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Country Bio

Population
61.8 million

Territory
94,525 square miles

Year of Independence
From twelfth century

Year of Current Constitution

practice

Head of State
Queen Elizabeth |

Head of Government
Prime Minister David Cameron

In a world of new democracies, Britain is different
because it is an old democracy. Its political system has
been evolving for more than 800 years. In medieval
times, the king of England claimed to rule France and
Ireland, too. While the claim to rule France was aban-
doned in the fifteenth century, sovereignty was gained
over Wales and Scotland. The government of the
United Kingdom was created in 1801 by merging
England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland under the
authority of Parliament in London.,

Unlike new democracies, Britain did not become
a democracy overnight. It became a democracy by
evolution rather than revolution, Democratization
was a slow process. The rule of law was established in
the seventeenth century, the accountability of the
executive to Parliament was established by the eigh-
teenth century, and national political parties
organized in the nineteenth century. Even though

Unwritten; partly statutes, partly common law and

Language
English; plus about 600,000 who regularly speak
Welsh and about 60,000 who speak Gaelic; plus
immigrants speaking languages of the Indian
subcontinent and elsewhere

Religion
Nominal identification in census: Church of
England 26.1 million, Roman Catholic 5.7 million,
Presbyterian 2.6 million, Methodist 1.3 million,
other Christian 2.6 million, Muslim 1.5 miliion,
Hindu 500,000, Sikh 330,000, Jewish 260,000,
other 300,000, no religion 8.6 million, no reply
4.4 million

competitive elections had been held for more than a
century, the right of every adult man and woman to
vote was not recognized until the twentieth century.

The influence of British government can be found
in places as far-flung as Australia, Canada, India, and
the United States. Just as Alexis de Tocqueville trav-
elled to America in 1831 looking for the secrets of
democracy, so we can examine Britain for secrets of
stable representative government. Yet the limitations
of the British model are shown by the failure to trans-
plant its institutions to countries gaining indepen-
dence from the British Empire, and even more by the
failure of institutions that have worked in England to
bring political stability in Northern Ireland.

The evolution of democracy in Britain contrasts
with a European history of countries switching
between democratic and undemocratic forms of gov-
ernment. Whereas the oldest British people have lived
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in the same political system all their lives, the oldest
Germans have lived under four or five constitutions,
two democratic and two or three undemocratic.

At no point in history did representatives of the
British people meet to decide what kind of govern-
ment they would like to have, as happened in America
at the end of the eighteenth century, and as has hap-
pened many times in France. There is no agreement
among political scientists about when England devel-
oped a modern system of government.! The most rea-
sonable judgment is that this occurred during the
very long reign of Queen Victoria from 1837 to 1901,
when institutions were created or adapted to cope
with the problems of a society that was increasingly
urban, literate, industrial, and critical of unreformed
institutions. However, the creation of a modern sys-
tem of government does not get rid of the problems
of governing.

POLICY CHALLENGES FACING THE
BRITISH GOVERNMENT

The general election of 2010 has faced British party
leaders with their biggest political challenge in more
than half a century. Normally, the party with the most
votes gains an absolute majority of seats in the House

While a government can have only one head, the
Conservative and Liberal Democratic coalition has two
faces at the top: David Cameron, the Conservative
prime minister, and Nick Clegg, the Liberal Democratic
deputy prime minister.

Both party leaders are youthful; each was forty-
three years old on assuming the highest offices in gov-
emment and neither had held high office before. Both
have been full-time politicians since leaving university.

Cameron started as a young assistant to a
Conservative Cabinet minister and was then a lobbyist.
He won the leadership on the grounds that he was not
associated publicly with the olectoral defeats of his
predecessors and could present himselt as a centrist,
post-Thatcherite Conservative. in cpposition, Cameron's
strategy was to make the party electable by movingitto

of Commons. It can thereby take control of the chief
offices of government, the prime ministership and
Cabinet. However, in 2010, no party won the 326 seats
needed to have a majority of MPs with seats in the
House of Comnions. The Conservative Party under
the leadership of David Cameron came first with 307
seats, the outgoing Labour government of Gordon
Brown trailed in second place with 2358 seats, and the
Liberal Democratic Party led by Nick Clegg came
third with 57 seats.

After losing three successive elections, the
Conservative leadership was desperate to gain office.
After half a century of Liberal leaders claiming that
they wanted their party to become a party of gov-
ernment, a hung Parliament (that is, a House of
Commons in which no party had an absolute major-
ity) gave the Liberals an opportunity to gain office.
Following a week of intense negotiations, the Con-
servative and Liberal Democratic parties formed the
country’s first coalition government since that led by
Winston Churchill in 1940 to fight World War IL

The coalition government’s chief offices are
divided between Conservative David Cameron as
prime minister and Liberal Democratic leader Nick
Clegg as deputy prime minister (see Box 8.1). Con-
servative MP's head most government departments

A
BOX 8.1

the political center. He endorsed measures to improve
the environment, accepted liberal policies on gay and
minority rights, and endorsed such popular programs
as the National Health Service. Cameron silenced
Thatcherite critics by claiming that the alternative to
changing the party was a fourth election defeat.

Clegg, a polylingual supporter of the EU, was an
assistant to it Conservative in the European Commission
in Brussels. Because of his views on Europe, he joined
the Liberal Democratic Party and served a term as a
Member of the Eurcpean Parliament before becoming
a British MP in 2005. Unlike socme of his Liberal
Democratic colleagues, he was never a member of the
Labour Party, nor has he identified nimself with the left
of center, ias have most of his predecessors as party
leader.

Sae: Peter Snowdon, Back from the Brink (London: Harper Press, 2010); paul Marshall and David Laws, eds., The Orange Book: Reclaiming

Liberafism (London: Profile Books, 2004).




with a Liberal Democrat as theijr deputy, but Libera]
Democrats are in charge of major departments con-
cerned with the environment, business, and the econ-
omy. A German-style coalition compact recorded
agreement on policies; it involved concessions by both
parties,

The first challenge facing the government is to
keep the coalition together. Some Conservatives were
unhappy that their leader did not try to form a minor-
ity government that held onto office by avoiding con-
troversial legislation and relied on divisions among its
OPponents to remain in office, Many Conservatives
oppose EU measures, whereas Liberal Democrats are
strong supporters of greater British integration into
the EU. Some Liberal Democrats were unhappy
because they consider their policies closer to the
Labour Party on, for example, which programs to cut
and which taxes to increase in order to deal with the
massive budget deficit that the coalition inherited
from its Labour predecessor.

The coalition partners agreed to disagree about
what kind of electoral system should be used at the
next national election. The Conservatives favor keep-
ing the existing ﬁrst-past-the-post system, in which
the candidate with the most votes in a constituency,
whether less or more than half, becomes its MP. The
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Liberal Democrats have favored the introduction of
Proportional representation as a fairer system, and
incidentally, one which would more than double their
number of MPs, Coalition leaders have agreed to hold
a referendum in May 2011 offering voters the choice
between the ﬁrst-past-the-post System and the alter-
native vote, in which voters list their second and third
preferences for an Mp and these votes may be trans-
ferred to ensure that the winner has the support of at
least half of the constituency’s voters. The coalition
has also agreed to reduce the number of MPs and to
fix the term of Parliament to five years, except in
unusual circumstances, rather than allowing the prime
minister of the day to call a national vote sooner if he
or she thinks election victory is likely,

Traditionally, experts interpreted the doctrine of the
sovereignty of Parliament to mean that the government
can do whatever it wants as long as it has the backing of
a majority in the House of Commons. However, many
problems facing British sovernment are “intermestic,”
because globalization is blurring the traditional distinc-
tion between international and domestic problems,
While a coalition agreement can be managed in London,
effective economic, national security, and trade policies
involve the cooperation of national governments and
intergovernmental institutions scattered from Berlin

Two People, Two
Party Leaders, One
Coalition Government

An election resuit with no
party winning a majority of
seats has resulted in party
leaders who campaigned
against each other sharing
power as prime minister
(David Cameron,
Conservative) and deputy
prime minister (Nick
Clegg, Liberal Democrat).

. David Bebber/AFP/Getty
" Images/Newscom
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and Brussels to Washington and Asia. Whatever their
party, Britain’s governors accept the inevitability of glob-
alization. Many top ministers spend as much as one day
a week at meetings in other countries.

Globalization challenges the country’s governors to
answer the gquestion, “Where does Britain belong?”
Traditionally, the answer has been that Britain isa major
world power having close ties with Commonwealth
countries, the United States, and Europe.

The British Empire was transformed into the
Commonwealth, a free association of fifty-three sover-
eign states with members on every continent, after
world War I1. The independent status of its chief mem-
bers is shown by the absence of the word British from the
name of the Commonwealth. Its members range from
Antigua and Australia to India, Pakistan, and Zambia.
Commonwealth countries differ from each other in
wealth, culture, and their commitment to democracy.
‘The Commonwealth has no military or economic power
and its diplomatic influence is slight. When it sought to
put pressure on the dictatorship of Robert Mugabe in
Zimbabwe, Zimbabwe left the Commonwealth.

Every British prime minister claims a special rela-
tionship with the United States. The traditional view,

The Mother of
Parliaments

Pariiament has met in
London by the River
Thames for more than
seven hundred years, and
the clock tower of Big Ben
is famous as a symbol of
democracy in Canada and
Australia as well as in
Europe.

Maksym Gorpenyuk/
Shutterstock

dating back to the time of Winston Churchill and
Franklin D, Roosevelt, was «America provides the
brawn and we provide the brains.” However, the num-
ber of countries with which America has a special
relationship keeps expanding, whereas British prime
ministers have not built equally strong relationships
with other countres. After the end of the Cold War, the
emergence of the United States as a unique global force
has made the relationship more attractive to Britain
but less relevant to Washington. When President
George W. Bush formed a “coalition of the willing” to
attack Iraq in 2003, Prime Minister Tony Blair was
eager to participate in the war. Subsequent official
reviews of the decision have questioned his evidence
and whether his actions were in Britain's own interests.

An all-party House of Commons committee con-
cluded that the dea of a special relationship should be
abandoned as misleading and that the United Kingdom
should be “less deferential and more willing to say no to
the U.S. on those issues where the two countries’ inter-
ests and values diverge” A majority of the British public
also rejects the idea of a special relationship with the
United States while endorsing cooperation on specific
issues where there are common interests.2




Bovernment’s priority for cutting spending to redyce
the country’s budget deficit.

After rejecting becoming a founding member of
the Euro i
1973. The EU now has the power to impose regula-
tions affecting British business, spending decisions in
such fields as agriculture, ang Acts of Parliament,
Government Ministers spend an increasing amount of

problems, However, it is 4 shock to Britons who pride
themselves on being a leader in world affairs, rather
than just another partner jn an internationa) coali-
tion, However, many British opinion leaders now
think that the country shoyld Play a smaller role in

being a big, prosperous country or a big country thay
is not Prosperous,

are designed tq stimulate growth, and reduce unem.
ployment, Increasingly, what happens to the British
€conomy |s alsq influenced by what happens elsewhere
in the EU and on other continents t0o, because Britajn
imports much of its food and Taw materials and pays
for them by €xporting Mmanufactured 8oods, tourism,

financial institutions, The British pound sterling (£) is
an internationg| currency, but speeches by the prime
minister and head of the Treasury do not determine jts
internationa] value. This js decided in foreign exchange
markets in which currency speculators Play a signifi-

bankruptcy; the government hurriedly 100k owner-
ship in a number of banks and Pumped hundreds of
billions of Pounds of credit int, the banking system to
Prevent its collapse, However, the cost of bailing out
the banks, added to the cost of Labour government
spending commitments designed with a, eye on the
2010 election, resulting in 5 public sector deficis equiv-
alent to more than 10 percen, of gross domestic prod-
uct. For every three pounds that are rajseq in taxes, the
Bovernment spends almost four pounds.

The coalition government faces 5 double chal-
lenge: to redyce the size of the government’s deficit
and 1o stimulate 5 return to economijc growth. When
the coalition took office, the rate of growth was only 1
percent. There are built-in Pressures to increage public
expenditure, because an aging population requires
more health care, longer life increases the cost of pen-
sions, an educated Population demands better educa-
tion for their children, and 5 more prosperoys society
wants a better environment,

There is no agreement among professional econo.-
mists or among coaljtion partners about how of
whether al] jts desired economjc 8oals can be achieved
within the life of the coalition government, Most
Conservatives want to give priority to spending cuts,




156 Politics in Britain

A Stronghold of
Financial Capitalism

The financial institutions of
the city of London, such
as the London Stock
Exchange, pictured here,
are a major source of
earmings for the British
econcmy when times are
good and of losses when

| times are bad.

Bloomberg/Getty jmages

while most Liberals are prepared to maintain higher
spending financed by higher taxes. In an emergency
budget introduced in June 2010, the coalition govern-
ment imposed major cuts in public expenditure and in
public employment. it said mismanagement by Labour
predecessors was the reason for doing so. However,
during the life of a Parliament, it cannot evade the
blame if the economy remains troubled, just as it will
take the credit if economic conditions improve.

THE ENVIRONMENT OF POLITICS: ONE
CROWN BUT FIVE NATIONS

The Queen of England is the best-known monarch in
the world, yet there is no such thing asan English state.
{n international law, the state is the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern freland. Great Britain is
divided into England, Scotland, and Wales. The most
distinctive feature of Wales is that one-quarter speak
an old Celtic language, Welsh, as well as English.
Scotland, once an independent kingdom, has been an
integral part of Britain since 1707. However, the Scots
have separate legal, religious, and educational institu-
tions. The fourth part of the United Kingdom,
Northern Ireland, consists of six counties of Ulster
(note that Ulster has nine counties, three of which are
in the Republic of Ireland). The remainder of Ireland
rebelled against the Crown in 1916 and established a
separate Irish state in Dublin in 1921 The current

boundaries of the United Kingdom, colloquially
known as Britain, were fixed in 1921.

The United Kingdom is 2 unitary state because
there is a single source of authority, the British Par-
liament. However, the institutions of government are
not uniform throughout the Kingdom. In the minds of
its citizens, itis a multinational state, for people differ in
how they describe themselves (see Table 8.1). In
England, people often describe themselves as English or
British without considering the different meanings of
these terms. This does not happen elsewhere in the
United Kingdom. In Scotland, almost three-quarters scé
themselves as Scots. In Wales, two-thirds identify as
Welsh. In Northern Ireland, people divide into three
groups, some seeing themselves as British, some as Irish,
and others as Ulster.

Historically, Scotland and Wales have been gov-
erned by Dritish Cabinet ministers accountable to
Parliament. After decades of campaigning by nationalist
parties seeking independence, in 1997, the Labour gov-
ernment endorsed devolution; an Act of Parliament
gave responsibilities for policy 10 clected assemblies in
Scotland and in Wales, and they came into being
in 1999. The revenue of both assemblies comes from
Westminster. It is assigned by 2 formula relating it to
public expenditure on comparable policies in England.

The Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh has powers
to legislate, 0 decide its own budget and to initiate a
variety of policies. Elections to the 129-seat Parliament
mix the traditional British first-past-the-post electoral
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of the Republic of Ireland t© participate in institutions
affecting the governance of part of the United
Kingdom. A stable settlement requires the support of
purami\itary organizations as well as political parties
on both sides of the potitical divide. In 1994, the IRA
announced 2 cessation of its military activity, and Sinn
Fein, the party political wing of the {rish Republican
movement, agreed to talks. Protestant paramililary
forces also announced 3 cessation of activities. On
Good Friday, 1998, an agreement was reached for an
elected power-sharing executive and cross-border
institutions involving both Dublin and Belfast.
Contrary to the practice of government at Westminsten
power-sharing means that whatever the outcome ofa
Northern Ireland election government must be a coali-
tion of parties representing both the pro-Br'\tish
Protestant majority and the pro—lrish Republic Catholic
minority. This has been described as “a unique form of
devolution———involumary coalition.”

An election to the Northern freland Assembly in
2007 gave the Democratic Unionist Party led by Dr. lan
Paisley thirty-six seatss Republican Sinn Fein, twenty-
seven seats; the Ulster Unionist Party: eighteen scats the
pro-irish Social Democratic and Labour Party, sixteen
seats; the cross-religious Alliance Party, seven seats; and
others, four seats- After intensive negotiations in which
London and Dublin offered incentives to lrish
Republicans and put pressure on Ulster Unionists, 2
coalition government was formed with Dr. fan Paisley,
an outspoken Unionist and Protestant, as First Minister,
and Martin McGuinness, 2 Sinn Fein politician who
had been active in the IRA, as Deputy First Minister,
plus representatives of the Ulster Unionist Party and the
Social Democratic and Labour Party. On Paisley’s
retirement, Peter Robinson became the Democratic
Unionist party leader and First Minister.

While there is no agreement about national iden-
tity within Britain, there is 10 doubt about which
nationality is the most NUMErous. England dominates
the United Kingdom. It accounts for 84 percent of the
UK population against 8 percent in Scotland, 5 per-
cent in Wales, and 3 percent in Northern Ireland. In
earlier editions of this book, this chapter has been
called “Politics in England” because, as Tony Blair once
said, “Sovereignty rests with me, asan English MP, and
that's the way it will stay.”* However, changes in the
institutions of the United Kingdom have begun to
affect politics in England. For example, in the 2005
British general election, the Conservative Party won
the most votes in England but the Labour Party,

thanks to its dominance in scotland and Wales, won
{he most votes in the United Kingdom and a majority
in the British parliament. In 2010, the Conservative
Party won an absolute majority of scats in England as
well as having 3 big lead in votes there.

A Multiracial Britain

Throughout the centuries, England has received a rela-
tively small but noteworthy number of immigrants
from other parts of Europe. The Queen herself is
descended from 2 ritled family that came from
Hanover, GermanYs to assume the English throne in
1714, Until the outbreak of anti-German sentiment in
World War 1, the surname of the royal family was Saxe-
Coburg-Gotha. By royal proclamation, King George \Y
changed the family name t0 Windsor in 1917

The worldwide British Empire was multiracial
and so is the Commonwealth. Since the late 1950s,
job-seekers from the West Indies, Pakistan, India,
Africa, and other parts of the Commonwealth have
settled in Britain. Hundreds of thousands of people
from Australia, Canada, the United States, and the EU
flow in and out of Britain as students or as workers. A
strong British economy attracts temporary workers
from Eastern European countries of the EU. Public
opinion has apposed unlimited immigration and both
Labour and Conservative governments have passed
laws trying {0 limit the number of immigrants.
However, these laws contain many exceptions.

Political disturbances around the world have
resulted in an increasing number of jmmigrants who
claim asylum as political refugees from troubled areas
in the Balkans, the Middle East, and Africa. Some have
valid credentials as refugees, whereas others have
arrived with false papers or make claims 10 asylum that
courts have not upheld. In response t0 popular con-
cern, the yovernment has tried to make deportation of
illegal immigrants easier. Howeven the government has
admitted that there are hundreds of thousands of ille-
gal immigrants in Britain.

The minority ethnic population of the United
Kingdom has risen from 74,000 in 1951 tO 4.6 mil-
lion in the latest census, almost 8 percent of the UK
population. All together, almost half of the minority
category comes from the Indian subcontinent, 3
quarter areé black people from the Caribbean or
Africa. one in seven are of mixed British and minor-
ity origin, and the remainder are from many differ-
ent countries.




il Mgk,

Official statistics define the minority population by
the one characteristic that they have in common—they
are not white. Becauge persons placed in thjs catchall
Category have neijther culture nor religion in common,
there is a further subdivision by race and ethnicity. West
Indians speak English as thejr native language angd have
a Christian tradition, but thjs i often not the case for
black Africans. Ethnic minorities from India, Pakistan,
and Bangladesh are divided between Hindus, Muslims,
and Sikhs, and most speak English as 5 second language,
Chinese from Hong Kong have 3 distinctive culture, In
addition, there are gender differences, There is a ten-
dency for immigrant women Not to speak English a5
well as male immigrants, and thjs is Particularly the case
for immigrants from Pakistan and Bangladesh,

With the Passage of time, the ethnjc minority pop.
ulation s becoming increasingly British-born ang

is the position of British-born offspring of immi-
grants? Whatever thejr country of origin, they differ in

gin identify themselves a5 British, as do more than
three-fifths of Pakistanis, Indians, and Bangladeshis,
and two-fifths of Chinese, However, some offspring of
immigrants have rejected integration. A coordinated
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Younger Generation is
the Most Multi-Racial
Generation

Scheols ang street scenes
in big cities show that
Britain is now a muitiracial
society.

3 Univarsal Images Groyp/
Diverse lmages/Geny Images

have been able to recejve training in Pakistan and
neighboring Afghanistan, The government has greatly
increased police Powers, justifying shoot-to-kil] poli-
cies even when people wrongly Suspected of being ter-
rorists are the victjms,

In response to terrorist attacks, the government
has shifted from promoting multiculturalism to stress-
ing the integration of immigrant familjes into the

they choose to adopt British ways is much influenced
by family and ethnic background,

Many immigrants and their offspring are being
integrated into electoral politics, since residentjal
concentration makes theijr votes important in some
parliamentary constituencies, where candidates from
different immigrant 8roups may compete with each
other. A disproportionate number of minority ethnijc
people have voted Labour. There are now hundreds of
elected minority ethnijc councilors in loca) govern-
ment. The twenty-six ethnic Conservative and Labour
MPs in the Commeons today come from diverse back-
grounds—Indja, Pakistan, the West Indies, Ghana,
and Aden—and include three Muslim women. A white
backlash against immigration organized by the British
National Party has not received much electoral
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support. At the 2010 election, the party won only 1.9
percent of the popular vote.

THE LEGACY OF HISTORY

The legacy of the past limits current choices, and Britain
has a very long past. The continuity of England’s politi-
cal institutions through the centuries is remarkable.
prince Charles, the heir to an ancient Crown, pilots jet
airplanes, and a medieval-named Chancellor of the
Exchequer pilots the British economy through the deep
waters of the international economy. Yet symbols of
continuity often mask great changes in English life.
parliament was once a supporter of royal authority.
Today, it is primarily an electoral college deciding which
party is in charge of government.

The 1940 to 1945 wartime coalition government
laid foundations for the introduction of a welfare state
led by Winston Churchill. The victory of the Labour
Party at the 1945 general election established a com-
prehensive National Health Service and took many
major industries into state ownership- Between 1951
and 1964, Conservative governments led by Winston
Churchill, Sir Anthony Eden, and Harold Macmillan
maintained a consensus about the mixed economy wel-
fare state. Economic growth, full employment, and low
inflation led to an era of consumer prosperity, and
there was the beginning of a big expansion of free uni-
versity education. After thirteen years of Conservative
government, the Labour Party under Harold Wilson
won the 1964 election campaigning with the vague
activist slogan, “Let’s go with Labour” New names were
given to government department offices, but behind
their doors, many officials went through the same rou-
tines as before. The economy did not grow as pre-
dicted. In 1967, the government was forced to devalue
the pound and seek a loan from the International
Monetary Fund. Labour lost the 1970 election.

The major achievement of Edward Heath’s 1970
to 1974 Conservative government was to make Britain
a member of the EU. In trying to limit unprecedented
inflation by controlling Wages, Heath risked his
authority in 2 confrontation with the left-wing-led
National Union of Mineworkers, which struck for
higher wages in what was then the state-owned coal
industry. When Heath called the «Who Governs?” elec-
tion in February 1974, the vote of both the
Conservative and Labour parties fell. Labour formed a
minority government with Harold Wilson as prime
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minister, and he won d bare majority at & second elec-
tion held in October. inflation, rising unemployment,
and a contraction in the economy undermined
Labour's platform. James Callaghan succeeded Wilson
as prime minister in 1976, and the economy deterio-
rated. A loan from the International Monetary Fund
was followed by the Labour govcrnment's adopting
monetarist policies in an attempt to curb inflation.

When Margaret Thatcher won the 1979 election
as leader of the Conservative Party, she became the
first female prime minister of a major European coun-
try. Uniquely among modern British prime ministers,
Margaret Thatcher gave her name to a political ideol-
ogy emphasizing the value of letting people make
decisions in the market rather than relying on govern-
ment to promote their well-being (se€ Box 8.2.).

While proclaiming the virtues of the market and
attacking big government, Thatcher did not court elec-
toral defeat by imposing radical spending cuts on pOP-
ular social programs. Thatcherite policies did not win
favor among the electorate. On the tenth anniversary of
Thatcher’s tenure as prime minister, an opinion poll
asked whether people approved of “the Thatcher revo-
jution.” Less than one-third said they did?

Divisions among opponents enabled Thatcher 10
lead her party to three successive election victories.
Militant left-wing activists seized control of the Labour
Party, and in 1981, four former Labour Cabinet minis-
ters formed 2 centrist Social Democratic Party (SDP)
in an alliance with the Liberal Party. The Labour Party’s
1983 election manifesto was described as the longest
suicide note in history- After Thatcher’s third successive
election victory in 1987, the SDP leadership merged
with the Literals to form the Liberal Democratic Party.

During; her third term of office, Thatcher became
very unpopular in opinion polls. In autumn 1990, dis-
gruntled Conservative Members of Parliament forced
a ballot for the party Jeadership that caused her to
resign. Couservative MPs elected a relatively unknown
John Major as party leader, and he thereby became
prime minister. In 1992, Major won an unprecedented
fourth consecutive term for the Conservative govern-
ment. However, a few months afterward, his economic
policy, based on a strong British pound, crashed under
pressure from foreign speculators. The Major govern-
ment maintained such Thatcherite policies as the
privatization of the coal mines and railways, but snip-
ing from Conservative ranks and theriseof 2 reinvigo-
rated Opposition undermined Major’s authority.




~

Among British prime ministers, Margaret Thatcher has
been urique in giving her name to a political ideology,
Thatcherism. Her central conviction was that the mar-
ket offered a cure for the country's economic difficultias,
She had more in common with the market-oriented out-
look of President Ronald Reagan than with the mixed-
economy welfare state philosophy of her Conservative
as well as Labour predecessors.

In economic policy, the Thatcher administration
experienced both Successes and frustrations, Her
anti-inflation poticies Succeeded, but unemployment
increased. Industrial relations acts gave union mem-
bers the right to elect their leaders and vote on whether
to hold a strike. State-owned industries and municipally
owned council houses were sold to private owners.
What were described as “businesslike" methods ware
introduced into managing everything from hospitals to
museums,
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As long as it was in her hands, Thatcher believed
in strong govermnment. In foreign policy, she was a for-
midable proponent of what she Saw as Britain's
national interest in dealings with the EY and in alliance
with President Ronald Reagan. The 1982 Argentine
invasion of the Falkland Islands, a remote British
colony in the South Atlantic, led to a brief and victorious
war there. Thatcher was also quick to assert her per-
sonal authority against colleagues in the Cabinet and
against civil servants, The autonomy of local govem-
ment was curbed and a Property tax on houses was
replaced by a poil tax on each aduit.

Following her departure from office, Conservatives
divided between Thatcherites, who sought to push
market-oriented and anti-EU measures further, and
those who believed that the time had come to maintain
the status quo. David Cameron gained office in 2010 by
avoiding association with Thatcherism.

See: Margaret Thatcher, The Downing Strest Years (New York: HarperCollins, 1983); Dennis Kavanagh, 7he Reordering of British Politics
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997); Richargd Vinen, Thatcher's Britain (London: Simon and Schuster, 2009).

In 1994, Tony Blair was elected Labour leader
because he did not talk or look like an ordinary Labour
Party member. Instead of being from a poor back-
ground, he was educated at boarding school, he stud-
ied law at Oxford, and his parents were Conservatives,
To show that he rejected socialist values, he sought to
relabel the party as the New Labour Party and pro-
claimed a vague Third Way philosophy modeled on
that of President Bill Clinton, He pledged a pragmatic
Bovernment that would do “what works” and appealed
to the voters to “trust hjm.” The strategy was elec-
torally successful (see Box 8.3).

In his first term of office, Blair and his Chancellor
of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, sought media pub-
licity to demonstrate that Labour was good at govern-
ing. Blair appointed many media-oriented political
advisors with little or no prior experience of working
in government. Five years after becoming prime min-
ister, Blair recognized the limits of a media-oriented
strategy: “In opposition, announcement is the reality.
For the first period in government, there was a ten-
dency to believe this js the case. It isn’t. The announce-
ment is only the intention,”

The Blair government implemented Labour’s
long-standing program of constitutional reforms,
including the devolution of powers to elected assem-
blies in Scotland and Wales and creation of a power-
sharing government in Northern Ireland. Major Jaws
protecting individual human rights were adopted.
However, in the wake of terrorist attacks, the govern-
ment sought to limit human rights in ways that drew
protests from civil liberties groups. Blair welcomed
such criticism as proof of his toughness.

In 2005, Labour again won a majority of seats in
the House of Commons, making Tony Blair Britain’s
second-longest-serving Prime minister in more than a
century. Since a prime minister does not have a fixed
term of office, when Blair’s popularity fell in the opin-
ion polls, he came under pressure from his long-serving
and jealous heir apparent, Gordon Brown, to retire
rather than fight a fourth election. Blair resigned in
June 2007.

The Labour Party unanimously elected Gordon
Brown as its leader on the basis of his record as the
Chancellor of the Exchequer during a period when the
¢conomy grew, inflation was low, and unemployment
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Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party with the
goal of winning elections. To make the party electable, he
abandoned its traditional commitments to the trade
unions and to socialist values. The strategy accomplished
an unprecedented series of three straight Labour wins in
three straight general elections. However, the Labour
share of the vote declined from 43 percent in 1997 to
41 percentin 2001 and then o 35 percent in 2005.

As prime minister, Blair sought to make his office
the focus of attention. A high priority was given to media
publicity, where a sound bite ora clever phrase is suffi-
cient. Political advisors used the prime minister's
authority to push government ministers and civil sef-
vants to produce good headlines.

Blair promoted policies to change the delivery of
state-financed health and education services by

ot |
BOX 8.3

introducing more market mechanisms intended to
increase efficiency and give citizens a degree of
choice. The Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon
Brown, played a key role, 100, in allocating public
expenditure. Many doctors, teachers, and public
employees were demoralized of angered by these
measures; for example, in 2006, university teachers
staged their first nationwide strike.

in international affairs, Blair's chief initiative was fo
bond not only with Democratic president Bill Clinton but
also with Republican president George W. Bush in sup-
port of the lraq War. Since he left office, when his pop-
ularity was falling and Gordon Brown was pressing to
take over, he has had a successful career in consultan-
cies and lecture fees.

See: Simon Jenkins, Thatcher and Sons (London: Allen Lane, 2006); Terrence A. Casey. ed., The Blair Legacy (New York: Palgrave, 2009}, Peter

Mandelson, The Third Man (New York: Harpet Collins, 2010).

fell. Brown boasted that he had ended the economic
cycle of “boom and bust.” His critics charged him with
trying to run an expensive Swedish-style welfare state
without imposing the taxes necessary to finance it.
Brown’s hesitancy in making and explaining decisions,
combined with a reserved personality, led to his
approval rating in the polls falling as low as Blair at his
worst. Labour critics fed stories of his faults to the
media and Lord Peter Mandelson, a Cabinet colleague,
privately described the relationship between Blair and
Brown as “dysfunctional.”

The world economic crisis and the subsequent
plunge in the government’s finances raised questions
about Brown’s achievements at the Exchequer. In May
2010, he led his party to defeat; Labour’s 29 percent
share of the popular vote was its second lowest since
1918. The new leader of the Labour Party, Ed
Miliband, elected in September 2010, has the task of
explaining to traditional Labour voters and ex-Labour
voters where the party now stands. The position the
Labour Party takes in opposition depends, in the
words of a former Labour Cabinet minister, on
whether the Conservative-Liberal Democratic coali-
tion government “embeds a status quo it wouldn’t
have created” (that is, the New Labour legacy) and on

“whether the country would welcome that with relief
or be thirsty for greater change.”’

THE STRUCTURE OF GOVERNMENT

[n Britain, the term government is used in many senses.
People may speak of the Queen's government to empha-
size enduring and nonpartisan features; they may refer
to a Labour government or Conservative government t0
emphasize partisanship, or 10 David Cameron’s govern-
ment to stiess a personal feature. The departments
headed by Cabinet ministers advised by senior civil ser-
vants are referred 10 collectively as Whitehall, after the
London street in which many major government
departments are located. Downing Street, where the
prime minister works, is a short street off Whitehall.
Parliament—that is, the popularly elected House of
Commons and the nonelected House of Lords—is at
one end of Whitehall. The term Parliament is often used
as another way of referring to the House of Commons.
Together, all of these institutions are often referred to as
Westminster, after the district in London in which the
principal offices of British government are located.
With devolution, institutions are found in Scotland,
Wales, and Northern Ireland, too (see Figure 8.1).
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Local and
Regional

Electorate

Structure of the British Government

Descriptions of a government often start with jts
constitution. However, Britain has never had a written
constitution. In the words of a constitutional lawyer,
I. A. G. Griffith, “The Constitution is what happens.”8
The unwritten constitution is a jumble of Acts of
Parliament, judicial pronouncements, customs, and
conventions that make up the rules of the political
game. The vagueness of the constitution makes it flex-
ible, a point that political leaders such as Margaret
Thatcher and Tony Blair have exploited to increase
their own power. Comparing the written U.S.
Constitution and the unwritten British constitution
emphasizes how few are the constraints of an unwrit-
ten constitution (see Table 8.2). Whereas amendments
to the U.S. Constitution must receive the endorsement
of well over half the states and members of Congress,
the unwritten constitution can be changed by a major-
ity vote in Parliament or by the government of the day
acting in an unprecedented manner.

The U.S. Constitution gives the Supreme Court the
final power to decide what the government may or may
not do. By contrast, in Britain, the final authority is
Parliament, where the government of the day com-
mands a majority of votes, Courts do not have the
power to declare an Act of Parliament unconstitutional;

Legislature

Popular Influence Must Focus on Westminster

Executive

Prime Minister
{Head of the
Govemment)

judges simply ask whether the executive acts within jts
authorized powers, Many statutes delegate broad dis-
cretion to a Cabinet minister or to public authority.
Even if the courts rule that the government has improp-
erly exercised its authority, the effect of such a judgment
can be annulled by a subsequent Act of Parliament
retroactively authorizing an action,

The Bill of Rights in the U.S. Constitution allows
anyone to turn to the courts for the protection of their
personal rights, Instead of giving written guarantees to
citizens, the rights of British people are meant to be
secured by trustworthy governors, An individual who
believes his or her personal rights infringed must seek
redress through the courts by invoking the European
Convention of Human Rights and the 1998 British
Human Rights Act, adopted in emulation of it

The Crown is the abstract concept that Britain
uses in place of the continental European conception
of the state. It combines dignified parts of the consti-
tution, which sanctify authority by tradition and
myth, with efficient parts, which carry out the work
of government. The Queen is only a ceremonial head
of state. The public reaction to the accidental death of
Princess Diana was a media event but not a political
event like the assassination of President Kennedy.
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TABLE 8.2
Britain (unwritten) United States (written)
QOrigin Medieval customs 1787 Constitutional Convention
Form Unwritten, vague wiritten, precise
Final constitutional authority Majority in Parliament Supreme Court
Bill of individual rights Borrowed from Europe ‘(o8
Amendment Ordinary vote in Partiament; More than majority vote in Congress,
unprecedented action by government states
Policy relevance Low High

Queen Elizabeth 11 does not influence the actions of
what is described as Her Majesty’s Government. The
Queen is expected to respect the will of Parliament, as
communicated to her by the leader of the majority in
Parliament, the prime minister.

What the Prime Minister Says and Does

Leading a government is a political rather than a man-
agerial task. The preeminence of the prime minister is
ambiguous, and this is especially so ina coalition gov-
ernment (see Box 8.4). A politician at the apex of gov-
ernment is remote from what is happening on the
ground. The more responsibilities attributed to the
prime minister, the less time there is to devote to any
one task. Like a president, a prime minister is the pris-
oner of the law of “first things first” The imperatives
of the prime minister are as follows.

s Winning elections. A prime minister may be self-
interested, but he or she is not self-employed. To
become prime minister, a politician must first be
clected leader of his or her party. The only election
that a prime minister must win is that of party
leader. Seven prime ministers since 1945—
Winston Churchill, Anthony Eden, Harold
Macmillan, Alec Douglas-Home, James Callaghan,
John Major, and Gordon Brown—initially entered
Downing Street during the middle of a Parliament
rather than after a national election. In the eigh-
teen elections since 1945, the prime minister of the
day has ten times led the governing party to vic-
tory and eight times to defeat.

+ Campaigning through the media. A prime minister
does not need to attract publicity; it is thrust upon

him or her by the curiosity of television and news-
paper reporters. Media eminence is a double-edged
sword, for bad news puts the prime minister in an
unfavorable light. The personality of a prime minis-
ter remains relatively constant, but during a term of
office, his or her popularity can fluctuate by more
than 45 purcentage points in public opinion polls?
Patronage. To remain prime minister, a politician
must keep the confidence of a party, or in the case
of David Cameron, of two parties (the Liberal
Democrats as well as Conservatives). Potential crit-
ics can be silenced by appointing a quarter of MPs
to posts as government ministers, who sit on front
bench scats in the House of Commons. MPs not
appointed to a post are backbenchers; many ingra-
tiate themselves with their party Jeader in hopes of
becoming a government minister. In dispensing
patronage, a prime minister can use any of four dif-
ferent criteria: (1) personal loyalty (rewarding
friends); (2) co-option (silencing critics by giving
them an office so that they are committed to sup-
port the government); (3) representativeness (for
example, appointing a woman or someone from
Scotland or Wales); and (4) competence in giving
direction to a government department.
Parliamentary performance. The prime minister
appears in the House of Commons weekly for half
an hour of questions from MPs, engaging in
rapid-fire repartee with a highly partisan audi-
ence. Unprotected by a speechwriter’s script, the
prime minister must show that he or sheisa good
advocate of government policy or suffer a reduc-
tion in confidence. By being in the Commons and
participating in votes there, the prime minister is
able to judge the mood of the governing party.
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Y Making and balancing policies. As head of the involved compromises that balanced competing
British government, the prime minister deals with demands from each party as wel| as having policy
heads of other Bovernments around the world; commitments on which they agree (see Box 8.4). The
this makes foreign affairs a special responsibility extent to which Clegg is able 10 secure substantia]
of Downing Street. When there are conflicts media attention wil] depend on the issye at hand. His
between international and domestic policy priori- strategy for the Libera] Democrats doing well at the
ties, the prime minister is the one person who can next general election is not oriented toward television
strike a balance between pressures from the world appearances; he wants to change the electoral system
“out there” and pressures from the domestic elec- to remove the handicaps under which it has suffered,
torate. The prime minister also makes policy by While the formal powers of the office remain con-
striking a balance between ministers who want 1o stant, individual prime ministers have differed in their
spend more money to increase thejr popularity electoral success (see Figure 8.2), how they view their
and a Treasury minister who wants to cut taxes in job, and their impact on government. Clement Attlee,
order to boost his or her popularity. Labour prime minister from 1945 1951, was an
unassertive spokesperson for the lowest common
In a coalition Bovernment, the role of deputy denominator of views within a Cabinet consisting of
prime minister js also important; Nick Clegg leads the very experienced Labouyr politicians, When an aging
Liberal Democratic Party, on whose support the prime Winston Churchill succeeded Attlee in 1951, he concen-
minister depends for a parliamentary majority. In the trated on foreign affairs and teok little interest in domes.
formation of the coalition, Clegg bargained for a sig- tic policy; the same was true of his successor, Anthony
nificant amount of Patronage. The coalition pact Eden. Harold Macmillan intervened Strategically on a
ETH
BOX 8.4

Equally important, they are expacted to persuade back- partisan differences, Competing claims of the coalition
bench Conservative and Liberal Democratic MPs to Partners must be reviewed by the Conservative and
vote for compromises necessary to maintain the coali- Liberal Democratic leaders in order to maintain the unity
tion, even it these Compromises sometimes depart of the coalition,
from Ppreviously endarsed party policies. When a Commons vote is an issue of confidence
The formation of the Con-Lib coalition was pre- in the government, both Conservative and Liberal
ceded by bargaining about issues that were likely to Democratic MPs are expected to unite to keep it in
Provoke disagreement between the two parties. The office. However, political confrontation makes news,
result was a thirty-six-page coalition pact recording the and journalists are always looking for signs of disagree-
compromises reached. In addition, the pact listed ment to publicize. Backbench Conservative and Liberal
issues on which public differences of opinion could bg Democratic MPs are not bound by collective Cabinet
expressed, such as electoral reform. respensibility, They may criticize a coalition policy when
Policymaking and coalition building starts in gov- they dislike a compromise. In addition, all-party com-
emment departments. In the majority, the ministar in mittees of MPs can hold hearings that reveal divisions
charge and his or her deputy are from different parties, within the coalitign,

Thus, before a departmental position can be established

(‘Qq ) See: www.cabinetomce.gov.uk/;kedsa'409088/p0fg_coaIllion.pdl. accessed June 29, 2010, David Laws, 22 Days in May {London: Biteback, 2010).
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limited number of domestic and international issues
while giving ministers great scope on everyday matters.
Alec Douglas-Home: was weak because he lacked knowl-
edge of cconomic affairs, the chief problem during his
administration.

Both Harold Wilson and Edward Heath were ini-
tially committed to an activist definition of the prime
minister’s job. Howeven wilson’s major initiatives in
economic policy were unsuccessful, and in 1974, the
clectorate rejected Heath's direction of the economy.
Wilson won office again by promising t0 replace con-
frontation between management and unions with
political conciliation. James Callaghan, who succeeded
wilson in 1976, also emphasized consensus, but eco-
nomic crises continued.

Margaret Thatcher had strong views about many
major policies: associates gave her the nickname
«Tina" because of her motto: There Is No Alternative.
Thatcher was prepared to push her views against the
wishes of Cabinet colleagues and civil service advisors.
in the end, her “hossiness” caused a revolt of Cabinet
colleagues that helped bring about her downfall. Her
former colleagues welcomed John Major as a consen-
sus replacement of a domineering Thatcher. However,
his conciliatory manner was often interpreted asa sign
of weakness. Sniping from ministers led Major to refer
to his Cabinet colleagues as “bastards.”

Tony Blair carried into the prime ministership the
priority he gave in Opposition to attracting support
from middle-class voters and business, and he paid lit-
tle attention to traditional Labour activists and trade
union officials. Cabinet ministers were supposed to
support his strategy on pain of losing favor with
Downing Street. While in charge of the Treasury,
Gordon Brown used its power of the purse to influence
Cabinet colleagues and to build up a coterie of sup-
porters who would help him hasten Tony Blair’s retire-
ment and hisown succession. Aftera brief honeymoon
with public opinion, Prime Minister Brown fell out of
favor and Labour ministers briefed the media about the
need for changing the party’s leadership to prevent
defeat at the next election. Brown's critics were unwill-
ing to mount an open challenge to his position, which
is difficult to do under the party rules. When Brown
Jost the 2010 election, he immediately resigned.

Tony Blair’s personalistic leadership led to
claims that Britain now has a presidential system of
government. However, by comparison with a U.S.
president, 3 British prime minister has less formal
authority and less security of office (see Table 8.3).
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Media visibility High

Route to top Parliament
Chosen by Party vote

Elected by Parliament

Term of office Flexible, insecure
Constitution Unitary

Domestic influence High

International role Semi-independent

Checks Informal

The president js directly elected for 4 fixed four-year

term. A prime minister js chosen by his or her party
for an indefinite term and is thus vulnerable to Jos.-

and can dismiss Cabinet appointees with little fear
of the consequences; by contrast, senjor colleagues
of a prime minister are potential rivals for leadership
and may be kept in Cabinet 1o prevent them from
challenging him or her. With the support of the
Cabinet and governing party, a prime minister can
be far more confident than 3 president that major
legislative Proposals will be enacted into law, since
the president is without authority over Congress. By
contrast, the prime minister is at the apex of a uni-
tary government, with pPowers not limited by the
courts or by a written constitution, !0

Coalition government introduces another dis-
tinction, for the role of the deputy prime minister is
much more important than that of the American vice
president, Nick Clegg is the leader of party on whose
votes the prime minister and the majority of Cabinet
ministers depend for their jobs. Thys, when disagree-
ments arise, David Cameron must bargain with his
deputy rather than give orders to him,

The Cabinet and Cabinet Ministers

The Cabinet consists of senior ministers appointed
by the prime minister; they must be either members of
the House of Commons or of the House of Lords, As

gaprim

Britain (prime minister)

Rose 167

TABLE

® minister and a president.

United Stateg (presldent)
High

Govemor, senator

State primarigg and caucyses
National election

Four years, secure

Federal

So-so

Superpower

Congress, Supreme Court

MPs as well as ministers, they contribute to what
Walter Bagehot described as “the close union, the

Historically, the Cabinet has been the forum in
which the prime minister brought together leading
members of the Boverning party, many with compet-
ing departmenta] interests and Personal ambitions,
to ensure agreement about major government pol;-
cies. A half century ago, there were usuaily two
Cabinet Mmeetings a week, and many took severa]

The convention of Cabinet responsibility requires
that all Cabinet ministers give public support to or at
least refrain from public criticism of what the govern-
ment is doing, even if they have opposed a policy in
Private. A minister unwilling to share responsibility
has been expected to resign office, However, ministers

their views to the press rather than resign,

Cabinet ministers remain important a5 depart-
ment heads, for most decisions of 8overnment are
made within departments, and departments are

i
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coalition Cabinet formed in May 2010 had the follow-
ing departments:

« External affairs: Foreign and Commonwealth
Affairs: Defenses International Development

o Economic affairs: Treasurys Business, Innovation,
and Skills; Encrgy and Climate Changes
Transport

s Legal and constitutional issues: justice and Lord

Chancellor; Home Office and Women’s Affairs

Social services: Culture, Media, and Sport

+ Territorial Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs;

Communities and Local Government; Northern

Ireland office; Scotland office; Wales office

Managing government business: Lord President of

the Council and deputy prime minister; leader of

the House of Commons; chief whip in the House

of Commons; leader of the House of Lords

For example, the Department of Business,
Innovation, and Skills supervises a larger staff than
the Treasury. However, because of the importance of
the Treasury's responsibility for taxation and public
expenditure, it has more senior civil servants. The
Business Department’s staff has a dispersed variety of
concerns, including the competitiveness of industry,
trade, employment, and university education. The
Treasury concentrates ofl one big task: the manage-
ment of the economy. The job of the Chancellor of
the Exchequer is more important politically, insofar
as economic performance affects the governing
party’s electoral fate. But the head of the Department
of Business, Vince Cable, is the Liberal Democratic
Party’s leading figure on economic affairs, and as a
former Labour Party activist, his potitical background
differs from that of the Conservative Chancellor.

Cabinet ministers aré willing to go along silently
with their colleagues’ proposals in exchange for
endorsement of their own measures. However, min-
isters often have to compete for scarce resources,
making conflict inevitable between departments.
Regardless of party, the Defense and Education min-
isters press for increased spending, while Treasury
ministers oppos¢ such moves. Cabinet ministers
sometimes resolve their differences in Cabinet com-
mittees including all ministers whose departments
are most affected by an issue.

A minister has many roles: initiating policies,
selecting among alternatives brought forward from

within the department, of avoiding a difficult or unpop-
ular decision. A minister is responsible for actions taken
by thousands of civil servants nominally acting on the
minister's behalf and must answer for agencies to which
Whitehall is increasingly contracting out responsibility
for defivering public services. In addition, a minister isa
department’s ambassador to the world outside, includ-
ing Downing Street, Parliament, the mass media, and
interest groups. Not least, Cabinet ministers are individ-
uals with ambitions to rise in politics. The typical minis-
ter is not an expert ina subject but an expert in politics.
rhis skill has particular jmportance when MPs in two
coalition parties must be asked to support what the
minister is doing.

‘The Civil Service

Government could continue for months without new
legislation, but it would collapse overnight if hundreds
of thousands of civil servants stopped administering
laws and delivering public services that had been
authorized by Acts of Parliaments. The largest number
of civil servants are clerical staff with little discretion;
they carry out routine activities of 2 large bureaucracy.
Only if these duties are executed satisfactorily can
ministers have the time and opportunity to make new
policies.

The most important group of civil servants is the
smallest: the few hundred higher civil servants who
advise ministers and oversee work of their depart-
ments. Top British civil servants deny they are politi-
cians because of the partisan connotations of the term.
However, their work is political because they are involved
in formulating and advising on policies. A publication
seeking to recruit bright graduates for the higher civil
service declares, “You will be involved from the outset
in matters of major policy or resource allocation and,
under the guidance of experienced administrators,
encouraged to put forward your own constructive
ideas and to take responsible decisions.”

Top civil servants are not apolitical; they are
bipartisan, being ready to work for whichever party
wins an election. High-level civil servants are expected
to be able to think like politicians, anticipating what
their minister would want and objections that would
be raised by Parliament, interest Groups: and the
media. Civil servants like working for 2 political
heavyweight who can carry the department’s cause to
victory in interdepartmental battles.




The relationship between ministers and higher
civil servants is critical, A busy politician does not have
time to go into details; he or she wants a brief that can
catch a headline or squash criticism. Ministers expect
higher civil servants to be responsive to their political
views and to give advice consistent with their outlook
and that of the governing party or the coalition, Civi|
servants like working for a minister who has clear
views on policy, but they dislike it when a minister
grabs a headline by expressing views that will get the
department into trouble later because they are
impractical. In the words of 3 senior civil servant, “Just
because ministers say to do something does not mean
that we can ignore reality.12

Both ministers and senior civi] servants have been
prepared to mislead Parliament and the public, When
accused in court of telling a lie about the British gov-
ernment’s efforts to suppress an embarrassing memoir
by an ex-intelligence officer, the then-head of the civil
service, Robert Armstrong, described the govern-
ment’s statements as “a misleading impression, not a
lie. It was being economical with the truth.”

The appointment of political advisors from out-
side Whitehall has caused difficulties with civil ser-
vants. The advisors are loyal to their minister and to
the governing party. While experienced in dealing
with personalities in the governing party and the
media, they have no experience with Whitehall. When
departmental policies attract criticism, some minjs-
ters now blame civil servants rather than take respon-
sibility themselves. The head of the trade union of
higher civil servants has argued, “There is a danger of
descending into a search for scapegoats when prob-
lems emerge »13

The Thatcher government introduced a new
phenomenon in Whitehall: a prime minister who
believed civil servants were inferior to businesspeople
because they did not have to “earn” their living—that
is, make a profit, Management was made the buzz-
word in Whitehall, and it has continued under each of
Thatcher’s successors. Departments are now sup-
posed to be run in a businesslike fashion, achieving
value for money so that the government could profit
politically by avoiding tax increases to pay for its
spending priorities. Parts of government departments
were “hived off” to form separate public agencies,
with their own accounts and performance targets.
However, when an agency’s task is politically sensitive,
such as the marking of national school examinations,
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the education minister cannot avoid blame if there
are major errors in delivering examination marks
to pupils,

The coalition Bovernment has Conservative and
Liberal advisors for jts Mministries. It has also called on
outside experts to head task forces and has created
bodies to offer expert information. For example, the
team of economists ar the Office of Budget
Responsibility js expected to produce an independent
forecast of the state of the economy before the govern-
ment announces its annual budget.

The Role of Parliament

The House of Commons js a rectangular room in
which the majority of MPs supporting the govern-
ment sit on one side and Opposition MPs sit facing
them. The government’s state of mind is summed up
in the words of a Labour Cabinet minister who
declared, “It’s carrying democracy too far jf you don’t
know the result of the vote before the meeting.”! In
the great majority of House of Commons votes, MPs
vote along party lines, The Opposition cannot expect
to alter major government decisions because it lacks a
majority of votes in the Commons. For the life of a
Parliament, it accepts the frustrations going with its
minority status because it hopes to win a majority at
the next election.

The government eXpects to get its way because jts
ministers are the leading politicians in the parliamen-
tary majority. If a bill or a motion is identified as a vote
of confidence in the government, defeat risks the gov-
ernment having to resign and call a general election,
The leaders of the Conservative and Liberal coalition
formed in 2010 have sought to alter this assumption so
that a general election will only be called if both the
coalition partners want this to happen.

Whitehall departments draft bills that are pre-
sented to Parliament, and few amendments to legisla-
tion are carried without government approval. Laws
are described as Acts of Parliament, but it would be
more accurate if they were stamped “Made in
Whitehall.” In addition, the government rather than
Parliament sets the budget for government programs.
The weakness of Parliament s in marked contrast to
the U.S. Congress, where each house controls its own
proceedings independent of the White House. A U.S.
president may ask Congress to enact a bill, but cannot
compel a favorable vote.
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The first function of the Commons is to weigh
political reputations. MPs continually assess their col-
leagues as ministers, potential ministers, and coalition
partners. A minister may win a formal vote of confi-
dence but lose status if his or her arguments are
demolished in debate. They continually assess their
leader as a person who will lead them to victory or
defeat at the next election.

Second, backbench MPs can demand that the
government do something about an issue and force a
minister to explain and defend what he or she is
responsible for. The party whip is expected to listen to
the views of dissatisfied backbench MPs and to convey
their concerns to ministers. In the corridors, dining
rooms, and committees of the Commons, back-
benchers can tell ministers what they think is wrong
with government policy. If the government is unpopu-
lar and MPs feel threatened with losing their seats,
they will be aggressive in demanding that something
be done.

Publicizing issues is 2 third function of
Parliament. MPs can use their position to call the
media’s attention to issues and to themselves.
Television cameras are now in Parliament, and a
quick-witted MP can provide the media with sound
bites.

Fourth, MPs can examine how Whitehall depart-
ments administer public policies. An MP may write to
a minister about a departmental responsibility affect-
ing a constituent or interest group. MPs can request
the parliamentary commissioner for administration
(also known as the ombudsman, after the Scandinavian
original) to investigate complaints about maladminis-
tration. Committees scrutinize administration and
policy, interviewing civil servants and ministers.
However, as a committee moves from discussing
details to discussing issues of government policy, it
raises a question of confidence in the government; this
can divide a committee along party lines, with MPs in
the governing party in the majority.

A newly elected MP contemplating his or her role
as one among 650 members of the House of Commons
is faced with many choices. An MP may decide to be a
party loyalist, voting as the leadership decides without
participating in deliberations about policy. The MP
who wishes more attention can make a mark by bril-
liance in debate, by acting as an acknowledged repre-
sentative of an interest group, or in a nonpartisan
way—for example, as a wit. An MP is expected to speak
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for constituency interests, but constituents accept that
their MP will not vote against party policy if itis in
conflict with local interests. The only role that an MP
rarely undertakes is that of lawmaker.

To keep the published salary of MPs from rising,
they receive very generous expense allowances, includ-
ing amounts for the upkeep of a second home, since
many divide their time between London and their
constituency outside London. The expense claims
were not audited until after the press published evi-
dence that MPs were claiming expenses for everything
from cleaning the moat around their country house t0
remodeling a London flat that was quickly sold for a
profit of tens of thousands of pounds. Hundreds of
MPs paid back some expenses rather than defend their
claims, and a few have been indicted on charges of
criminal fraud. New rules now restrict expenses and
open them to public scrutiny.

Backbench MPs perennially demand changes to
make their jobs more interesting and to give them
more influence. However, the power to make major
changes rests with the government rather than the
House of Commons. Whatever criticisms MPs make
of Parliament while in opposition, once they are in
government, party leaders have an interest in main-
taining arrangements that greatly limit the power of
Parliament to influence or stop what ministers do.

Among modern Parliaments, the House of Lords
is unique because it was initially composed of heredi-
tary peers, supplemented by lords appointed for life.
However, in 1999, the Labour government abolished
the right of all but ninety-two hereditary peers to sit in
the House of Lords. Today, a large majority of its
members are life peers who have received a title later in
life for achievement in one or another public sphere,
for having been government ministers without a seat
in the House of Commons, or for being prominent
financial donors to a party.

No party has a majority of seats in the House of
Lords, and more than one-quarter of its members are
cross-benchers who do not identify with any party.
The government often introduces relatively noncon-
troversial legislation in the Lords, and it uses the Lords
as a revising chamber to amend bills. Members of the
Lords can raise party political issues or issues that cut
across party lines, such as problems of the fishing
industry or pornography. The Lords cannot veto legis-
lation, but it can and does amend or delay the passage
of some government bills.




Although all parties accept the need for some
kind of second chamber to revise legislation, there is
no agreement about how it should be composed or
what its powers should be. In 2007, a majority of MPs
voted in favor of a completely elected House of Lords,
and the coalition government has affirmed its desire to
move toward an elected upper chamber. However, the
last thing the government of the day wants is a reform
that gives the upper chamber enough electoral legiti-
macy to challenge government legislation.

The Courts and Abuses of Power

The creation of a Supreme Court as the highest judi-
cial authority in the United Kingdom in 2009 replaced
the centuries-old practice of the highest court operat-
ing as a committee of the House of Lords. The court
consists of a president and eleven justices appointed by
a panel of lawyers. Its chief function is to serve as the
final court of appeal on points of law in cases initially
heard by courts in England, Wales, and Northern
Ireland. It also hears some cases from Scotland, which
maintains a separate legal system, although its laws are
usually much the same.

Although the new British Supreme Court has the
same name as the highest court in the United States, its
powers are much more limited. It can nullify govern-
ment actions if they are deemed to exceed powers
granted by an Act of Parliament, but it cannot declare
an Act of Parliament unconstitutional. Governments
often include clauses in Acts that give ministers broad
discretionary powers. Parliament remains the supreme
authority, deciding what government can and cannot
do. In practice, when the government is under attack,
it can usually rely on its own MPs to close ranks in its
defense.

Britain’s membership in the EU offers additional
channels for judicial influence. The United Kingdom is
now bound to act within laws and directives laid down
by the EU. British judges can use EU standards when
evaluating government actions, and plaintiffs can
challenge British government actions at the European
Court of Justice. The 1998 Human Rights Act of the
Westminster Parliament allows citizens to ask British
courts to enforce rights conferred by the European
Convention on Human Rights.

There is tension between the principle that the
elected government of the day should do what it
thinks best and the judges’ view that government
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should act in accord with the rule of law, whether it be
an Act of Parliament or an obligation in a European
treaty that the British government has endorsed.
When judges have handed down decisions that minis-
ters do not like, ministers have publicly attacked them.
Judges have replied by declaring that they should not
be attacked for enforcing the law; if the government
does not like it, they say, it should pass a new Act of
Parliament or alter a European law.

In constitutional theory, Parliament can hold
prime ministers accountable for abuses of power by
the government. In practice, Parliament is an ineffec-
tive check on abuses of executive power, because the
executive consists of the leaders of the majority in
Parliament. When the government is under attack,
MPs in the governing party tend to close ranks in its
defense. The government can use this shield to protect
itself from charges of abusing its power.

Whitehall practices that abuse powers have been
protected from parliamentary scrutiny by legislation
on official secrecy. This legislation treats information
as a scarce commodity that should not be given out
freely. The Whitehall view is that “The need to know
still dominates the right to know.”!> A Freedom of
Information Act has reduced but has not ended the
executive’s power to keep secret the exchange of views
within the Whitehall network. Information about pol-
icy deliberations in departments is often deemed to be
not in the “public” interest to disclose, for it can make
government appear uncertain or divided. The intro-
duction of a coalition government is loosening up
these restrictions, since there is now a need to consult
more widely and openly among ministers and MPs in
two parties. This makes unauthorized leaks to the
media more likely.

Terrorist activities challenge conventional norms
about individual rights and the collective interests of
the state. The Labour government’s proposals for
reducing the rights of suspected terrorists have been
condemned by Conservative and Liberal parties as cre-
ating the risk of a “siege” or “authoritarian” society.!6
At times, British government forces have dealt with the
violence of the Irish Republican Army and illegal
armed Protestant groups by “bending” the law, includ-
ing fabricating evidence to produce convictions that
courts have subsequently overturned. However, the
government is slow to admit it has erred. For example,
it took thirty-eight years before it admitted that the
British Army’s killing of thirteen Irish demonstrators
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in Londonderry in 1972 was totally unjustified. In
response to jihadist terrorist bombs in London in
2005, the police have been ready to use harsh measures
against suspects, including shoot-to-kill responses
when arresting suspects.

Occasional abuses of executive power raise prob-
jems for civil servants who believe that their job is not
only to serve the clected government of the day, but
also to maintain the integrity of government. This has
led civil servants at times to leak official documents
with the intention of preventing government from
carrying out a policy that the leaker believes to be
unethical or inadvisable (see Box 8.5).

Government as a Network

The ship of state has only one tiller, but whenever a
major policy decision comes up, many hands reach
out to steer it. Policymaking involves a network of
prime minister, ministers, leading civil servants, and
political advisors, all of whom share in what has been
described as the “village life” of Whitehall.!” However,
the growth of government has increased specialization
so that policymakers see less and less of each other. For
a given issue, a relatively small number of people are
involved in the core executive group that makes a deci-
sion. However, the people in decision-making net-
works are a floating population; the core network is

The inability of Parliament to hold the government of
the day accountable for palpable misdeeds disturbs
senior civil servants who know what is going on and
risk bacoming accessories before the fact if they assist
ministers in producing statements that mislead
Parliament.

In one well-publicized case, a Ministry of Defense
official, Clive Ponting, leaked to the House of
Commons evidence that questioned the accuracy of
government statements about the conduct of the
Falklands War. He was indicted and tried for violating
the Official Secrets Act. The judge asked the jury to
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not the same for transport and agriculture, or for
health and defense.

The prime minister is the single most important
person in government. Since there is no written con-
stitution, a determined prime minister can challenge
the status quo and turn government to fresh ends. But
to say that the prime minister makes the most impor-
tant decisions and less important decisions are left to
departmental ministers leads to the question, “What is
an important decision?” Decisions on issues in which
the prime min ster is not involved, such as social secu-
rity, are more numerous, require more money, and
affect more lives than most decisions made at
Downing Street. Scarcity of time is a major limitation
on the influence of the prime minister. In the words of
one Downing Street official, “It’s like skating over an
enormous globe of thin ice. You have to keep moving
fast all the time.”!8 In a coalition government, major
decisions cannot be made by a single politician
because they require interparty agreement.

Within each department, the permanent secretary,
its highest-ranking civil servant, usually has much
more knowledge of a department’s problems than does
a transitory Cabinet minister. Political advisors
brought into 1 department to put the best spin on what
their minister does know less about the department’s
work than its career civil servants. However, they have
the political advantage of knowing the minister better.

think about the Issue this way: “Can it then be in the
interests of the state to go against the policy of the
government of the day?" The jury concluded that it
could be; Ponting was acquitted.

Most senior civil servants are unwilling to become
whistle-blowars and jeopardize their own careers by
voicing doubts about what ministers do. Inquiries after
major mistakes can show that these mistakes have
occurred because ministers have refused to listen to
cautions from civil servants or misrepresented their
views. This was notably so in Tony Blair's justification of
going to war in lraq.

Ses: Graham Wilson and Anthony Barker, "Whitehall’'s Discbedient Servants? Senior Officlals’ Potential Resistance 1o Ministers in British
Govemnment Departments,” British Joumal of Political Science 27, no. 2 (1997): 223-46.




POLITICAL CULI'URE AND LEGITIMACY

Political cultere refers 10 values and belicfs about how
the countryvught 10 be governed. For cxample, there
is a consensus that Britain ought to have a government
accountabl: to a popularly elected parliament. This
view is helc not only by the major partics but also by
the parties that demand independence, such as the
Scottish National Party.

The values of the pulitical culture impose limita-
tions on what government can do and what it must do,
Regardless of party preference, the great majority of
British people today believe that government ought to
provide education, health services, and social security.
Cultural norms about freedom of speech prevent cen-
surship of criticism, and liberal laws about sexual rela-
tions and abortion allow great freedom of choice in
sexual matters,

Today, the most signiticant limits on the scope of
public pulicy are practical and political. Public expen-
diture on popular policics such as the health service is
limited by the extent to which the economy grows and
the reluctance of government to raise more money for
health care by increasing taxes or by imposing some
charges for its use, as is done in continental European
countries.

The trusteeship theory of government assumes
that leaders ought to take the initiative in deciding
what is collectively in the public interest. This theory
is summarized in the epigram, “The government’s
iob is 10 govern.” The trusteeship doctrine is always
popular with the majority party because it justifies
doing whatever the government wishes. The opposi-
tion party rejects this theory because it is not in
oflice.

The collectivist theory of government sces gov-
ernment as balancing the competing demands of col-
lective groups in society. From this perspective, par-
ties and interest groups advocating group or class
interests are more authoritative than individual vot-
ers.!? Traditional Conservatives emphasize harmony
between different classes in society, each with its own
responsibilities and rewards. For socialists, group pol-
itics has been about promoting working class and
Irade union interests. With changes in British society,
party leaders have distanced themselves from close
identification with collective interests as they realize
that votes are cast by individuals rather than by busi-
ness firms or trade unions.
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The individualist theory of government postu-
lates that political parties should represent people
rather than group interests. In the 1980s, Margaret
Thatcher proclaimed that personal welfare should be
the responsibility of each individual rather than of the
state. She went so far as to declare, “There is no such
thing as society.” David Cameron has amended this
view by emphasizing the importance of what he calls a
big socicty, that is, a set of institutions bigger and
broader than the state. Liberal Democrats put empha-
sis on individual freedom from government enforce-
ment of sucial norms.

The legitimacy of government is seen by the
readiness of the British people to conform to basic
obligations such as paying taxes and cooperating
with public officials. However, British people make
many specific  criticisms  about government.
Citizens have become distrustful of many political
institutions in reaction to changing standards o1
clite behavior, such as MPs making cxcessive claims
for expenses and Cabinet ministers seeking tc
besmirch the reputation of colleagues with whomr
they compete.

Less than one in five Britons trusts political par-
ties that seck their support, and even fewer trust the
press, which claims to represent the voice of the peo-
ple. The press and television are trusted by less thar
one-third of the population. Barely one in threc
expresses trust in Parliament as a whale, Civil society
organizations such as churches and trade union:
likewise have the trust of less than half of the popula.
tion. The most trusted public institutions today ar
those that maintain authority, including the armec
forces, the police, and the courts (see Figure 8.3).

Dissatisfaction with government policies car
stimulate popular protest, but the legitimacy of gov-
ernment means that protest is normally kept withir
lawful bounds. The World Values Survey finds tha
nearly every Briton says they might sign a petition, anc
half might participate in a lawful demonstration, bu
only one-sixth consider participating in an illega
occupation of a building or factory. The readiness o
groups in Northern Ireland to use guns and bombs fo
political ends makes it the most “un-British” part o
the United Kingdom.

The legitimacy accorded to British government i
not the result of economic calculations about whethe
parliamentary democracy “pays” best, as rational
choice theories propose. During the depression of th
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POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION

Percentage

Political Trust & &
Press and parties mast distrusted inslitu

1

Source: Calcutated from dala in the World Values Survey in Bnitin, 2005.

1930s, Communist an Fascist parties received only
derisory voles in Britain, while their support was
preat in Germany and laly. Likewise, inflation and
unemployment in the 1970s and 1980s did not stimu-
Lite extremist politics.

The symbols of & common past, such as the
monarchy, are sometimes cited as imajor determinants
of legitimacy. But surveys of public opinion show that
the Queen has little political significance; her popular-
ity derives from the faci that she is nonpolitical. The
popularity ol a monarch is a consequence, not a cause,
of political legitimacy. In Northern Ireland, where the
minority denies the legitimacy of British government,
the Queen is a symbol of divisions between British
Unionists and Irish Republicans who reject the Crown.
labit and tradition appear to be the chief explanations
lor the persisting legitimacy of British government. A
survey asking people why they support the government
lound that the most popular reason was, “It's the best
lorm of government we know.”

Authority is not perfect or trouble-free. Winston
Churchill made this point when he told the House of
Commons:

No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all wise,
Indeed, it has been said that democracy is the worst
torm of government, except all those other turms that
have been iried from time to time.20

In the words of the English writer E. M. Forster,
people give “two cheers for democracy.”

R
FIGURE 8.3

Socialization influences the politic
division between those whe participa
in politics and those who cp not. T
family’s influence comes first ghronolo
ically; political attitudes leaiped with
the family become intertwinzd with pi
mary family loyalties. However, soc.
change means that the views parer
o transmit to their children may not be ro
evant by the time their offspring ha
become forty to fifty years old. F
example, a  religious identificatic
learned in childhood may no longer ha
a political relevance, for in contemp
rary Britain, whether one is a Christi;
or a Muslim tends to be more releva
than whether one was raised as a member of 1)
Church of England or as a Roman Catholic.

Family and Gender

A child may not know what the Labour, Conservatiy
or Liberal Democratic Party stand for, but if it is tl
party of Mom and Dad, this can be enough to create
youthtul identitication with a party. However, tl
influence of family on voting is limited, because
third do not know how one or both of their parer
usually voted, ur clse their parents voted for differe
parties. Among those who report knowing whis
party both parents supported, just over half vote
their parents have. In the electorate as a whole, only :
percent say that they know how both parents vot
and that they vote for the same party.2!

Children learn different social roles according
gender, yet as adult citizens, men and women have t)
same legal right to vote and participate in politic
Men and women tend to have similar political au
tudes. For example, more than half of women and h;
of men favor capital punishment, and a substanti
minority in cach group oppose it. At each general cle
tion, the votes of women are divided in much the san
way as the votes of men (sce Table 8.4).

Gender differences do lead to differences in poli
cal participation, however. Two-thirds of local gover
ment councilors are men; one-third are wome
Women make up almost half the employees in the cit
service but are concentrated in lower-level clerical jot
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Conservative, Labour, and
Liberal Democratic Parties,
Education is strongly rela-
ted to active participation in
politics. The more education a

TABLE 8.4

Conservative Liberal Democrat Other person has, the greater his or
Gender her chances of climbing the
Women 38% 28% 22% 12% political career ladder. One-
Men 36% 31% 26% 8%  third of MPs went to fee-paying
Age private schools, University grad-
18-24 30% 31% 30% 9% “;‘:;s ':“k; up ft:'“;"e"‘h;
5 % % of the members of the House o
9 we 2% 2% v, pohe expansian of
N niversities roken the tra-
85 and over 4% 3% 16% % ditional dominance of Oxford
Soclal Class and Cambridge; only one-
Middle, professional 44% 23% 27% 7% quarter of MPs went to these
Lower middle 40% 28% 24% 9% two institutions. The concen-
Skilled manual 33% 33% 19% 15%  tration of university graduates
Unskilled manual 32% 35% 13% 20% in top jobs is a sign of a meri-

Scurce: Ipsos MORI, How Britain Voted in 2010 (www.ipsos-mori.eom/researchpubﬂcations/
researcharchive/poll.aspx?oltemld--zs13): analysis of all who sajd they were absolutely certain to vote

or had aiready voted, interviewed March 5-May 19,2010 (n = 5,927).

women hold about one-third of the top appointments
in the civil service. [n 2010, a total of 142 women were
elected to the House of Commons; it remains more
than three-quarters male. The coalition Cabinet has
four women ministers,

Education

The majority of the population was once considered
fit for only a minimum level of education, but the
minimum level has steadily risen. In today’s electorate,
the oldest voters left school at the age of fourteen and
the median voter by the age of seventeen. Only a small
percentage of young persons attend “public” schools,
that is, fee-paying schools, which are actually private.
Whereas half a century ago Britain had few universi-
ties, today more than two-fifths of young persons
enter postsecondary institutions, However, many of
the new institutions created in the past two decades
lack the facilities of established research universities.
The stratification of English education used to
imply that the more education a person had, the more
likely a person was to be Conservative. This is no
longer the case. People with a university degree or its
equivalent now divide their votes between the

tocracy, in which persons quali-
fied by education have replaced
an aristocracy based on birth
and family,

Class

Historically, party competition has been interpreted in
class terms; the Conservative Party has been described
as a middle-class party, and Labour as a working-class
party. Class is relatively important in England because
of the absence of major divisions in race, religion, or
language, as are found in the United States, Canada, or
Northern Ireland.

Occupation has been the most commonly used
indicator of class, Manual workers are usually
described as the working class and nonmanual work-
ers as the middle class, Changes in the economy have
led to a reduction in manual jobs and an increase in
middle-class jobs. Today, many occupations such as
computer technician have an indeterminate social sta-
tus. When British people are asked about belonging to
a class, 57 percent reject placing themselves in either
the middle or the working class,

The relationship between class and party has
become limited. No party now wins as much as half the
vote of middle-class or of skilled or unskilled manual
workers (see Table 8.4). Due to the cross-class appeal of
parties, less than two-fifths of voters now conform to
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the stereotypes of middle-class Conservatives of
working-class Labour voters.

Most Britons have a mixture of middle-class and
working-class attributes. Sociveconomic experiences
other than occupation often influence voting. At each
level of the class structure, people who belong to trade
unions are more likely to vote Labour than
Conservative. Housing creates neighborhoods with
political relevance. People who live in municipally
built council houses tend to vote Labour, while
Conservatives do relatively well among homeowners,
who are now a big majority of the electorate.

Media

‘The mass media’s emphasis on what is happening
today makes it an agency for resocializing people.
Today, the upper class no longer commands deference,
and celebrities prominent in sports, rock music, or
making money are better known than most MPs and
many Cabinet ministers. Moreover, the Internet pro-
vides people with alternative sources of information
and opinion, and most Britons old enough to vote are
able to find information there.

The British press is sharply divided into a few
quality papers (such as The Times, The Guardian, The
Daily Telegraph, The Independent, and The Financial
Times) that carry news and comment at an intellectual
level higher than American newspapers, and mass-
circulation tabloids that concentrate on trivia and trash
(such as The Sun and the Daily Mirror). The Economist
is the best-known weekly periodical for politics and for
economics; it circulates worldwide. Most papers tend
to lean toward one party. However, if the party that
they normally support becomes very unpopular, they
tend to lean toward a party that has risen in popularity.

In the aggressive pursuit of news and audiences,
journalists are prepared to grab attention by making
the government of the day look bad, and television
interviewers can gain celebrity by insulting MPs and
ministers on the air. A majority of MPs think that the
media is to blame for popular cynicism about politi-
cians and parties. However, opinion polls find that a
majority of the electorate thinks that the conduct of
politicians is just as much to blame for cynicism about
politics as is the conduct of the media.

Television is the primary source of political news.
Historically, radio and television were a monopoly of the
British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), which sought

10 educate its audience and was respectful of politicians.
‘There are now many television channels and a great
variety of radio stations competing for audiences.
Current-affairs programs seek audiences by exposing the
failings of government. The law forbids selling advertis-
ing to politicians, parties, or political causes.

The government of the day controls the license
renewals of broadcasting companies, and it sets the
annual fee that every viewer must pay for noncom-
mercial BBC programs, currently about $210 a year.
Broadcasters trv to avoid favoring one party, because
over time, control of government (and with it the
power to make decisions that affect broadcasting rev-
enue and licenses) is likely to shift between parties.

Use of the Internet and other new media of com-
munication by a majority of Britons has opened up a
wide variety of sources of information to the public.
Government agencies, Parliament, and the Prime
Minister's Office provide substantial details about
their activities and policies. Political parties produce
electronic “mail shots™ to targeted audiences, and MPs’
hard drives overflow with communications from
constituents and interest groups. Politicians are also
vulnerable to having opinions expressed in informal
e-mails leaked to the press.

Since political socialization is a lifetime learning
process, the luyalties of voters are shaped by an accumu-
lation of influences over many decades. Today, there are
still some members of the electorate who were old
enough to vote for or against Winston Churchill when he
led the Conservative Party. In 2010, the youngest voters
had not been born until after Margaret Thatcher retired
as leader of the Conservative Party. At the next British
general election, more than half the electorate will have
cast their initial vote at the 1997 election or subsequently.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

An election is the one opportunity people have to
influence government directly. Every citizen aged eigh-
teen or over is eligible to vote. Local government offi-
cials register voters, and the list is revised annually,
ensuring that nearly everyone eligible to vote is actu-
ally registered. Turnout at general elections has fallen
from a high of 84 percent in the closely fought 1950
election to as low as 59 percent. In 2010, the closeness
of the election increased turnout; it rose to 65 percent.
However, only half those who vote say they feel close
to a political party.
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such people do? The constraints of history
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and institutions make the inductive
approach more realistic,

The most important political roles in
Britain are those of Cabinet minister,
higher civil servant, partisan political
advisor, and intermittent public persons
analogous to Washington insiders. Each
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Participation in Politics
Most Britons are only voters

September 5, 2008, and January 14, 2007 (n=22319).

In addition to voting, there are many ways in
which Britons participate in politics. Two-fifths have
signed a petition on a public issue, One-quarter say
that politics has affected their shopping by causing
them to boycott a product. In the course of a year,
almost one-fifth say that they have contacted a politi-
cian about a matter that concerns them. One in eight
describe themselves as very interested in politics (see
Figure 8.4).

Party workers are a very small minority of the elec-
torate; Britons are much more inclined to participate in
voluntary associations that they regard as nonpolitical,
Or nonparty, such as Oxfam, which js concerned with
reducing world poverty. The concentration of the
media in central London means that a political demon-
stration there in which ten thousand people participate
will get national coverage. However, those participating
are less than one-tenth of | percent of the electorate
(see Figure 8.4),

POLITICAL RECRUITMENT

We can view recruitment into politics deductively or
inductively. The deductive approach defines the job to
be done and individuals are recruited with skills
appropriate to the task; this practice is favored by
management consultants. Alternatively, we can induc-
tively examine the influences that lead people into pol-
itics and ask: Given their skills and motives, what can

— f
FIGURE 8.4

Source: European Social Survey Round 3, conducted in the United Kingdom batween

group has its own recruitment pattern. To
become a Cabinet minister, an individual
must first be elected to Parliament.
Shortly after leaving university, ambitious
politicians often become assistants to
politicians and then “graduate” to lobbyist
or journalist, then to parliamentary can-
didate for a constituency that their party
; normally wins. Individuals enter the civil
i service shortly after leaving university by
Passing a highly competitive entrance
€xamination; promotion is based on
achievement and approval by seniors. Intermittent
public persons gain access to ministers and civil ser-
vants because of the knowledge and position that they
have gained by making a career outside party politics.
In all political roles, starting early on a political
career is usually a precondition of success, because it
takes time to build up the skills and contacts necessary
to become a major political actor. Geography is a sec-
ond major influence on recruitment. Ministers, higher
civil servants, and other public persons spend their
working lives in London. A change at Downing Street
does not bring in policymakers from a different part of
the country, as can happen in the White House when a
president from Chicago succeeds a president from
Texas. Since London is atypical of the cities and towns
in which most British people live, there is a gap
between the everyday lives of policymakers and the
majority on whose behalf they act.

MPs and Cabinet Ministers

For a person ambitious to be a Cabinet minister,
becoming an MP js the necessary first step.
Nomination as a parliamentary candidate s in the
hands of local party committees. A candidate does not
have to be resident in the constituency in which he or
she is nominated. Hence, it is possible for a young per-
son to go straight from university to a job in the House
of Commons or party headquarters, and then look
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around the country for nomination for a winnable
seat, a process that usually takes years. Once selected
for a constituency in which his or her party has a big
majority, the MP can then expect to be reelected rou-
tinely for a decade or more.

After entering the House of Commons, an MP
seeks to be noticed. Some ways of doing so—for
example, grabbing headlines by questioning the wis-
dom of the party leadership—make it difficult to gain
promotion to ministerial rank. Other approaches
assist promotion, such as successfully attacking oppo-
sition leaders in debate or being well-informed about
a politically important topic, or showing loyalty to the
party leader.

Experience in the Commons does not prepare an
individual for the work of a minister. An MP’s chief
concerns are dealing with people and talking about
what government ought to do. A minister must also be
able to handle paperwork, relate political generalities
to specific technical problems facing his or her depart-
ment, and make hard decisions when all the alterna-
tives are unpopular.

The restriction of ministerial posts to MPs pre-
vents a nationwide canvass for appointees. A prime
minister must distribute about a hundred jobs among
approximately two hundred MPs in the governing
party who are experienced in Parliament and have not
ruled themselves out of consideration on grounds of
parliamentary inexperience, old age, political extrem-
jsm, personal unreliability, or lack of interest in office.
An MP has a better than even chance of a junior min-
isterial appointment if he or she serves three terms in
parliament. A few people who have special skills or the
confidence of the prime minister can be given ministe-
rial appointments without becoming an MP; they are
given a seat in the House of Lords.

A minister learns on the job. Usually, an MP is first
given a junior post as a Parliamentary Under Secretary
and then promoted to Minister of State before becom-
ing a full member of the Cabinet. In the process, an
individual is likely to be shuffled from one department
to another, having to learn new subject matter with
each shift between departments. The average minister
can expect to stay in a particular job for about two
years, and never knows when the accidents of poli-
tics—a death or an unexpected resignation—will lead
to a transfer to another department. The rate of minis-
terial turnover in Britain is one of the highest in
Europe. The minister who gets a new job as the result

of a reshuffle usually arrives at 2 department with no
previous experience of its problems. Anthony
Crosland, an able Labour minister, reckoned: “It takes
you six months to get your head properly above water,
a year to gt the general drift of most of the field, and
two years really to master the whole of a department.” n

Higher Civil Servants

Whereas MPs come and g0 from ministerial office,
civil servants can be in Whitehall for the whole of their
working lives. Fligher civil servants are recruited with-
out specific professional qualifications or training.
They are meant to be the “best and the brightest’—
a requirement that has traditionally meant getting a
prestigious degree in history, literature, or languages.
The Fulton Committee on the Civil Service recom-
mended that recruits should have “relevant” specialist
knowledge, but members could not decide what kind
of knowledge was relevant to the work of govern-
ment.2? The Civil Service Commission tests candi-
dates for their ability to summarize lengthy prose
papers, to resolve a problem by fitting specific facts to
general regulations, to draw inferences from a simple
{able of social statistics, and to perform well in group
discussions about problems of government.

Because bright civil service entrants lack special-
ized skills and need decades to reach the highest posts,
socialization by senior civil servants is especially
important. The process makes for continuity, since the
head of the civil service usually started there as a
young official under a head who had himself entered
the civil service many decades before.

In the course of a career, civil servants become
specialists in the difficult task of managing ministers
and government business. As the television series Yes,
Minister shows, they are adept at saying “yes” to a
Cabinet minister when they mean “perhaps” and say-
ing “up to a point” when they really mean “no.’
Increasingly, ministers have tended to discourage civil
servants from pointing out obstacles in the way of
what government wants to do; they seek people offer-
ing “can do” advice from outside the civil service.

Political Advisors

Most advisors are party-political; their job is to mobi-
lize political support for the government and for the
Cabinet minister for whom they work. Because their
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background is in party politics and the media, such
advisors bring to Whitehall skills that civil servants
often lack and that their ministers value. But because
they have no prior experience of the civi service, they
are often unaware of its conventions and legal obliga-
tions. Some tricks used by political appointees to put a
desirable spin on what the government js doing can
backfire, causing public controversy and even their
dismissal.

In addition, experts in a given subject area, such as
environmental pollution or cloning, can act as politi-
cal advisors. Even if inexperienced in the ways of
Whitehall, they can contribute specialist knowledge
that is often lacking in government departments, and
they can be supporters of the Boverning party, too,

Most leaders of institutions such as universities,
banks, churches, and trade unions do not think of
themselves as politicians and have not stood for public
office. They are principally concerned with their own
organization. But when government actions impinge
on their work, they become involved in politics, offer-
ing ministers advice and criticism. They are thus inter-
mittent public persons,

Selective Recruitment

Nothing could be more selective than an election that
results in one person becoming prime minister of a
country. Yet nothing is more representative, because
an election is the one occasion when every adult can
participate in politics with equal effect.

Traditionally, political leaders had high social
status and wealth before gaining political office.
Aristocrats, business People, or trade union leaders
can no longer expect to translate their high standing in
other fields into an important political position.
Today, politics is a full-time occupation. As careers
become more specialized, professional politicians
become increasingly distant from other spheres of
British life,

The greater the scope of activities defined as polit-
ical, the greater the number of people actively involved
in government. Government influence has forced
company directors, television executives, and univer-
sity heads to become involved in politics and public
policy. Leadership in organizations outside Whitehall
gives such individuals freedom to act independently of
government, but the interdependence of public and
private institutions, whether for-profit or nonprofit, is
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Now so great that sooner or later they meet in discus-
sions about the public interest,

ORGANIZING GROUP INTERESTS

Civil society institutions have existed in Britain for
more than a century. Their leaders regularly discuss
specific policies with public officials in €xpectation
that this will put pressure on government to do what
they argue is in the public interest as wel] as their own
group’s interest.

The scope of group demands varies enormously
from the narrow concerns of an association for the
blind to the eéncompassing economic policies of orga-
nizations representing business or trade unions.
Groups also differ in the nature of their interests; some
are concerned with material objectives, whereas others
advocate for single causes such as reducing violence on
television or race relations,

The Confederation of British Industries is the
chief representative organization of British business,
As its name implies, its membership is large and var-
ied. The Institute of Directors represents individuals at
the top of large and small businesses. The heads of the
biggest businesses usually have direct contacts with
Whitehall and with ministers, whatever their party,
because of the importance of their activities for the
British economy and for jts place in the international
economy. For example, the dividends of BP (British
Petroleum) have been a major source of income for
British investors, most of the oj] it drills is outside the
United Kingdom, and when things go wrong, as in
the Gulf of Mexico, it can create diplomatic problems.
The construction industry has access to government
because home-building is important for the national
economy, and Whitehall’s tight control over land use
influences where houses can be built,

The chief labor organization is the Trades Union
Congress (TUC); its members are trade unijons that
represent many different types of workers, some
white-collar and some blue-collar. Most member
unions of the TUC are affiliated with the Labour
Party, and some leading trade unionists have been
Communists or Maoists, None is a supporter of the
Conservative or Liberal Democratic parties.

Changes in employment patterns have eroded
union membership, and union members are dispro-
portionately older workers. Today, less than one-
quarter of the labor force belongs to a trade unijon.
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Over the years, the membership of trade unions has
shifted from manual workers in such industries as
coal and railways to white-collar workers such as
tcachers and health-service employees. Less than one
in six private sector workers belongsto a trade union.
By contrast, more than half of the public sector work-
ers are union members. Elected representatives con-
trol their wages, and strikes or go-slow actions by
reachers, hospital workers, of other public employees
can cause political embarrassment to the government.

Britain has many voluntary and charitable associ-
ations, from clubs of football team supporters to the
Automobile Association. It is also home to a number
of internationally active nongovernmental organiza-
tions such as Oxfam, dealing with problems of poor
countries, and Amnesty International, concerned with
political prisoners. The latter organizations try to
bring pressure not only on Westminster but also on
organizations such as the World Bank and on repres-
sive governments around the world.

Unlike political parties, interest groups do not
seek influence by contesting elections; they want 1o
influence policies regardless of which party wins.
Nonetheless, there are ties between interest groups and
political parties. Trade unions have been institution-
ally part of the Labour Party since its foundation in
1900 and are the major source of party funds. The
connection between business associations and the
Conservatives is not formal, but the party’s traditional
commitment to private enterprise is congenial to busi-
ness. Notwithstanding common interests, both trade
unions and business groups demonstrate their auton-
omy by criticizing their partisan ally if it acts against
the group’s interest.

Party politicians seek to distance themselves from
interest groups. Conservatives know that they can only
win an election by winning the votes of ordinary citizens
as well as prosperous businesspeople. Tony Blair sought
to make the Labour government appear business-
friendly and reaped large cash donations from very
wealthy businessmen. However, this led union leaders to
attack his government as unsympathetic,and a few small
unions have left the Labour Party.

To lobby successfully, interest groups must be able
to identify those officials most important in making
public policy. When asked to rank the most influential
offices and institutions, interest-group officials named
the prime minister first by a long distance; Cabinet
ministers came second, the media third, and senior

civil servants fourth. Less than 1 percent thought MPs
outside the ministerial ranks were of primary impor-
tance.2d However, interest groups do not expect to
spend a great deal of time in Downing Street. Most of
their contacts are with officials in government depart-
ments concerned with issues of little public concern
but of immediate interest to the group.

What Interest Groups Want

Most interest groups pursue three major goals: the
sympathetic administration of established policies,
information about government policies, and influenc-
ing policymaking and implementation. Whitehall
departments are happy to consult with interest groups
that provide information about what is happening
outside Whitehall, cooperation in administering and
implementing, policies, and support for government
initiatives. As long as the needs of Whitehall and inter-
est groups are complementary, they can bargain as
professionals sharing common concerns. Both sides
are ready to arrive ata negotiated agreement.

“The more committed members are to an interest
group’s goals, the more confidently leaders can speak
for a united membership. Consumers are more diffi-
cult to organize because they have no social contacts
with other people who buy what they buy. Drivers of
Ford cars ate a category rather than a social group.
Changes in the economy, in class structure, and in the
lifestyles of generations have resulted in a decline in
the “dense” social capital networks of coal mining vil-
lages and textile mill towns.

Individuals usually have a multiplicity of identi-
ties that are often in conflict—for example, as workers
desiring higher wages and as consumers wanting lower
prices. The spread of mass consumption and decline
in trade union membership has altered the balance
between these priorities. As a trade union leader has
recognized, “Our members are consumers too."?®

Group members who care about an issue can dis-
agree too about what their leaders ought to do. Even if
an interest group is internally united, its demands may
be counteracted by opposing demands from other
groups. In economic policy, ministers can play off pro-
ducers against consumers Or business against unions
to increase their scope for choice and present their
policies as “something-for-everybody” compromises.

The more a group’s values are consistent with the
cultural norms of society asa whole, the easier it is to




equate its interest with the public interest. But in an
open society such as Britain, the claims of one group
to speak for the public interest can easily be challenged
by competing groups. The centralization of authority
in British government means that interest groups
must treat as given the political values and priorities of
the government of the day.

Insider interest groups usually have values in
harmony with cvery party. Insiders advance their case
in quiet negotiations with Whitehall departments,
Their demands tend to be restricted to what is politi-
cally possible in the short term, given the values and
commitments of the government of the day.26
Outsider interest groups are unable to negotiate
because their demands are inconsistent with the party
in power. Outsider groups without any influence in
Whitehall often campaign through the media. To tele-
vision viewers, their demonstrations appear as evi-
dence of their importance; in fact, they are often signs
of a lack of political influence. Green interest groups
face the dilemma of either campaigning for funda-
mental change in hopes that eventually Whitehall
departments will turn their way, or becoming insiders
working within the system to improve the environ-
ment to some extent, but not as much as some ecolo-
gists would like.

Keeping Interest Groups at a Distance

Whitehall civil servants find it administratively conve-
nient to deal with united interest groups that can
implement agreements. For a generation after World
War II, ministers endorsed the corporatist philosophy
of bringing together business, trade unions, and polit-
ical representatives in tripartite institutions to discuss
such controversial issues as inflation and unemploy-
ment. Corporatist bargaining assumed a consensus on
political priorities and goals and that each group’s
leaders could deliver the cooperation of those they
claimed to represent, In practice, neither Labour nor
Conservative governments were able to maintain a
consensus. Nor were interest-group leaders able to
deliver their nominal followers. By 1979, unemploy-
ment and inflation were both out of control,

The Thatcher administration demonstrated that a
government firmly committed to distinctive values
can ignore group demands and lay down its own pat-
tern of policy. It did so by dealing at arm’s length with
both trade unions and business groups. Instead of
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consulting with interest groups, it practiced state-
distancing, keeping the government out of everyday
marketplace activities such as wage-bargaining, pric-
ing, and investment.

A state-distancing strategy emphasizes the use of
legislation to achieve goals, since no interest group can
defy an Act of Parliament. Laws have reduced the
capacity of trade unions to frustrate government poli-
cies through industrial action. The sale of state-owned
industries has removed government from immediate
responsibility for the operation of major industries,
and Labour Chancellor Gordon Brown gave the Bank
of England responsibility for meonetary policy.

State-distancing Places less reliance on negotia-
tions with interest groups and more on the authority of
government. Business and labor are free to carry on as
they like—but only within the pattern im posed by gov-
ernment legislation and policy. Most unions and some
business leaders do not like being “outside the loop”
when government makes decisions. Education and
health-service interest groups like it even less, because
they depend on public funds for their revenue.

PARTY SYSTEM AND ELECTORAL CHOICE

British government s party government. The candi-
dates on the ballot in each parliamentary constituency
are nominated by party members, and the party lead-
ers are chosen by the vote of their MPs and party
members. The prime minister is not popularly elected,
but gains office by being the leader of the party with
the most MPs,

A Multiplicity of Choices

A general election must occur at least once every five
years. The coalition government favors changing the
law to have elections occurred at a fixed date, starting
in 2015, while making allowance for an earljer con-
test if the government loses the confidence of a clear
majority of MPs. This would replace the long-estab-
lished practice of the prime minister’s being able to
call an election sooner if he or she thinks this is polit-
ically more favorable,

An election offers a voter a very simple choice
between candidates competing to represent one of the
650 constituencies into which the House of Commons
is divided. Within each constituency, the winner is the
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candidate who is first past the post with a plurality of
votes, even if this is less than half the total vote. In
2010, the winner in one English constituency received
only 29 percent of the total vote, and in most con-
stituencies, the victor had a plurality but not an
absolute majority of the vote. 'The winner nationally is
the party gaining the most MPs. In 1951 and in
February 1974, the party winning the most votes
nationally did not win the most seats; the runner-up
party in the popular vote formed the government.

Between 1945 and 1970, Britain had a two-party
system; the Conservative and Labour parties together
took an average of 91 percent of the popular vote and
in 1951 took 97 percent (see Figure 8.5). The Liberals
had difficulty fielding candidates in a majority of con-
stituencies and even more difficulty in winning votes
and seats. Support for the two largest parties was
evenly balanced; Labour won four elections and the
Conservatives won four.

The decline in the attractiveness of the class-
based Labour and Conservative parties gave other
parties an opportunity to gain support. A multiparty
system emerged in the elections of 1974. The Liberals
won nearly one-fifth of the vote, and Nationalists did
well in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.
Together, the Conservative and Labour parties took
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only 75 percent of the vote. The Liberal Democrat and
Nationalist parties have maintained their strength.
‘Fhe number of parties in the system today depends
on the measure used.

a+ The number of parties competing for votes varies
(rom three 0 five in different parts of the United
Kingdom. In England, three parties—Labour,
Conservatives, and Liberal Democrats—compete
for votes (and in 2010, four, as the anti-EU United
Kingdom Independence Party fought in most
seats, too). In Scotland and Wales, there are nor-
mally four parties, and the Scottish National
and Plaid Cymru (Welsh Nationalist) parties also
clect MPs. In Northern Ireland, at least five parties
contest scats, two representing Unionist and
Protestant voters, two Irish Republican and
Catholic voters, and the weakest a cross-religious
Alliance of voters.

« The two largest parties do not monopolize votes.
In the 2010 election, the biggest parties together
won less than two-thirds of the popular vote
(see Table 8.5). No party has won half the popu-
lar vote since 1935. In recognition of this, the
2010 televised election debates gave equal atten-
tion to Labour Prime Minister Gordon Brown,
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England Scotland
Conservative 39.5% 16.7%
Labour 28.1% 42.0%
Liberal Democratic 24.2% 18.9%
Nationalists* - 19.9%
Others 8.2% 2.4%

*Scottish National Party, Plald Cymny {(Wales), and in Northem lreland the Alliance party, the Democratic Union and Ulster Unionisy parties, and
Pro-irish Repubtic Sinn Fein and the Social Democratic and Labour Party.
Source: General Election 2010: Preliminary Analysis. House of Commons Library Research Paper 10/38,

Conservative leader David Cameron, and Liberal
Democratic leader Nicholas Clegg.

* The two largest parties in the House of Commons
are often not the two leading parties at the con-
stituency level, At the 2010 election, in more than
one-quarter of constituencies, one or both of the
two front-running parties was neither Labour nor
Conservative,

* More than half a dozen parties consistently win

seats in the House of Commons, In 2010, so-

called “third” parties won more than one-eighth
of the seats in the Commons,

Significant shifts in voting usually do not involve

individuals moving between the Labour and

Conservative parties but rather in and out of the

ranks of abstainers or between the Liberal

Democrats and the two largest parties. Nationalist

parties in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland

win seats because they concentrate their candi-
dates in one part of the United Kingdom.

»

The distribution of seats in the House of
Commons is different from the distribution of the
share of votes. In 2010, the Conservative Party won 47
percent of MPs with 36 percent of the vote, and the
Labour Party won 40 percent of the seats in the House
of Commons with 29 percent of the popular vote (see
Figures 8.5 and 8.6). The Liberal Democrats gained
just under 9 percent of MPs with 23 percent of the
popular vote.

In 2009 the election of British Members of the
European Parliament (MEPs) was held with a propor-
tional representation ballot, and it occurred when the
Labour government was very unpopular. The anti-EU
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Wales Northern Ireland United Kingdom
26.1% —_ 36.0%
36.3% — 29.0%
20.1% - 23.0%

11.3% 89.3% —

6.2% 10.8% 11.9%

Liberai

Other* 28 it Democrats
58

] ]

. Seats in the House of FIGURE 8.8 /
Coemmons ;
The government moves ;

to the right in 2010 9

“Includes six Scottish Nationalists, three Welsh Plaid Cymru, eight
Northam Ireland Democratic Unionists, five Sinn Fein, three Northem
Ireland Social Demecratic and Labour, ong Green, and two others,

Source: General Election 2010: Preliminary Analysis. House of
Commons Library Research Paper 10/36.

United Kingdom Independence Party came second in
the popular vote, and the anti-immigrant British
National Party and the Green Party also elected MEPs.
However, when the choice in the following year was
about who governs Britain, only the Green Party was
able to win a single seat at Westminster.

Defenders of the first-past-the-post electoral sys-
tem argue that Proportionality is not a goal in itself,
It is justified because it usually places responsibility for
government in the hands of a single party. This justifi-
cation is used in the United States, where the president
can be described as representing all the people,
whether he wins just over half or just under half the
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popular vote. In countries using proportional repre-
sentation, coalition or minority governments arc the
norm. When a coalition is necessary, party finishing
third in the popular vote usually determines who gov-
erns by joining in a formal or informal coalition with
one or the other of the two largest partics.

‘The strongest advocates of proportional represen-
tation are the Liberal Democrats. In a proportional
representation system, the Liberal Democrat vote in
5010 would have given it 150 scats, more than double
what it actually received. The coalition government is
committed to holding a referendum in May 2011 on
whether the plurality first-past-the-post system
should be maintained or replaced by the alternative
vote (AV) system. The AV system asks voters to indi-
cate their order of preference between candidates. 1f
the front-running candidate lacks an absolute major-
ity, the candidates finishing lowest in the constituency
are progressively climinated and the second prefer-
ences of their voters redistributed until one candidate
gets a majority.

In elections that do not affect the composition of
the Westminster Parliament, a variety of electoral sys-
tems are in use.2 Al} British members of the European
Parliament are elected by proportional representation,
and this has been true of electing members of the
Northern Ireland Assembly for four decades. The
Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly use a mixed
electoral system: some representatives are elected by
the first-past-the-post method and some by propor-
tional representation. The mayor of Greater London is
clected by the alternative vote, ensuring that the win-
ner is the first or second choice of more than half the
voters.?

Political parties are often referred to as
«machines;” but this description is very misleading, for
parties cannot mechanically manufacture votes. Nor
can a political party be commanded like an army.
Parties are like universities; they are inherently decen-
tralized, and people belong to them for a variety of
motives. Thus, party officials have to work hard to
keep together three different parts of the party: those
who vote for it, the minority active in its constituency
associations, and the party in Parliament. If the party
has a majority in Parliament, there is a fourth group:
the party in government. Whether the party leader is
the prime minister or the leader of the Opposition, he
or she must maintain the confidence of all parts of the
party or risk ejection as leader.?®

The headquarters of cach party provides more
or less routine organizational and publicity services
to constituency parties and to the party in Parlia-
ment. Each party has an annual conference to debate
policy and to vote on some policy resolutions. Con-
stituency parties are nationally significant because
cach selects its own parliamentary candidate. The
decentralization of the selection process has allowed
the choice of parliamentary candidates with a wide
variety of political outlooks and abilities. Under Tony
Blair, the Labour Party introduced more central
direction in choosing candidates. Doing so was justi-
fied on the grounds of securing more female MPs,
and this has happened.

The Liberal Democrats have a small central organi-
sation and have built up the party by winning council
seats at local government elections and at parliamentary
clections targeting seats where the party is strong
locally. This strategy has paid off; it has almost trebled
its number of MPs from twenty in 1992 to fifty-eight in
2010, while its share of the popular vote has scarcely
altered.

Party Images and Appeals

While the terminology of “left” and “right” is part of
the language of elite politicians, it is rejected by the
great majority of British voters. When asked to place
themselves on a left/right scale, the median voter
chooses the central position, and only a tenth place
themselves on the far left or far right. Consequently,
parties that veer toward either extreme risk losing
votes. Tony Blair won elections for Labour because
he avoided left-wing rhetoric and policies, and
David Caraeron led the Conservatives to victory
by moving, the party toward the center of British
politics.

A large majority of the public named economic
problems asa major issue at the 2010 general election.
Second in importance were issues related to race rela-
tions and immigration. A quarter of the electorate
also expressed concerns about crime, and the health
service was important to a quarter of the voters.
Foreign-policy issues were of limited concern. When
public opinion is examined across a variety of issues,
such as inflation, protecting the environment, spend-
ing money on the health service, and trade union leg-
islation, a majority of Conservative, Labour, and
Liberal Democratic voters tend to agree. Big divisions




in contemporary British politics often cut across
party lines, Any attempt to impute a coherent ideo]-
0gy to a political party is doomed to failure, for insti-
tutions cannot think and are not organized to debate
philosophy.

Instead of campaigning in ideological terms or by
appealing to collectivist economic interests, parties
increasingly stress consensual goals, such as promot-
ing prosperity and fighting crime. They compete in
terms of which party or Party leader can best be
trusted to do what people want, or whether it is time
for a change because one party has been in office for a
long time. The titles of election manifestos are virtu-
ally interchangeable between the parties. In 2010,
manifestos had such titles as “A Future Fair for All,”
“An Invitation to Join the Government of Britain,” and
“Change That Works for You,”30

Much of the legislation introduced by the govern-
ment is meant to be so popular that the Opposition
dare not vote against the bill’s principle. For every gov-
ernment bill that the Opposition votes against on prin-
ciple in the House of Commons, up to three are adopted
with interparty agreement.3! MPs who rebel against
their party whip are usually so extreme and insufficient
in number that government bills are not threatened
with defeat.

Most policies of government are not set out in
its party manifesto; they are inherited from prede-
cessors of the same or a different party. When the
Thatcher administration entered office in 1979, jt
inherited hundreds of programs enacted by preced-
ing governments, including some on the statute
books since 1760.32 1y repealed some programs
inherited from its predecessors—and it repealed
some of its own programs that were quickly recog-
nized as mistakes. When Margaret Thatcher left
office, two-thirds of the programs for which the gov-
ernment was responsible had been enacted by her
predecessors.

The freedom of action of the governing party is
limited by constraints embedded in the obligations
of office. Once in office, ministers find that all the
laws enacted by their predecessors must be enforced,
even if the government of the day would not have
enacted them. A newly elected government also
inherits many commitments to foreign countries and
to the EU. As a former Conservative minister said of
his Labour successors, “They inherited our problems
and our remedies. "3}
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CENTRALIZED AUTHORITY AND

DECEN TRALIZED DELIVERY OF

POLICIES

In a unitary state, political authority is centralized,
Decisions made by central government are binding on
all public agencies through Acts of Parliament and reg-
ulations prepared in Whitehall. In addition, Whitehall
controls taxation and public expenditure 1o a degree
unusual among other member states of the EU, where
coalition government and federalism encourage
decentralization,

Centralization is justified as the best way to
achieve territorial justice—that is, public services
being at the same standard throughout the United
Kingdom. For example, schools in inner cities and
rural areas should have the same resources as
schools in prosperous suburbs. This can be achieved
only if tax revenues collected by central government
are redistributed from wealthy to poor parts of the
country. In addition, ministers emphasize that they
are accountable to a national electorate of tens of
millions of people, whereas local councilors are only
accountable to those who vote in their ward. Instead
of small being beautiful, a big, nationwide electorate
is assumed to be better. The statement “Local coun-
cillors are not necessarily political animals; we could
manage without them” was made by a left-wing law
professor.34

For ordinary individuals, the actions of govern-
ment are tangible only when services are delivered
locally at a school, at a doctor’s office, or in rubbish
collection at their doorstep. However, Whitehall
departments usually do not deliver policies them-
selves. Most public goods and services are delivered by
agencies headquartered outside Whitehall. Moreover,
five-sixths of public employees work for non-
Whitehall agencies.3S Thuys, making and delivering
public policies involves intragovernmental politics.

Whitehall

Running the “Whitehall obstacle race” is the first step
in intragovernmental politics. Most new policies must
take into account the effects of existing policies in a
crowded policy “space.” Before a bill can be put to
Parliament, the Cabinet minister sponsoring it must
Negotiate with ministers in other departments about
how the new measure will affect existing programs
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England: an Urban
Country with Lots of
Green Fields

Although three-quarters of
the residents of the United
Kingdom live in cities of
suburbs, strict planning
laws have left most of the
tandmass of the country
open countryside including
greenbells around cities to
preserve countryside and

i villages.
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and the terms of cooperation between departments 10
implement it. Negotiations are time-consuming.
Often, a department will begin work on a new initia-
tive under one minister and complete it under another
or even under a different party in power.

Because of Treasury control of public expendi-
ture, before a bill can be put t0 Parliament, the
Treasury must authorize the additional expendi-
ture required, because increased spending implies
increased taxation. Ministers in charge of spending
departments dislike constant Treasury reminders that
there are strict cash limits on what they can spend. In
the words of a veteran Treasury official, “the Treasury
stands for reality®

A minister anxious to gain attention by introduc-
ing a popular bill in Parliament cannot do so on his or
her own. Approval must be gained from those con-
cerned with the government as a whole. Criticism by
the opposition party is less of a concern than attacks
from MPs within the government’s ranks. In a single-
party government, approval to important measures
may be needed from the prime minister and from
Cabinet colleagues on matters of lesser importance.
The coalition government adds a new dimension; there
are committees representing both the Conservative and
Liberal Democratic leaders to check that legislation is
acceptable to both parties in government.

Once a bill becomes a law, there are many reasons
why ministers do not want to be in charge of delivering
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services. Ministers may wish to avoid charges of politi-
cal interference, allow for flexibility in the market, lend
an aura of impartiality to quasi-judicial activities, allow
qualified professionals to regulate technical matters, of
remove controversial activities from Whitehall. The
prime minister prefers to focus upon the glamorous
“high” politics of foreign affairs and economic man-
agement. However, since “low-level” services remain
important t¢ most voters’ lives, ministers are under
pressure to do something—or at least say something—
in response to media demands, for example when there
is evidence of declining standards in schools, lengthen-
ing lines for hospital admission, and an increase of
crime on the streets.

Devolution to Elected Officials

Local government councilors are elected, but within
England, lacal government is subordinate to central
government. Westminster has the power to write or
rewrite the laws that determine what locally elected
governments do and spend, or even to abolish local
authorities and create new units of government with
different boundaries. Both Conservative and Labour
governments have used these powers. Changes in local
government boundaries have reflected never-ending
search to find a balance between efficiency (assumed
to correlate with fewer councils delivering services to
more people spread over a wider geographical area)
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and responsiveness (assumed to require more coun-
cils, each with a smaller territory and fewer people).

Local council elections are fought on party lines.
In the days of the two-party system, many cities were
solidly Labour for a generation or more, while leafy
suburbs and agricultural counties were overwhelm-
ingly Conservative. The Liberal Democrats now win
many seats in local elections and, when no party has a
majority, introduce coalition government into town
halls. However, being a councilor is usually a part-
time job.,

The Blair government introduced the direct elec-
tion of the mayor of Greater London, citing New York
and Chicago as positive examples. However, it refused
to give London the independence in taxing and spend-
ing that American local government enjoys.’” The
office is a political platform that attracts media atten-
tion. London’s first mayor, a left-wing independent,
and its second, a Conservative eccentric, have used
their legitimacy as elected officials to challenge the
views of government at Westminster.

Local government is usually divided into two tiers
of county and district councils, each with responsi-
bility for some local services. The proliferation of
public—private initiatives and special-purpose agencies
has reduced the services for which local government is
exclusively responsible. Today, there is a jumble of
more or less local institutions delivering such public
services as education, police protection, garbage

Education is an example of how different institutions
relate in complex ways. It is authorized by an Act of
Parliament and principally financed by central govem-
ment. Two Cabinet ministers divide responsibility; one is
respensitle for schools and the other for universities. The
delivery of primary and secondary education is the
responsibility of classroom teachers who are immediately
accountable to the head of their school and not to
Parliament. Dissatisfaction with the management of
schools by local government has led Whitehall to estab-
lish city academies, secondary schools independent of
local govemment but dependent on Whitehall for funding.
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collection, housing, and cemeteries (see Box 8.6).
Collectively, local institutions account for about a fifth
of total public expenditure.

Grants of money from central government are the
largest source of local government revenue. There js
no local income tax or sales tax, since the central gov-
ernment does not want to give local authorities the
degree of fiscal independence that American local gov-
ernment has. The Thatcher government replaced the
local property tax with a poll tax on every adult res;-
dent of a local authority, believing it would make vot-
ers more aware of the costs of local government. In
practice, the tax produced a political backlash and was
replaced by a community charge (tax) on houses and
business real estate, which central government tends to
control.?® The problem of how to fund services that
local government delivers remains a contentious issue,

Devolution to Scotland, Wales, and Northern
Ireland is an extreme form of decentralization. The
Scottish government, accountable to a parliament in
Edinburgh, has the right to enact legislation about
a large range of services—such as education, health,
and roads—of direct concern to individuals and com-
munities in Scotland. It is also responsible for deter-
mining spending priorities within the limits set by its
block grant of money from the British Treasury. With
the Scottish National Party in government, it has
political incentives to challenge the authority of
Westminster; the Welsh Assembly has administrative

3
BOX 8.8

Increasingly, central government seeks to monitor
the performance of schools in nationwide examinations
and set targets that teachers and pupils are expected to
achieve. But since the Whitehall department responsible
for schools employs only 1 percent of the people working
in education, success depends on actions taken by oth-
ers. Conservative Minister of Education Lord Hailsham
contrasted his position with that of being a minister of
defenss. In the latter, “You say to one person ‘come’ and
he cometh and another 'go’ and he goeth”; with the for-
mer, “You say to one man ‘come’ and he cometh not,
and another ‘go’ and he stays where he is,"39

See: Richard Rose, “The Growth of Govemment Crganizaticns,” in Organizing Govemment, Goveming Organizations, ed. C. Campbelil and B. G.

Peters (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pitisburgh Press, 1988), 99-128.
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discretion, but has not gained legislative or taxing
powers. Northern Ireland is exceptional because the
key service is police and security, which was kept
under the control of British ministers until agreement
was achieved under a power-sharing government that
included participants active in organizing its decades
of civil war.

Nonelected Institutions

Executive agencies are headed by nonelected officials
responsible for delivering many major public services.
The biggest, the National Health Service (NHS), is not
one organization but a multiplicity of separate institu-
tions with separate budgets, such as hospitals and doc-
tors’ offices. Access to the National Health Service is
free of charge to every citizen, but health care is not
costless. Public money is allocated to hospitals and to
doctors and dentists who must work within guidelines
and targets established centrally. Because central gov-
ernment picks up the bill, the Treasury, as the monop-
oly purchaser, regularly seeks to cut costs in providing
increasingly expensive health care.

Public demand for more and better health care
has increased with the aging of the population and
the development of new forms of medical treatment.
The government’s rationing of supply has some-
times involved months of waiting before a person
can see a medical specialist or have a nonemergency
hospital operation. British government has sought
to deal with this problem by administrative changes
intended to increase efficiency; that is, keeping total
expenditure relatively constant by cutting the cost of
individual services while expanding the total num-
ber supplied. It has not adopted the practice com-
mon in most EU countries of asking patients to pay
a limited part of the cost of seeing a doctor or get-
ting hospital treatment.

British government sponsors more than a thou-
sand quasi-autonomous nongovernmental organiza-
tions (“quangos”). All are created by an Act of
Parliament or by an executive decision; their heads are
appointed by a Cabinet minister and public money
can be appropriated to finance their activities. When
things go wrong with quangos delivering public ser-
vices, Parliament has difficulty in assigning responsi-
bility. The coalition has sought to reduce the number
of quangos on the grounds that they blur responsibil-
ity for decision-making.

Advisory committees draw on the expertise of
individuals and organizations involved in programs
for which Whitehall departments are responsible. For
example, ministry officials dealing with agriculture
can turn to advisory committees for detailed informa-
tion about farraing practices. Because they have no
executive powers, advisory committees usually cost
very little to run. Representatives of interest groups are
glad to serve because this gives them privileged access
to Whitehall and an opportunity to influence policies
in which they are directly interested.

Administrative tribunals are quasi-judicial bodies
that make expert judgments in such fields as medical
negligence or handle a large number of small claims,
such as disputes about whether the rent set for a rent-
controlled flat is fair. Ministers may use tribunals to
avoid involvement in politically controversial issues,
such as decisions about deporting immigrants.
Tribunals normally work much more quickly and
cheaply than the courts. However, the quasi-judicial
role of tribunals has created a demand for indepen-
dent auditing, of their procedures to ensure that they
are fair to all sides. The task of supervising some sev-
enty tribunals is in the hands of a quango, the Council
on Tribunals.

Turning to the Market

The 1945 to 1951 Labour government turned away
from the market because its socialist leaders believed
that governient planning was better able to promote
economic growth and full employment. It national-
ized many basic industries, such as electricity, gas,
coal, the railways, and airlines. State ownership
meant that industries did not have to runata profit;
some consistently made money while others consis-
tently lost money and required big subsidies.
Government ownership politicized wage negotia-
tions and investment decisions. The Thatcher gov-
ernment promoted privatization by selling shares of
nationalized industries on the stock market. Selling
council houses to tenants at prices well below their
market value was popular with tenants. Industries
needing large public subsidies to maintain public ser-
vices, such as the railways, have continued to receive
subsidies after privatization.

Privatization has been justified on grounds of
economic efficiency (the market is better than civil
servants in determining investment, production, and
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prices); political ideology (the power of government is
reduced); service (private enterprise is more consumer-
oriented than civil servants); and short-term financial
gain (the sale of public assets can provide billions in
revenue for government). Although the Labour Party
initially opposed privatization, it quickly realized it
would be electorally disastrous to take back privatized
council houses and shares that people had bought at
bargain prices.

Since many privatized industries affect the public
interest, new regulatory agencies have been established
to monitor telephones, gas, electricity, broadcasting,
and water. Where there is a substantial element of
meonopoly in an industry, the government regulatory
agency seeks to promote competition and often has
the power to fix price increases at a lower rate than
inflation. Even when government no longer owns an
industry, when things go wrong, government minis-
ters cannot ignore what has happened. An extreme
example of government intervention occurred when
several fatal accidents occurred on railway track main-
tained by a privatized transport company. The Blair
government took it back into public ownership,

From Trust to Contract

Historically, the British civil service has relied on trust
in delivering policies. British civil servants are much
less rule-bound than their German counterparts and
less threatened with being dragged into court than are
American officials. Intragovernmental relations
between Whitehall departments and representatives of
local authorities arrived at consensual understandings
upheld by all sides on the basis of trust as well as law.
However, the Thatcher government preferred to use
law and its control of finance to constrain local gov-
ernment and promote competition by establishing
new agencies or contracting for public services with
private sector companies. The New Labour govern-
ment intensified the use of targets to be met by agen-
cies receiving public money. The coalition government
talks about decentralization but this can only be
achieved on terms set by central government.

Trust has been replaced by contracts with agen-
cies delivering such everyday services as automobile
licenses and patents. In addition, the government has
sought to keep capital expenditure from visibly
increasing public debt through private finance initia-
tives. Banks and other profit-making companies loan
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money to build facilities that will be leased by govern-
ment agencies or even operated by profit-making
companies. The theory is that government can obtain
the greatest value for money by buying services from
the private sector, ranging from operating staff can-
teens in government offices to running prisons.
However, the government'’s experience with cost
overruns and failure to meet targets for expensive
information-technology services shows that either the
market cannot supply what government needs, civil
servants do not know how to purchase and manage
contracts for services costing hundreds of millions of
pounds, or both.

Government by contract faces political limits
because a departmental minister must answer to
Parliament when something goes wrong. The Prison
Service is a textbook example. It was established as an
executive agency separate from Whitehall in 1993 to
bring in private management in order to reduce unit
costs in the face of rising “demand” for prisons due to
changes in crime rates and sentencing policies.
However, when prisoners escaped and other problems
erupted, the responsible Cabinet minister blamed the
business executive brought in to head the Prison
Service. The Prison Service head replied by attacking
the minister’s refusal to live up to the terms of the con-
tract agreed upon between them.

The proliferation of many agencies, each with a
distinctive and narrow responsibility for a limited
number of policies, tends to fragment government.
For example, parents may have to dea] with half a
dozen different agencies to secure all the public ser-
vices to which they are entitled for their children. Tony
Blair promoted “joined up” government, linking the
provision of related services so that they could more
easily be received by individual citizens. To many pub-
lic agencies, this looked like a device to increase
Downing Street’s power. In fact, it demonstrated the
limited ability of a few people in Downing Street to
determine what is done by millions of people deliver-
ing public services,

The Contingency of Influence

The theory of British government is centralist; all roads
lead to Downing Street, where the prime minister and
the Chancellor of the Exchequer have their homes and
offices. The Foreign Office and the Treasury are only a
few steps away. In practice, policymaking occurs in




190 Politics in Britain

many buildings, some within Whitehall and others far
from London. Those involved can be divided horizon-
tally between ministries and executive agencies, and
vertically between central government, local authori-
ties, and other nondepartmental bodies that deliver
particular public services.

(nfluence is contingent; it varies with the problem
at hand. Decisions about war and peace are made in
Downing Street by the highest-ranking political and
military officials. In the Iraq War, Tony Blair's media
advisor was also heavily involved. By contrast, deci-
sions about whether a particular piece of land should
be used for housing are normally made by local
authorities far from London.

The Conservative and Liberal Democratic coali-
tion has sought to reduce differences by having minis-
ters from both parties serve within most government
departments. However, most political decisions
involve two or more government agencies. Therefore,
discussion and bargaining between government
departments is required before decisions can be
implemented. The making of policy is constrained by
disputes within government much more than by dif-
ferences between the governing party and its oppo-
nents. Many tentacles of the octopus of government
work against each other, as public agencies often differ
in their definition of the public interest. For example,
the Treasury wants to keep taxes down while the
Ministry of Defense wants more money to buy expen-
sive equipment.

While the center of central government has been
pressing harder on other public agencies, Whitehall
itself has been losing influence because of its obliga-
tions in the EU. The Single Europe Act promotes
British exports, but it also increases the scope for EU
decisions to regulate the British economy. Whitehall
has adopted a variety of strategies in its EU negotia-
tions, including noncooperation and public dispute.
Ironically, these are just the tactics that local govern-

ment and other agencies use when they disagree with
Whitehall.

WHY PUBLIC POLICY MATTERS

However a citizen votes, she or he does not need to
Jook far to see the outputs of government. If there is a
school-aged child or a pensioner in the house, the ben-
efits to the family are continuous and visible. If a

person is ill, the care provided by doctors and hospitals
are important cutputs of public policy; so too are
police protection and tight controls of land use in
order to maintain greenbelts.

To produce the benefits of public policy, govern-
ment relies on three major resources: laws, money, and
personnel. Most policies involve a combination of all
three resources, but they do not do so equally. Policies
regulating individual behavior, such as marriage and
divorce, are law-intensive; measures that pay benefits
to millions of people, such as social security, are
money-intensive; and public services such as health
care are labor-intensive.

Laws are the unique resource of government, for
private enterprises cannot enact binding laws, and
contracts are only effective if they can be enforced by
courts. The British executive centralizes the power to
draft laws and regulations that are usually approved
without substantial amendment by Parliament.
Moreover, maay laws give ministers significant discre-
tion in adminustration. For example, an employer may
be required to provide “reasonable” toilet facilities
rather than having all features of lavatories specified
down to the size and height of a toilet seat.

Public emnployees are needed to administer laws
and deliver major services. The top civil servants who
work in Whitehall are few. The number of people offi-
cially counted as civil servants and public employees
has been reduced by privatization. Nonetheless, more
than a fifth of the entire British labor force directly
depends on public spending for their jobs. The single
biggest public employer is the NHS.

To meet the costs of public policy, British govern-
ment collects up to two-fifths of the gross national
product in taxation. Income tax accounts for 27 per-
cent of tax revenue; the top rate of taxation is 50 per-
cent on incomes over about $210,000 a year. Social
security taxes are paid by deductions from wages and
additional contributions of employers; these account
for an additional 18 percent of revenue. Since there are
no state or local income taxes, a well-to-do British per-
son can pay taxes on income at a rate not much more
than an American subject to federal, state, and local
taxation in New York City.

Taxes on consumption are important, too. There
is a value-added tax of 20 percent on the sale of almost
all goods and services. Gasoline, cigarettes, and alcohol
are taxed very heavily, too. Taxes on consumption in
total account for about one-quarter of all tax revenue.
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Since profits fluctuate from year to year, the govern-
ment prefers businesses to pay taxes through Value
Added Tax and on their total wages bill through the
employer’s contribution to social security. Taxes on the
profits of corporations provide under a tenth of total
tax revenue. Additional revenue comes from “stealth”
taxes that ordinary citizens rarely notice and from
taxes that do cause complaints, such as the council tax
on houses. The government also raises money by tak-
ing a big cut from the National Lottery.

Social security programs are the most costly gov-
ernment policies; they account for one-third of total
public expenditure (see Figure 8.7). They are also the
most popular, transferring money from government
to more than 10 million older people receiving pen-
sions, in addition to millions of invalids, the unem-
ployed, women on maternity leave, and poor people
needing to supplement their limited incomes. Spending
on health claims almost one-fifth of the public budget,
and education one-seventh, Together, these three social
welfare programs account for two-thirds of total public
expenditure. Next in total spending are the classic
responsibilities of government—defense and payment
of interest on the national debt.

Since there is no item in the public budget labeled
as “waste,” any government wanting to make a big cut in
public spending must squeeze existing programs—and
big savings can be made only by squeezing popular pro-
grams. When Margaret Thatcher entered office in 1979,
the public divided into three almost equal groups: those
wanting to spend more and tax more, those in favor of
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cutting taxes even if it meant a reduction in public ser-
vices, and a group wanting to leave things as they were.
Thatcher’s campaign to cut taxes and public spending
initially produced a reaction in favor of public expendi-
ture. During the New Labour government that followed,
the pendulum swung back to an almost equal division
between those who wanted to cut taxes and spending
and those wanting to increase both, with the median
group wanting to keep both as they were. Within weeks
of taking office in 2010, the coalition government intro-
duced substantial spending cuts. It said the need to do
so was the fault of the big budget deficit left behind by
the outgoing Labour government. Labour responded
by charging that cutbacks in public spending would stifle
economic growth, thus reducing tax revenue and increas-
ing the government'’s deficit.

POLICY OUTCOMES IN SOCIETY

In an open society such as Britain, social conditions
reflect the interaction of public policies, the national
and international economy, the not-for-profit institu-
tions of civil society, and the choices that individuals
and households make. Thus, the term welfare state is
misleading. Total welfare in society is the sum of a
“welfare mix,” combining actions of government, the
market, and the nonmonetized production of welfare
in the household. 0

Although commentators on British society often
bemoan the country’s economic decline relative to the
United States and leading continental European
countries, ordinary people do not compare their lives
with those of people in other countries. The most
important comparison is with their own past. Evaluating
change across time shows great improvements in the
living conditions of most people compared with
their parents or grandparents. The longer the time
span, the greater the improvement. Furthermore, in
the production of such political “goods” as freedom
from the state, confidence in the honesty of public
officials, and administrative flexibility, British govern-
ment has been an international leader. The great
majority of people are proud of the achievements of
Britain and would not want to be citizens of any other
country.

Maintaining order within the United Kingdom is
a unique responsibility of Westminster. In Northern
Ireland, Whitehall has created a power-sharing gov-
ernment after a quarter century of negotiations with




192 Politics in Britain

Irish Republicans and armed Protestant groups about
giving up violence. Since terrorist attacks by jihadists
began in London in 2005, the British government has
pursued a multiplicity of measurcs in an attempt to
identify, isolate, and, as appropriate, arrest and jail
those planning violence. One stratcgy has been to
encourage moderate Muslim groups to engage in “self-
policing” of their communities. Another has been to
maintain surveillance on individuals and groups voic-
ing fanatical opinions, including the endorsement of
violence. A third has been to use extraordinary police
powers to arrest and interrogate suspects.

In each of the past six decades, the British econ-
omy has grown. Compounding a small annual rate of
growth over many decades cumulatively results in a
big rise in living standards. Per capita national income
has doubled in the lifetime of the median voter. Many
consumer goods that were once thought of as luxuries,
such as owning a car or one’s own home or enjoying
holidays abroad, are now mass-consumption goods. In
addition, products unknown a few decades ago such as
home computers and mobile phones are now com-
monplace.

Poverty can be found in Britain; the extent
depends on the definition used. If poverty is defined in
relative terms, such as having less than half the average
wage, then about 10 percent of Britons are living in
relative poverty. If poverty is defined as being trapped
at a low income level for many years, then less than 4
percent are long-term poor.

In the past half century, small annual changes
have compounded into cumulatively big changes over
the generations. Infant mortality has declined by more
than four-fifths since 1951. Life expectancy for men
and for women has risen by twelve years. A gender gap
remains, as women on average live five years longer
than men. The postwar expansion of schools has sig-
nificantly raised the quantity of education available.
Classes are smaller in size, more than two-fifths of
British youths go on to some form of further educa-
tion, and many attend universities that did not exist in
1960. More than two-thirds of families now own their
own home, and nine-tenths report satisfaction with
their housing,

The outputs of public policy play a significant
part in the everyday lives of Britons, and the benefits
received are especially important for low-income
families. During the year, the average family makes
use of at least two major social programs. Everyone

makes major use of publicly financed health and edu-
cation services. Children at school and patients seeing
a doctor do not think of themselves as participating in
politics. Yet the services received are paid for by gov-
ernment and supervised by public officials. Social
benefits such as free education, health care, and the
guarantee of an income in old age are seen by many
people as nonpolitical, and they do not want an elec-
tion outcome to result in radical changes in familiar
social policies.

When people are asked to evaluate their lives, they
are most satisfied with their families, friends, homes,
and jobs, while having just an average level of satisfac-
tion with public services.*! Public policies are evalu-
ated differently, When opinion polls annually ask what
people think next year will be like for themselves and
their families, nine-tenths of the time, a majority say
they expect the coming year to be all right for them-
selves, even when many expect economic difficulties
for the countiy as a whole.

Satisfaction with the present goes along with
acceptance of the principle of political change.
However, there is no agreement about what direction
change should take. Deputy Prime Minister and
Liberal Democratic Party leader Nick Clegg intro-
duced a set of electoral reforms, claiming that Britain
is a “fractured democracy” because a party’s share of
MPs is not proportional to its share of votes. However,
Prime Minister and Conservative Party leader David
Cameron opposes abandoning the first-past-the-post
electoral system, and some advocates of electoral
reform criticize the AV system as an inadequate substi-
tute for proportional representation. Party leaders at
Westminster think that changes to devolved institu-
tions in Scotland should strengthen its integration in
the British political system, while the Scottish
Nationalist government wants a weakening of ties and
Scottish inclependence.

There is broad agreement about the need to make
the British economy more competitive in a global
economy. But even when goals are agreed on, such as
achieving economic growth and reducing unem-
ployment, there are differences of opinion about the
particular policy that can best achieve the goal, and pre-
vious failures in sustaining a high rate of economic
growth emphasize the difficulty of doing so. Politics in
Britain is thus an ongoing debate about the direction,
the means, and the tempo of adapting old institutions
and inherited policies to the twenty-first century.
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+ How would you describe the unwritten constitution + How would you describe the different parties that
of Britain? have seats in the House of Commons?

* What are the similarities and differences between ' What are the arguments for and against the use of
being a president and being a prime minister? the first-past-the-post electoral system in Britain?

+ What are the nations of the United Kingdom, and * What policies claim the largest portion of public
how are they governed? expenditures, and why?

* What are the continents and countries with which * What are the main challenges facing the coalition
Britain has the closest links? government elected in the 2010 general election?

Cabinet first past the post Northern Ireland territorial justice

centralization individualist theory of official secrecy Thatcherism

class government outsider interest groups trusteeship theory of

collectivist theory of insider interest groups Parliament government
government Irish Republican Army prime minister United Kingdom

Conservative Party (IRA) privatization unwritten constitution

Crown Labour Party quasi-autonomous Wales

decentralization Liberal Democratic Party nongovernmental Westminster

devolution multiparty system organization (quangos) Whitehall

Downing Street New Labour Party Scotland
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Site of British government departments: www.direct.gov.uk, Commentaries on current proposals to reform government: www.
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Prime Minister’s site: www.pm.gov.uk. Official site of the Political Studies Association, the professional

Comprehensive coverage of UK and global news: www.bbc.co.uk/ body of British political scientists: www.psa.ac.uk.
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depression of the 1930s resulted in a conservative reaction in
Britain (the furmation of a*National” government),a moder-
ate left reaction in the United States (the “New Deal™), a
polarization and paralysis of public policy in France
(“Immobilisme™), a moderate social democratic reaction in
sweden, and a radical right-and-left polarization in Germany,
leading to a breakdown of democracy and the emergence of
National Socialism. While the causes of Waorld War Il were
complex, the pacifism of Britain, the demaralization and
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defeatism in | rance, the isolationism of the United States, and
the nihilism and aggression of Germany were all fed by the
devastating worldwide cconomic depression of the 1930s.
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How Trade Affects Domestic Political Alignmients (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989).
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