, politicians are important. To name but a few of their jobs in a democracy like Britain’s: politicians make the laws, negotiate international treaties, and even decide whether to go to war. They’re also responsible for meeting the challenges of the major issues – from poverty in the developing world to fighting global warming – which affect not just the UK but the world. Yes, that’s a lot of power!

				As for politics itself – it’s all around you, permeating your life. If you look out of your front window and see a road, it’s there because a politician took a political decision that it should be built. Turn on your lights; they work because a politician (perhaps the same one) took a political decision to build a new power plant. And, of course, discussion of politics – political events and political controversies – pops up on your television and radio or in your newspaper all the time. 

				In this chapter I look at all the reasons why politics and politicians play such an important role in all of our lives.

				Looking at Different Types of Authority

				I’m going to get all scientific on you for a moment. Not test tubes and lab coats but the wacky world of the political scientist, whose job it is to see patterns in the conduct of politics, from tribes in the darkest, deepest Amazon rainforest to the inner workings of the US president’s White House.

				One of the big names in political science and philosophy at the start of the 20th century was the German intellectual Max Weber. Weber looked at the world of politics and how politicians – and everyone in authority in the country – gained and held their power. He came up with three types of authority, as follows:

				Traditional authority. People choose to obey authority figures because of national traditions and customs. The UK’s unwritten constitution is largely based on traditions and customs. For example, the monarch in the UK has many legal powers but through tradition and custom much of this power is actually exercised by the prime minister.

				Charismatic authority. A leader has a big personality and qualities which make him or her stand out. This charisma persuades others to follow what the leader says, which in turn gives the leader power. The fascist leaders Hitler and Mussolini are recognised as having drawn much of their power from charisma, although they used it in a destructive way.

				Legal authority. People generally respect the law, so a person who gains office through legal means automatically has authority. For instance, in the US, much of the authority of government is outlined in the country’s constitution, which is a legal document. Americans respect their nation’s constitution and as a result respect those who hold political office by playing by the rules of the constitution. The president, for example, has to win his (there haven’t as yet been any female presidents) party’s nomination and then win the election to office. This process is what gives the president authority, not charisma or tradition.

				[image: remember.eps] No country’s political system fits perfectly into just one authority model. The power of the UK prime minister, for instance, can largely be said to rely on a mix of traditional and legal authority – and occasionally, in the case of Winston Churchill during the Second World War, for example – charismatic authority can be thrown into the mix too.

				[image: jargonbuster.eps] Political scientists draw a distinction between the exercise of authority and coercion. Put simply, coercion is when people obey because they’re afraid of the consequences of disobedience – dictatorships often rely on a heavy dose of coercion. Authority is when people obey because they regard who’s telling them what to do as having some legitimacy – traditional, legal, charismatic or a combination. People will even obey when they don’t agree with what they’re being asked to do. Generally, politicians and political systems relying on authority last a good deal longer than those using coercion.

				Deciphering the Ultimate Purpose of Politics

				‘So, what’s the point of politics?’ is the sort of question you hear down the pub on a Friday night, normally followed by the statement ‘Politicians are all the same!’ But understanding why politics exists is a serious question. Political scientists have been busy coming up with their own reasons for why much of the media and our lives are dominated by politics and politicians.

				[image: remember.eps] Politics serves to:

				Resolve conflict. Some groups in society are simply opposed to one another. People in favour of the better road network and those in favour of protecting the environment and rural landscape are opposed over whether or not to allow more motorways. Now these two groups, although protesting against one another, don’t actually come to blows and start killing one another (at least I hope not) because they have access to politicians to press their views. In short, politics helps take some of the heat out of conflicts and provides a forum for the peaceful airing of views.

				Encourage compromise. Not everyone agrees about everything. In fact, you put ten people in a room and you’re unlikely to get any of them to agree about anything straight away; the only way they’ll agree is through compromise. But how do you get people to compromise with one another for the greater good? Politics is the best answer we have to this question. People will accept things happening that they don’t agree with because they respect the political process – either its traditions or its legality. It may not seem the case when you see raucous scenes in the House of Commons with political opponents criticising one another, but politics pours oil over troubled waters and encourages compromise.

				Accommodate different interests. Politics is an outlet for pressure groups, which I talk about in Chapter 9. Pressure groups are professional bodies which have expertise and policy objectives skewed to one particular area of society. For example, the British Medical Association has a keen interest in how the National Health Service is run. Pressure groups are important in society and their views find expression through politics; they often lobby government ministers hard for changes in the law or the pursuit of a particular policy.

				Determine who exercises power. In all societies someone, somewhere has to be in charge. Politics is the means by which the people decide which individual or collection of individuals should govern. In the UK, for instance, roughly 45 million people are registered to vote. These millions elect around 650 Members of Parliament and the party with the biggest grouping of these MPs goes on to form the government of the country. The daily cut and thrust of politics creates an impression in voters’ minds regarding which candidate and party they’d like to cast their vote for at the next election.

				Gauging the Role of Politicians

				Whether or not you love them, loathe them or are just indifferent (and most people seem to be in the latter two camps), politicians are there for good reason. They can have a huge impact on the lives of ordinary individuals and the future of great nations and can even decide if countries go to war or live in peace.

				Making the law

				The key job of politicians the world over is to make the laws that govern society. These laws can be big and sweeping, encompassing fundamental changes to the way the economy and society are run or they can be small and technical, tinkering with existing laws to make them, hopefully, better.

				Politicians may introduce draft laws to be voted upon and speak up for them but the actual writing of the laws is more often than not undertaken by civil servants, who I talk about in Chapter 14. Civil servants are also responsible for seeing that government policy is implemented and that it stays within the law of the land.

				[image: remember.eps] Politicians making laws is all very good, but they also need a functioning court system to carry these laws out. In addition, a competent and hopefully honest police force is needed to catch those who break the laws. The UK is fortunate as it’s widely seen as possessing a capable judiciary, tested court system and a police force which is noted for its incorruptibility (relative to some other nations).

				Changing the constitution and the way government works

				Politicians can alter who does what in the government of the country. They do so through changing the constitution. The process of changing the UK’s unwritten constitution is a fairly simple matter. All that’s needed is for a majority of MPs to vote in favour of a new law changing what a part of government does, and for this law then to be approved by the House of Lords and signed off by the monarch.

				[image: remember.eps] The UK’s unwritten constitution relies on a combination of written laws and unwritten traditions and customs. It’s possible to change the way government works either through changing the law or through a tradition or custom altering over time.

[image: technicalstuff_1.eps]

				Changing the constitution

				The UK constitution can change in a couple of different ways, as the following examples illustrate:

				By custom. In 1688 the unpopular monarch James II was overthrown. James had brought this situation on himself by ignoring the views of prominent politicians in parliament. After the Glorious Revolution, as James’s ouster was called, it became the custom that the monarch could act only on the advice of ministers – that is, the monarch had to do what he or she was told by the leading politicians of the country.

				By law. Just over two hundred years after James’s reign ended, a constitutional crisis arose over a disagreement between the House of Lords and the House of Commons. The Parliament Act of 1911 solved this disagreement by changing the law (and thereby the constitution) so that the House of Lords could only delay rather than vote down laws passed by the House of Commons.



				Ensuring a more controlled state

				In essence, the politician, particularly in a democracy, has to act as society’s conciliator. A politician’s job is to listen to the opinions of business, groups of professionals and individuals, and to design government policy that best reflects these views and brings these groups into agreement.

				In addition, politicians oversee the civil service. Politicians have the power to hire and fire underperforming civil servants or those who fail to work for the public good. In some countries politicians also control the judiciary and even the religious leaders.

				Think of politicians as the string holding the elements of much of government and society together. The leadership of politicians is what prevents different groups in society from coming into conflict.

				Galvanising the country in times of crisis

				Cometh the hour, cometh the politician. It often falls to politicians to help bring the people of a country together in times of crisis. When an epidemic breaks out, people look to the politicians for leadership and to ensure that the government is 100 per cent focused on providing care for the sick and finding a cure. In 2009, with fears mounting over a worldwide H1N1 flu pandemic, it fell to the Labour government’s minister of health – at the time, Alan Johnson – to co-ordinate the response, stockpiling anti-viral drugs and clearing space in emergency wards for the anticipated rush of cases.

				[image: greatfigures.eps] Political reputations can be won and lost at times of crisis. In late 1940, with the UK facing defeat at the hands of Germany in the Second World War, the country was inspired by the great speeches and leadership of Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Churchill’s reputation as a great leader was cemented forever. At the same time, in contrast, the French leadership crumbled in the face of military defeats at the hands of the Germans. The government disintegrated into factions and a disorganised rabble. This response destroyed the reputations of all the politicians involved. They’d failed the ultimate test of the politician – the crisis!

				Listening to constituents

				In the UK and many other democracies around the globe, politicians are elected to represent a particular locality. In the UK, even the prime minister is elected to parliament by people living in a locality. For example, Gordon Brown was elected by the voters of Dunfermline, Tony Blair by those of Sedgefield and, before him, PM John Major by those of Huntingdon.

				This close interaction between politicians and the public is one of the strengths of the UK political system. All MPs run a weekly surgery where their constituents can come in to see them and discuss their problems. These surgeries are a good way of keeping politicians grounded in ordinary life and mean that the public feel that they have a hotline to those in power. It is one of the key jobs of politicians, in democracies, to represent each and every one of us.

				[image: remember.eps] By convention in the UK, the prime minister must be an elected MP rather than an appointed member of the House of Lords. The last time a prime minister was also a lord was over 100 hundred years ago.

				Not only MPs represent the interests of constituents; thousands of local councillors across the length and breadth of the country also do so. These councillors are elected by a few thousand voters living in a ward. Their job is to listen to the views of people in their ward and ensure that local services are delivered efficiently. Most of the contact that members of the public have with politicians is with local councillors rather than MPs or government ministers. See Chapter 16 for more on local government in the UK.

				Working for the good of the country

				Politicians are meant to do what’s best for the national interests of their country. At European Union (EU) summit meetings, for example, the British prime minister is meant to stand up for Britain’s national interests first. If a new EU law is proposed which may damage Britain’s economy or impair the civil liberties of its citizens, the public expects the prime minister and the government as a whole to oppose it tooth and nail.

				In fact, along with ensuring the defence of the country, one of the absolute must-do’s of government is always to represent national interest.

				Tackling the Big Issues: The Current Challenges Facing Politicians

				The world can be a dangerous, turbulent place and even countries with a long tradition of political and economic stability – like the UK – still have to face up to major threats. And in an increasingly globalised world, these threats seem more acute than ever; incidents thousands of miles away can suddenly snowball into massive global events.

				Of course, it would be nice to light up the Bat signal or call on Superman when problems happen but that’s the world of comic books. In the real world, the humble (and not so humble) politicians are the best thing we have for solving crises and ensuring peace and prosperity for as many people as possible.

				It’s the job of politicians to negotiate with one another and co-ordinate so that government can meet the challenges and defeat the dangers facing the world in the second decade of the 21st century. As well as the day-to-day issues – both big and small – that politicians face, they have to address some big themes too. No single politician is expected to come up with a complete answer to problems on their own, but as a collective politicians have to face up to and deal with the big issues highlighted in the following sections, which dominate the political landscape not just in the UK but around the globe.

				[image: remember.eps] All of the issues outlined are of epoch-defining import. Day to day, most politicians deal with far more mundane fare, such as National Health Service waiting list times or whether a weekly or fortnightly refuse collection service is more suitable. However, many of the issues covered in the next sections – such as the economy and protecting the environment – actually influence decisions taken on what may seem less important matters.

				Keeping up living standards – it’s the economy, stupid!

				When he was campaigning for the US presidency in 1992, Bill Clinton’s campaign famously posted the slogan, ‘It’s the economy, stupid!’ in campaign headquarters to keep everyone focused on that major talking point.

				The economy is an issue in most elections, in most democracies, in most years. Electors like to see their standard of living – which is the money they earn and the goods and services available to them – increase year after year. Most of the time this scenario is what happens but occasionally the economy goes into recession, jobs are lost and people get poorer.

				Understandably, during economic downturns the economy comes to the fore in voters’ minds. But even when things only go a little wrong or show signs of potentially going wrong, the economy can race to the top of the list of hot political topics. Normally, governments up for election during a period of poor economic news are beaten by their opponents.

				[image: remember.eps] It’s seen as the job of politicians to ensure that the right conditions are in place for the economy to grow, but how do they do that? Well, although the government isn’t omnipotent as far as the economy goes, it can have quite an influence through the following methods:

				Setting tax policy. The government takes a certain percentage of people’s earnings and business profits through taxation. By adjusting the amount of money they take in tax, the government can leave people and businesses with more or less money to spend in the shops or invest. Generally, high taxes reduce economic growth while lower taxes increase it.

				Targeting government spending. Government spending is hugely important to the economy and accounts for around 40 per cent of the UK’s total economic output. By adjusting this spending, either up or down, the government can have a massive influence on economic activity.

				Deregulation. Most businesses the world over complain of government red tape. The argument goes – and it’s a very solid one – that if you cut this red tape and allow businesses to do what they’re good at – doing business and making money – then wider society will benefit and everyone will get richer.

				 The flip side to this argument – and, again, it’s a solid viewpoint – is that business must be regulated properly to ensure that the pursuit of wealth and profit doesn’t damage wider society. For example, although it’s expensive, chemical manufacturers should have to dispose of their waste safely; dumping it could cause environmental damage and risk human health.

				The government doesn’t try to create as much economic growth as it can, as doing so would have all sorts of consequences. For starters, high economic growth often leads to sharp rises in inflation, which can be especially harmful to poorer people. Likewise, a country focused purely on economic growth is likely to be polluted and to poorly protect workers’ rights. The government’s job – and thus that of politicians – is to balance the concerns of the few with the wider interests of society.

				Following on from the credit crunch of 2008 and the subsequent economic recession, the government announced a massive programme of quantitative easing – which, in its simplest terms, means the printing of more money as a means of stimulating economic activity. In short, the government was hoping to put more money in the hands of business, government departments and individuals in the hope that they’d spend it on goods and services and thereby ease the recession and return the country to economic growth.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] A country is deemed to be in recession if it’s suffered two consecutive quarters – six months in total – of negative economic growth; that is, the economy has shrunk in size rather than grown. Whether the economy shrinks or increases in size is measured by the Office of National Statistics. Its job is to collect data on what’s going on in the economy and wider UK society in order that politicians can make better-informed decisions.

				[image: greatfigures.eps] The current governor of the Bank of England is Mervyn King. King is the UK’s number one banker. As governor, King’s job is to head up the monetary policy committee, which comprises nine prominent economists and bankers and is responsible for setting the base interest rate. This rate is crucial because all the banks and building societies use it as a base from which to set their own interest rates on loans. The governor, under instruction from the Chancellor of the Exchequer (a politician), also has to decide on how much new money to print and must increasingly oversee the activities of the banking sector as a whole. The governor is appointed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer. The governor is either re-appointed or replaced by the Chancellor every five years. In the City of London – so crucial to the health of the British economy – the governor is the biggest of the big cheeses!

				Saving the planet

				Superheroes are always being charged with saving the planet but in reality the normally suited and booted and middle-aged politician is the one who takes on the job.

				There’s little doubt that the industrialisation of the globe, the explosion in the number of cars, and modern air travel have the potential to kill the planet. The globe is warming, the polar ice caps are melting and sea levels are rising. And all this – scientists warn us – is just the start of a process which could have untold consequences for humanity.

				As you can imagine, the issue of the environment is one of the biggest if not the biggest facing politicians around the globe. However, dramatic environmental change doesn’t occur in a short period of time – in 5, 10 or even 20 years. No, we’re looking at 50, 100 or even several centuries hence when the environmental doomsday scenarios outlined by scientists are actually likely to come to pass. The problem with developing a long-term strategy to deal with this environmental crisis is that politicians come and go relatively quickly – the longest-serving British PM for the past 100 years was Margaret Thatcher, and she was in Downing Street for just 11 years – and they also have their eye on the next election. It can be difficult for politicians to make unpopular decisions in the short term in order to help ease a problem which is likely to only start having a major impact when they’ve long departed the political stage, or even after, to put it bluntly, they’re dead.

				In relation to the environment, politicians are often accused of short-term thinking and policy choices. But in recent years the issue of the environment has steadily moved up the list of subjects that electors are concerned about and with it some politicians have shown an inclination to make the unpopular decisions which may be necessary if humanity is to prosper beyond the 21st century.

				The steps politicians take to ease global warming include the following:

				Make laws to limit carbon emissions. Governments have the power to make new laws which cap the amount of harmful CO2 emissions released by airlines and petrochemical companies, for example. Although laws can be backed up through prosecutions if necessary, at present the UK prefers to use persuasion and financial incentives to try to encourage businesses to emit less CO2.

				Keep a lid on government emissions. One of the biggest polluters is actually the government itself through the actions of its bureaucracy, military and health service workers. In fact, the government in the UK accounts for some 40 per cent of all economic output. It follows, therefore, that the government can cut a heap of the nation’s CO2 emissions. And it’s up to the politicians to make the policy for civil servants to follow to see that this emissions cut happens.

				Co-ordinate a global strategy. Global warming, as the name suggests, is a global problem and it therefore needs – you guessed it – a global solution. Governments get together every so often to discuss how each of them is facing up to the problem. So far many of these climate change conferences, such as the one held in Copenhagen in December 2009, have attracted criticism for being little more than talking shops, and cynics have suggested that many of the promises made are later broken. But ultimately it is only through politicians and governments around the globe coming to agreement, and crucially meeting the terms of those agreements, that global warming is going to be eased.

				UK politicians often say that, as a country, the UK can’t itself do much about global warming, and they have a point. China, for example, is opening a new coal-fired power station each fortnight, while the UK takes years to decide whether or not it needs to build much more environmentally cleaner nuclear power stations. The UK is home to about 1 per cent of the world’s population and is responsible for roughly 2.5 per cent of the emissions linked to global warming. However, the Labour government of Gordon Brown has agreed to cut emissions and it is a key goal of UK diplomats to get other countries to do the same.

				[image: politicalspin.eps] Blaming the newly industrialising Chinese or Indians for the recent expansion in harmful CO2 emissions is easy – and many environmental campaigners do. However, the governments of these two emerging economic super-powers make a simple point when being lectured by Western nations and environmental bodies: they say that all they’re trying to do is enjoy the same standard of living as the West has enjoyed for years and that, even now, the Westerners – and particularly Americans – emit more harmful CO2 per head than the Indians and Chinese combined.

				Bringing an end to world poverty

				Read any history book and it will tell you that poverty has always been with us. But nowadays politicians around the globe are more aware of the inequities of global poverty. They question the fairness of a situation in which a couple of billion people live in relative luxury – have adequate food, clothing and heat – while another couple of billion are struggling for survival crippled by disease and poverty. Just look at the ultimate indicator of poverty and wealth: in wealthy Japan the average woman can expect to live well into her 80s; in civil strife-torn Zimbabwe the average man can expect to die before he reaches 40. Enough said!

				But poverty – like global warming – is one of those giant issues that is well beyond the scope of even the most dynamic of politicians or any single government. It requires a global solution, with many politicians coming together.

				However only of late, through campaigns such as Make Poverty History, has the uncertain state of many countries and people in the developing world come to the fore. How poverty is tackled is a matter of some debate but in meetings of the G8 and G20 – the international bodies which bring together the world’s biggest economies – the following ways to help the developing world avoid the poverty trap have been identified by politicians:

				Forgive debts. It may seem hard to believe, but some incredibly poor nations, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, owe huge sums to international banks, foreign governments and the World Bank. In fact, until recently governments across Africa had to repay more in interest each year on loans than they gained through aid from richer countries. In effect, the developing world throughout the 1980s and 1990s was actually handing over more money than it was receiving from the wealthy – normally Western – nations.

				Under PMs Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, the UK government has taken a leading role in trying to persuade other rich nations to forgive African debts in particular. Their argument is that the paying of interest on often decades-old loans was causing these nations to remain poor. Prompted by the UK, many countries around the globe have agreed a timetable for reducing and forgiving debts but some anti-poverty campaigners still say doing so isn’t enough.

				Target aid. At present, Western governments such as the UK contribute on average 0.5 to just over 1 per cent of their national income in aid projects for the benefit of the developing world. Now this may not seem enough but when you combine all the monies flowing in from the G8 and G20 member nations it can make quite a tidy pile of cash, which can then be given to the government of the country in need of aid and United Nations agencies to be spent on infrastructure investment in the developing world, such as clean water supplies, better hospitals, schools and transport links. However, some countries have actually reneged to some extent on their aid promises and anti-poverty campaigners say that, long term, more money is needed.

				Promote good governance. One of the biggest problems facing the developing world is poor governance. Politicians and military leaders are often corrupt, incompetent or a combination of the two. All too often in recent history, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, government aid money has been spent on weapons or simply embezzled. Some of the abuses by government leaders in these countries are simply shocking, with corrupt politicians siphoning off millions if not hundreds of millions of pounds into their own bank accounts.

				Giving a developing world government lots of aid is pointless if it doesn’t have the means – through honest civil servants and government officials – to spend the money on the right projects. Trying to ensure proper governance is absolutely key to seeing that a combination of aid and debt forgiveness actually leads to improvements in the standard of living for ordinary people.

				Fighting terrorism

				If you’d asked a politician from the UK or US to rank the importance of Islamic terrorism on 10 September 2001, they probably wouldn’t have put it very high on their list of must-tackle jobs. But on 11 September 2001, following the killing of thousands of US civilians by Islamic extremist terrorists, suddenly terrorism became one of the most important issues facing politicians around the globe.

				The ‘War on Terror’, as it was dubbed by former US president George W. Bush, has been a game-changing event. US and UK foreign policy has been geared towards the elimination of the Islamic terrorist threat, with very mixed results. Invasions of Afghanistan and later Iraq were either wholly or partly justified by the need to bring Islamic terrorists to book. However, both these wars have proved unpopular and a source of disagreement between politicians.

				Even nearly a decade on from 9/11, politicians in the UK and elsewhere are still faced with the massive problem of trying to protect their own civilians from an enemy which is well organised and highly secretive. In the UK, in particular, politicians have faced the quandary of trying to curtail domestic-bred Islamic terrorism while simultaneously preserving long-standing civil rights.

				[image: politicalspin.eps] One of the biggest arguments in British politics of recent years concerns the right of the police to hold people suspected of terrorist crimes in custody without charge. At one time, former Labour PM Tony Blair wanted the police to be able to hold people on suspicion of terrorist activity for up to 90 days without charge. This proposal provoked outrage from some civil rights bodies and opposition MPs. It was eventually agreed by a vote in parliament to allow 28-day detention but the arguments still rumble on all the same.

				Reckoning with the decline of Western dominance

				The Western powers such as the US and UK have been the wealthiest, strongest militarily and most economically successful for the past few hundred years. In fact, just over 100 years ago even China looked set to be colonised by white Europeans and India was ruled by the British.

				Oh, how times have changed! The economic powerhouses of the 21st century are likely to be China and India, and even America isn’t as powerful as it once was (I talk more about this in Chapter 21). How to manage this relative change in the global pecking order peacefully is a key political issue for politicians around the globe.

				For example, what role should China – which has a very dodgy human rights record indeed – play in big international bodies such as the G20, World Bank and other UN agencies? Likewise, what about preserving economic stability in a world where massive trade imbalances exist between East and West (in short, the East produces most of the manufactured goods which are bought by the West)?

				Taking Matters into Your Own Hands: Becoming an Activist

				Okay, politicians are important but they’re not the be-all and end-all of politics. Ordinary individuals can and do make a difference not just to the course of political debate but to actual events, and help shape what happens. They do so by being activists, which, as the name suggests, means that they take action.

				You can be an activist in a variety of ways:

				Participate in public demonstrations. In countries like the UK, groups and individuals are free to protest through peaceful demonstrations, carrying banners and shouting slogans. Protestors aim to get their views across to both politicians and other citizens.

				Use the media. Doing an action, granting an interview or otherwise attracting media coverage are effective ways to publicise your views to a large number of people. Activists that get lots of media coverage can often be successful. (Chapter 10 has more on the media and politics.)

				Take part in direct action. Direct action is normally associated with forms of protest that can be violent at times. The idea is to show the public and politicians that you feel so strongly about an issue that you’re willing to take extreme measures. But a less confrontational type of direct action is to actually try to help those that you’re calling on politicians to help. For example, a pressure group looking for better rights for asylum seekers will have volunteer lawyers available to help fight their cases in court. This type of direct action is more about giving up your time and energy to the cause to make a difference.

				You can rarely make much of a difference as an activist on your own. Instead, you need to form or join a pressure group of like-minded people, which I talk more about in Chapter 9.

				[image: remember.eps] In democratic countries like the UK, activists sometimes do see their policy proposals make it into law. But for this to happen, they need to convince the politicians that what they’re calling for is the right thing to do and has the support of the wider general public. So, in reality, activists need politicians and do in fact often try to meet MPs and ministers to promote their cause.

				[image: politicalspin.eps] Sometimes politics as we know it simply breaks down. Groups of people take to the streets with the aim of toppling the government, which is called a revolution. These are incredibly rare in Britain – although violent street protests are far from unknown in dear old Blighty. East Germany probably provides the best example of revolution in recent times. In 1989, people took to the streets fed up with the tyrannical communist regime; their actions led to its collapse and the eventual re-unification of East and West Germany under a democratic government.

			

			
				
			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Looking at Participatory Democracy

				In This Chapter

				Qualifying what is meant by democracy

				Examining different types of democracy

				Laying bare the rights that British citizenship brings

				Looking at the strengths and weaknesses of Britain’s democracy

				Considering growing voter apathy

				You take it as read that you live in a democracy and most of the people you know from overseas probably live in a democracy as well. But what does the word democracy mean and how do you as an individual benefit from living under this system and use it to change the society you live in?

				In this chapter, I look at the ins and outs of Britain’s unique democracy and how it affects your life.

				Understanding What Qualifies as a Democracy

				[image: jargonbuster.eps] Democracy is a system of government where the people – either the general public, or their elected representatives – basically run the show. It’s either the general public or their elected representatives who decide what the government of the country should do. The great nineteenth century US president Abraham Lincoln talked in his famous Gettysburg address about ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’, and that’s about the best definition of democracy you can find.

				Dozens of democratic countries exist across the globe, for example the United States, India, France, Japan and, of course, dear old Blighty. But no two democracies are identical; each has its own twist on the democratic theme.

				The US political system, for instance, is two-tiered, with state and federal governments elected in different ways and each part exercising very distinct power. Elections are held for all branches of government, from the president down to the local sheriff. In Britain, on the other hand, until the advent of the Scottish parliament and Welsh and Northern Irish assemblies (see Chapter 16 for more on these) government was centralised, with many of the laws of the land passed by the UK parliament, and electors having the right to change the government in power usually only every four or five years.

				[image: remember.eps] Regardless of the approach to democracy a country takes, in order for a nation to be deemed democratic its elections must have some key traits:

				They must be held regularly for both local and national government positions.

				They must be free and fair so no one is pressured into voting a particular way and ballots are cast anonymously.

				The overwhelming majority of the population must be eligible to vote (some groups such as prisoners or the insane may be excluded in some countries).

				[image: politicalspin.eps] Holding elections doesn’t automatically mean that a country is a democracy. Sometimes, countries which are very far from democracies call themselves democratic merely because they hold elections of some type. But elections to a talking shop (an unproductive, bureaucratic and self-serving organisation) or to a rubber stamp institution for a dictator aren’t true democratic elections. Examples of countries which were clearly not democracies but held elections include:

				During the Cold War (which ran from 1945–91, with the Soviet Union on one side and Western democracies on the other), East Germany called itself the German Democratic Republic (or GDR). They did so despite being a communist state and having a brutal secret police quelling all opposition to the government. However, the top brass of the GDR believed calling themselves a democracy was legitimate because the party which ran the country had a huge membership and party officials were elected by ballots of party members.

				Former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein regularly held elections in which he and his cronies were voted into power with an astonishing 99 per cent of the votes cast. Such results aren’t the effect of free and fair elections; that the Iraqi people were frightened by years of murderous activity by Hussein’s secret police and afraid to vote against his regime is much more likely.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] In some fledgling democracies or countries in which elections are being held for the first time ever, it’s usual for observers from the United Nations and European Union to be asked in to verify that the election is indeed free and fair.

				Starting with Athenian direct democracy

				The UK is often referred to as one of the world’s oldest democracies, and it is. But long before anyone thought to create a parliament – in fact, about the same time as Britons were discovering that wheels are best if they’re round – a flourishing democracy was up and running in the Mediterranean, in Athens to be precise.

				The great Greek philosopher Aristotle defined the Athenian democracy of his day as ‘rule by the many’ or, alternatively, ‘rule by the people’. Political scientists call it Athenian direct democracy. So what was Athenian direct democracy? Put simply, every Athenian citizen had the right to attend, speak and vote at meetings of the city’s assembly to pass laws and decide on the level of taxation.

				Ancient Athens is often held up as some sort of democratic Utopia. Some see it as a much purer form of democracy than exists in Britain today, as we only get to vote for candidates at election times, rather than vote on actual bills. Many things weren’t quite right about ancient Athenian democracy, however. Citizens could vote but citizenship wasn’t conferred on women or slaves, who made up the majority of Athens’ population at the time.

				The Athenian democracy wasn’t that durable either; it was eventually destroyed by invaders. In fact, once the Athenians were invaded, democracy in any form we would recognise today virtually disappeared from the Western world right up until the 1700s and 1800s. But the Athenian model was crucial, as records remained of how it worked, which informed many great political thinkers during the Enlightenment (a period roughly covering the eighteenth century, when scientific endeavour, the arts and political thinking flowered in Europe), who in turn had a key influence on the forming of some of the world’s biggest modern democracies. These democracies grew up against a similar cultural and intellectual backdrop, and so influenced each other. Other countries, such as Japan and Germany, suffered cataclysmic events such as defeat in war and the overturning of rulers before they adopted democracy.

				[image: greatfigures.eps] If anyone highlights how democratic ideas crossed borders over the past few hundred years it’s Thomas Paine. Living in Britain until age 37, his writings calling for greater democracy influenced many in his own country. He then emigrated to America, where he became a leading figure in the American Revolution and the formation of that nation’s representative democracy. He wasn’t finished there. He was in France during its revolution in the 1790s, where his ideas on democracy were hugely influential too.


				Referendums: Direct voting power

				Probably the closest thing we have these days to Athenian direct democracy is a referendum. A referendum is a national vote involving all voters on just one key issue. Everyone who wants a say turns up on a specific day at a polling station and casts a vote: yes or no. Once the votes are counted, the government then (usually) follows the course of action that the majority of those who cast their ballot in the referendum want to take.

				On parts of the Continent and in America – at a state rather than federal level – referendums are commonplace. But, controversially, in recent years some European governments have held referendums on whether to ratify European Union treaties, only to be told by voters that they don’t want ratification to go ahead. The response? In all cases, the governments have waited a little while and then simply put the question to the people again.

				Referendums are very rare in Britain. In fact, the last national referendum was held by the Labour government of Harold Wilson back in the 1970s. It asked whether people wanted Britain to remain a part of the European Economic Community (now called the European Union). Roughly two-thirds of votes cast were for the UK to stay in the Community – so it did. More recent referendums have been held in Scotland and Wales, asking people there whether or not they wanted their own parliament or assembly, respectively.



				Getting into representative democracy

				The Athenian model of direct democracy, with every eligible voter casting a vote himself (and, in Athens, all the voters were male), sort of worked mainly because there were so few citizens to take part. But can you imagine asking the best part of 60 million Britons to turn up 40 or more times a year at the Houses of Parliament to decide on laws and taxes? For one thing, the catering would be a nightmare!

				[image: remember.eps] Modern democracies aren’t direct like the Athenian model, but are representative instead. In a representative democracy, instead of voting directly on laws to be passed, people vote for candidates, and the winning candidates then vote on the laws.

				In the UK, people vote for local councillors, Members of Parliament or Members of the European Parliament. In the United States, citizens vote for a president or members of congress, on a state level they vote for governors, members of the state legislature and local mayors, sheriffs and even the local garbage man (the last is a joke but lots of public offices aren’t appointed in the US; they’re elected). In fact, the Americans have lots of elections, full stop.

				Homing in on British Democracy

				For most of Britain’s history, the nation hasn’t been, by modern ways of thinking at least, a democracy. In fact, in early Victorian Britain calling a politician a ‘democrat’ was often considered a term of abuse. Earlier than that the upper echelons of society, such as the monarchy and landed classes of the realm, were horrified at the idea that common people – that’s me and you – could ever be given the vote. We were illiterate and probably smelt; how could our small brains ever cope with the intricacies of political debate? You get the picture. But over time this attitude changed dramatically and nowadays even I – despite the fact that I occasionally still smell – have a vote to elect a representative to the UK and European parliaments and my local council.


				Claiming first place in the representative democracy race

				Lots of different countries claim they’re the first home of representative democracy. But probably the three main contenders are France, the US and Britain.

				The French claim lies in what happened during its bloody revolution of 1789. A feudal society and monarchy were overthrown – with lots of cutting off of heads – and replaced by Estates, where the citizens were free to vote for their representatives. The French went from feudal to the most modern of democracies in the bat of an eye. Unfortunately, it ended in tears as, within a few years, Napoleon rose to become dictator and swept away meaningful democratic aspects of the political system.

				The United States’ claim to be the home of representative democracy holds more water. They had their own revolution – this time against the ruling British – and adopted a constitution guaranteeing citizens’ rights and setting out a more fully fledged representative democracy (see Chapter 21 for more on the US political system). Like Athenian direct democracy, however, holes appear in this story too, with large numbers of citizens barred from voting in elections – slavery and segregation of the black minority until the 1960s mean that American democracy has only recently become truly representative of the people’s views.

				Britain has the oldest system of representative democracy, with elections to the UK parliament held for many centuries before the French and American revolutions. However, although Britain had a parliament which made the laws of the land, the overwhelming majority of people had no say in who sat in that parliament. Right up until the mid-nineteenth century only male landowners could vote at election time. Some still question Britain’s democratic credentials because a non-elected body, the House of Lords, has a key role in making laws for the country and most of its members are appointed by the monarch (who follows the advice of the prime minister), although there have been widespread calls to make members of the House of Lords stand for election.



				You can find the full lowdown on Britain’s path to democracy in Chapter 5 or, for even more detail, British History For Dummies (Wiley) is the best place to go. But the next sections talk about some key stages on the road to you and I getting the vote.

				Putting the monarchy in its place

				If you’re reading this, Your Majesty, look away now as this section describes how your ancestors lost top billing. When the Normans invaded in 1066 they brought with them their own knights, lords and a monarch sitting at the top of the tree. The monarch was supposed to have absolute power, meaning anything – and I do mean anything – he or she said, went. If the monarch said Wednesday was ‘wear an onion on your head day’, everyone would be sporting just that the following week.

				This state of affairs continued for some six centuries, but all through that time lords, other powerful landowners and wealthy merchants were wanting to have their say in how things were run, from laws passed to taxes collected. After all, these men were paying taxes, and so expected something in return! Gradually, parliament became the forum through which powerful elites began to voice their grievances against the monarchy. Rather than act as a tool to be controlled by the king or queen of the day, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it increasingly began to exert its own influence on affairs.

				Over time, parliament gained increasing prestige and power. Eventually, after a bloody civil war and quite a bit of political machination, in 1688 – in what is known as the Glorious Revolution – parliament became in effect the supreme law-making body in the land. In future, all monarchs had to bend to the will of parliament and the election of its members became a very big deal.

				Britain’s transition from monarchy to representative democracy hasn’t been without struggle or bloodshed. However, Britain has been more fortunate than a lot of other countries in that its march to democracy has been evolutionary rather than revolutionary. Contrast this situation with Russia, which now at least defines itself as a democracy. Russia has been through a bloody revolution and then 70 years of Communist Party control during which millions of people were put to death for having a different political ideology or simply on twisted whim.

				Expanding the franchise

				Landowners and wealthy merchants had got one over on the monarch and parliament was now supreme. But parliament was one big club, with only landowners able to vote members in or out. That situation suited the landowners and merchants very much but not the rest of the population – and they, after all, are in the overwhelming majority.


				Fighting the good fight: Getting votes for women

				Until 1918, the majority gender, women, weren’t allowed to vote. If you suggested publicly that women should have the vote in Georgian or early Victorian Britain, there was every chance you could be locked up for being mad! Such was the ingrained prejudice in society and even amongst women themselves.

				However, as more and more men got the vote and the country didn’t collapse as opponents of expanding the franchise had feared, the idea of votes for women, or women’s suffrage as it was called, started to take root. Groups of women called suffragettes and suffragists started to agitate for the vote. Following the crucial role that women played in winning the First World War, the vote was granted, at first only to women over 30 and then ultimately according to the same parameters as men.



				As the population and the economy grew, the idea and practice of having so much power concentrated in the hands of so few became unworkable. So during the nineteenth century the franchise – the right to vote – expanded, slowly at first and then more quickly. First up, men who rented land were allowed a vote in 1832 (still only one in seven men in 1832 were allowed to vote). In 1867 this was extended to all male householders but still upwards of 40 per cent of men didn’t have a vote. This inequality was corrected through further Acts in 1884 and 1918 when all men over age 21 were allowed to vote. The right to vote was extended to women over age 30 in 1918, after the First World War. Not until 1928 were women allowed to vote from age 21, the same as men.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] At the start of the nineteenth century less than 10 per cent of the adult population could vote, but by 1900 this had shot up to around 30 per cent.

				In the UK, all adults over 18 with some small exceptions – see Chapter 7 for more details – have the right to vote. However, some are calling for this age to be lowered further to 16. They say that 16-year-olds have other legal rights and can pay income tax and national insurance in their own right, so why shouldn’t they have a vote. The Labour governments of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown have shown some interest in expanding the franchise but it’s not expected to happen anytime soon.

				Throwing digital democracy into the mix

				Grafting Athenian-style direct democracy (see ‘Starting with Athenian direct democracy’ earlier in this chapter) onto nineteenth- or twentieth-century British society was obviously impossible. Too many people and too few resources made getting the citizens to make the laws of the land through a never-ending series of ballots unworkable. No one would get anything else done – and just think of the paperwork!

				In the twenty-first century, however, we have the Internet and digital technology, which allow us to watch virtually whatever we want and communicate with whomever we want at the flick of a button. It’s possible, therefore, even in a country of 60 million, to actually run a direct electronic democracy, or e-democracy, with you, me and the postmaster all deciding what laws to introduce and approve – or not.

				The Internet also allows everyone much greater access to information. Finding out whole reams of information, in fact enough to make informed choices on complex topics, is possible with a few mouse clicks.

				Strong voices argue against e-democracy, making the following points:

				Fraud danger. Whoever controls the electronic method of gathering votes could have the opportunity to rig the ballot without anyone else knowing. This scenario may sound a bit Big Brother but is a concern for civil liberty groups.

				Digital divide. Not everyone is comfortable with or has access to new technology. In fact, for many people Twitter is something the birds do rather than the electronic communication of the minute. If you don’t know that much about technology you’re less likely to take part in the e-democratic process.

				Dumbing down of debate. No matter how great the resources on the Internet for getting to know about a particular topic before voting on law changes, most people will still simply vote according to a combination of gut instinct, possible prejudice, and what their favourite political party says is right. Who, after all, has the spare time to go through the minutiae of reports and data available on a particular topic to be voted on?

				E-democracy is a long way off in Britain because the idea that the elected representatives make the decision on behalf of their constituents has a very strong pull.

				[image: politicalspin.eps] The Scottish parliament has an element of direct democracy in that relatively small groups of voters get to vote on contentious issues. These votes don’t impact the vote in the parliament directly, but the results of these polls are emailed to Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs). The idea is to let the MSPs know how their electors are thinking but the members are free to ignore these snapshot polls.

				Understanding the Rights that Come with British Citizenship

				Cecil Rhodes, the Victorian colonialist, said that to be born British was to win first prize in the lottery of life. Now that’s a fairly big claim, which I’m sure people all over the world would have a few things to say about. Nevertheless being a Brit brings with it certain fundamental rights enshrined in the law of the land. These key rights include:

				The right to a fair trial and not to be detained without due legal process.

				The right to vote if you’re a citizen over age 18 and your name appears on the electoral register – the list of people that live in a constituency. All British citizens over age 18 must register as a legal requirement.

				The right to the protection of the Human Rights Act.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] The Human Rights Act was adopted into British law in 2000. This international agreement enshrines in law many of the rights and liberties already enjoyed by Britons for hundreds of years – the right to free expression, a fair trail, liberty and security, to marry and found a family, and the right to life – this last rather a biggie. Other rights enshrined include freedom of association and assembly and freedom from torture and slavery.

				The right to free speech as long as it doesn’t libel others or incite violence.

				The right to state education and health care.

				And these are just the big rights. Lots of little ones exist too, embedded in hundreds of years of laws passed by the UK parliament.

				[image: remember.eps] The UK doesn’t have a written constitution, unlike the United States, for example. Instead, the judicial system relies on a patchwork of new and old laws passed by parliament and overseen by the courts to protect civil liberties and to ensure fair play in society.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] There aren’t actually any British citizens; instead we are all subjects of the Crown. However, these days the term subject is considered a bit out of date, a throwback to the days when the monarch was all-powerful, so Britons refer to themselves as citizens.

				Evaluating the Pros and Cons of UK Democracy

				No country and no democracy is perfect; they all have little kinks which mean that some groups of people feel hard done by or find that they’re governed by people who have views they don’t share or they don’t even like!

				This is as true of Britain – which has one of the world’s most respected democracies – as of any other country. The time has come to look in the national mirror and see what’s good and not so good about our system of government.

				Looking at the strengths

				Now you can puff out your chest with national pride because Britain is one of the most longstanding, stable and successful democracies in the world. In modern times, Britain hasn’t succumbed to dictatorships, as has happened in Germany, Italy, Japan and Spain. The rights of the individual and the rule of law are held dear in Britain, as is freedom of speech and of the press.

				In fact, only in wartime or when the country has been attacked by terrorists has the state acted to curb some civil liberties. These instances are always scrutinised and sometimes overturned by the courts.


				Taking new-fangled citizenship tests

				In the recent past, if you wanted to become a British citizen all you had to do was either be born here, marry a Brit or live here long enough to qualify. Handing out citizenship to incomers was always a low-key affair, but that is no longer the case.

				Tony Blair’s Labour government introduced citizenship tests in 2005 to improve the knowledge of British culture and way of life amongst those who were seeking to become citizens. The test isn’t that hard and is multiple choice but it has to be passed or citizenship won’t be granted. (If you want to know more about these tests, check out British Citizenship Test For Dummies, also written by your humble author and published by Wiley.)

				As the icing on the cake, the government also decided to introduce citizenship ceremonies. These are simply gatherings where new citizens swear an oath of allegiance to their new home country and to the Crown.




   

				It’s a small world: Westminster Village

				Political journalists often refer to something called the Westminster Village, which doesn’t mean an actual village called Westminster with its own pub, post office or local shop (although Westminster does have plenty of all three). The term refers more to the community of politicians, civil servants, lobbyists and journalists located in (guess where?) Westminster.

				Sometimes the Westminster Village is used as a condemnatory phrase meaning that the same politicians, civil servants, lobbyists and journalists get preoccupied with gossip or a political media story that doesn’t really impact everyday Britons’ lives.



				[image: technicalstuff.eps] Unlike the United States, Britain doesn’t have a written constitution with a clearly defined separation of powers that lets the executive branch, judicial system and legislature know precisely what they’re allowed to do or not to do. Instead, the UK relies on laws built up over many hundreds of years to protect liberties and curb the powers of the executive. This system is a patchwork solution that holds the country together well.

				Some of the reasons British democracy is held up as an exemplar include:

				Flexibility. The British constitution, because it’s unwritten, evolves naturally over time as laws or conventions change. Take, for example, the role of the monarch: he or she is head of state but it’s generally agreed that he or she has little involvement in everyday politics.

				Strong parties. The UK’s political parties are longstanding and have deep roots in communities and amongst large sections of society. Also none of the main political parties – Labour, Conservative or Liberal Democrat – follow extreme right or left policies. (Chapter 8 has more on the party system.)

				Judicial primacy. Everyone is subject to the law in the UK and everyone is equal under the law. This very important principle means that no matter how politically powerful, rich, well-connected or famous any individual is, he or she has to obey the law. The same goes for organisations. The court system is what holds the invisible strands of Britain’s constitution together; Chapter 11 delves into the role of the judiciary.

				Recognising the weaknesses

				Now, not all is good with Britain (the weather for starters), including its democracy. Some of the common complaints about Britain’s democracy include these points:

				Behind the times. Many say that Britain’s approach of adhering to an unwritten constitution is very old-fashioned. In addition, we have a monarch when most nations got rid of theirs a long time ago. The system of electing MPs through the first-past-the-post poll is also longstanding and unique.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] MPs are elected through the first-past-the-post system. The candidate who polls the highest number of votes in an individual constituency takes the seat in the House of Commons. The winning candidate doesn’t have to get a majority of the votes cast, just the biggest number. Under this system, MPs have the same power and legitimacy whether they win by one vote or by 30,000.

				Not democratic enough. Voters get to elect their local MP, councillor and Member of the European Parliament, but elections aren’t that frequent (MPs stand every four or five years in general). Plus, some important positions, including membership of the House of Lords and the judiciary, aren’t elected but appointed.

				Too centred on Westminster. Most of British government is located within a couple of miles of the Houses of Parliament in Westminster. The Department of Health, the Ministry of Defence and the prime minister’s residence, 10 Downing Street, are all within a stone’s throw of each other. Critics say that, as a result, politicians are out of touch with the rest of the country and that the concerns of people far away from Westminster aren’t given due regard.

				 This argument is frequently used by the Scottish and Welsh nationalists as a justification for why they should have more power in their parts of the country and even complete independence from the British state.

				Being a Citizen

				Being a good citizen isn’t limited to voting – although that basic obligation is one that many Brits are avoiding these days. But beyond voting, you can be as politically involved as you like.

				Getting involved

				Participation in politics is much more than simply turning up at a polling station on election day and casting a vote. For many people, politics is a day in, day out interest, something which helps them feel that they’re contributing to wider society. Across the country, literally hundreds of thousands of people to a greater or lesser extent are involved in politics, from simply signing a petition to standing for elected office.

				Some ways to be politically active include:

				Joining a pressure group. (Chapter 9 has more on these.)

				Joining a political party and becoming an activist. (Turn to Chapter 8 for information on how the parties work.)

				Running for elected office.

				Becoming an eminent person in your field and advising civil servants or ministers.

				[image: remember.eps] Just about everyone is allowed to run for elected office in the UK. All you have to do is register as a candidate and pay a deposit of £500, which you get back if you win five per cent of the vote. See Chapter 17 for more on being a candidate at election time.

				Gauging voter apathy and the reasons for it

				In recent British general, local and European elections, an odd thing has been happening: the number of people turning up to cast their vote has been falling, not by just a little but a lot.

				After the Second World War around 80 per cent of those eligible to vote in general elections did so and, although this fell back a bit over time, in 1979 still around three-quarters of eligible people participated. During the 1980s voter turnout fell to just over 65 per cent. As the political tables turned and Tony Blair’s Labour Party started to win elections comfortably, voter turnout again took a nosedive, this time to below 60 per cent at the 2005 general election.

				So why are fewer people voting? Well, for a number of reasons, including in short:

				Disillusionment. Many members of the public don’t trust politicians to keep their constituents’ interests at heart.

				The result is known. Many of the recent UK general elections have been almost a forgone conclusions, so many voters don’t bother turning out.

				Party similarity. The policies of the UK’s big political parties are widely seen as substantially the same.

				I explore voter apathy in greater detail in Chapter 7.

				Voter turnout varies according to the type of election being held. Generally, elections to the UK parliament see the highest turnout as they’re seen as the most important. European and local elections are seen as less crucial, so voter turnout is lower; sometimes as few as one in three people eligible to vote do so.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] Everyone aged 18 and over has to put their name on the electoral roll – that’s the law. However, estimates suggest that as many as six million adults, as a result of chaotic life situations or wanting to keep a low profile, aren’t on the electoral roll. The UK population is around 60 million, with around 46 million registered to vote (the lower number accounts for those not on the electoral roll, children and unregistered immigrants).

				Lots of proposals are put forward for reversing low voter turnout, including compelling people to vote through legislation, making it easier to vote through online ballots, or allowing more voters to use a postal vote rather than having to turn up at a polling station at a specific time on a specific day.
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