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Meet the author

Welcome to Understand Politics!

Politics is an extremely important subject: decisions made by politicians shape our everyday lives and public interest in recent national election campaigns in the USA and the UK show the interest that it continues to excite.

One problem that I encountered in teaching politics was the absence of an introductory text that imparted basic information to readers. Too often what are termed ‘introductory texts’ require a large store of existing knowledge.

So I was very pleased when, in 1996, Hodder approached me to write a basic introduction to politics. The result was Understand Politics. It is now in its fifth edition and has established itself as a useful guide to this intriguing subject.

As an introduction, the material presented here is selective. It concentrates on the institutions of government and the political systems operating in first world (or post-industrial) liberal democratic states. It seeks to provide the reader with an understanding of the operations of liberal democratic political systems and the differences that exist between them. The key issues which are discussed are supplemented by a range of examples drawn from a variety of relevant countries.

Whether you are an AS/A-level student, an undergraduate, or a general reader, I hope that this introduction to the study of politics will encourage you to pursue your investigations further. At the end of the book is a chapter-by-chapter list of further reading as a guide to your continuing studies.

 

Peter Joyce


1: Only got a minute?

Politics operates at every level of our daily lives. Decisions relating to the food we eat, the employment we seek, the leisure activities we undertake and the people with whom we choose to communicate may all be subject to political considerations.

So what is politics about? Essentially politics entails taking decisions in order to resolve the issues or problems with which we are confronted.

These decisions may be undertaken on the basis of an academic consideration of all available options that are before us or they may be affected by factors of a less rational nature, perhaps based upon our own individual biases or prejudices. When we are faced with a range of possible courses of action related to a particular decision, we may decide to adopt a ‘pick and mix’ approach whereby we select aspects drawn from a range of choices that are before us.

The important matter to bear in mind, however, is that there are usually alternative ways of resolving any specific issue on which we wish (or are perhaps required) to make a decision, and the resolution of competing courses of action is at the heart of the study of politics.


5: Only got five minutes?

Elections are the means through which all of us can play a part in political affairs. We are very familiar with elections at the present time. Much attention was devoted by the media to the general election that was held in the UK in May 2010 and before that considerable treatment was given to the American presidential contest in 2008 that witnessed the election of Barack Obama.

So what are elections all about? Many of the key decisions affecting our everyday lives are not taken by us personally but instead are made by others acting on our behalf.

In countries such as the UK and the USA (which have what we term as ‘liberal democratic political systems’), we elect representatives whom we authorize to take decisions on our behalf. We do this by voting for them when elections take place. Should we be unhappy with the actions that they undertake, we have the ability to remove them from office and replace them with a new set of representatives at a later set of elections.

Elections are thus key aspects of politics.

In the UK we elect representatives to parliament, to the devolved institutions of government in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales and to local government. Citizens aged 18 and over possess the right to vote in these contests. There are a wide variety of systems that can be used to determine the outcome of elections, which range from the ‘first past the post’ system that is used in national elections held in the UK and USA, to various forms of proportional representation that are adopted in European countries.

Where do political parties fit into this? When choosing a representative, we usually vote for a person who is nominated by a political party.

A political party is an organization which seeks to achieve political power. It does so by putting forward candidates at election time in the hope enough of them will be elected to become the majority voice in the body for which elections are being held. In the UK the main political parties consist of the Labour and Conservative Parties and the Liberal Democrats. In the USA the main parties are the Democrats and the Republicans.

Political parties are based upon ideologies which guide their actions if they win an election and provide voters with a vision of society which each party aspires to create should they be successful in the contest. It is also common at election times for political parties to put forward statements which outline their policies regarding key issues which they will be required to tackle should they win the election. These are referred to as election manifestos (or the term ‘platforms’ is used in connection with American election contests). Individual candidates may supplement this information by individual statements which in the UK are typically in the form of leaflets that are put through our doors at election time.

Thus when we vote for a representative to take decisions on our behalf we tend to vote for a candidate who is the nominee of a party with an ideology and set of policies which we support. We do not necessarily agree with everything that is put forward by that party but on balance we agree with many things or we prefer the views of that party to those put forward by its opponents.


1

Key issues in the study of politics

In this chapter you will learn:


	what is meant by the term ‘politics’

	key terms associated with the study of politics

	why similar systems of government operate differently.



Definition

We are all familiar with the term ‘politics’. It is encountered in the workplace, perhaps in the form of ‘office politics’. We talk of the ‘political environment’ which fashions the content of public policy. But what exactly is involved in the study of politics?

Human relationships are crucial to the study of politics. Human beings do not live in isolation. We live in communities. These may be small (such as a family) or large (such as a country). Politics embraces the study of the behaviour of individuals within a group context. The focus of its study is broad and includes issues such as inter-group relationships, the management of groups, the operations of their collective decision-making processes (especially the activities and operations of the state) and the implementation and enforcement of decisions. The regulation of conflict between individuals and groups is a particul ar focus of political analysis, to which the study of the concept of power and the manner in which it is exercised is central. The study of politics thus involves a wide range of complementary subject areas which include political theory, political history, government and public administration, policy analysis and international relations.

In the following sections we discuss a number of key issues that relate to the study of politics. These are usually referred to as ‘concepts’ and they provide us with an underpinning on which a more detailed examination of the political process in liberal democracies can be built.

Political culture



Insight

The term ‘political culture’ refers to an underlying set of values held by most people living in a particular country concerning political behaviour, one important aspect of which is the degree of trust which citizens have in their political leaders.



We expect to see a number of common features in a liberal democratic political system. These include institutions such as a chief executive, legislatures and courts, organizations such as political parties and pressure groups, processes such as elections and the possession by individual citizens of a range of personal freedoms. However, their composition, conduct, powers, relationships and operations differ from one country to another. Within a common framework, the workings of the political system in each liberal democracy are subject to wide variation. In France, for example, there is a wide degree of tolerance for conflict as a means of settling political disputes. In Sweden, however, the spirit of compromise tends to guide the actions of key participants to the political process. In the United Kingdom there is a tradition of evolutionary rather than revolutionary change.



Alternative views concerning political culture

Liberal theorists suggest that a country’s political culture is fashioned by its unique historical development and is transmitted across the generations by a process termed ‘political socialization’. Agencies such as the family, schools, the media and political parties are responsible for instructing citizens in such beliefs and values.

Marxists, however, tend to view political culture as an artificial creation rather than the product of history. They view political culture as an ideological weapon through which society is indoctrinated to accept views which are in the interests of its dominant classes (defined as those who own the means of production).



These differing attitudes influence the conduct of political activity by both politicians and the general public. When we refer to a country’s political culture we are emphasizing the similarity of views held within any particular country. We are suggesting that within any one country there is a tendency for the majority of people to think, feel and act in a similar manner concerning the conduct of political affairs. But these sentiments may be quite different from the core values espoused by citizens in other liberal democracies.

The extent of a common political culture can, however, be overstated. Within any country differences are likely to exist concerning fundamental values related to political behaviour. The term ‘homogeneity’ denotes a wide level of similarity in these attitudes but universal agreement is not accorded to them. Factors such as de-industrialization (which has resulted in the emergence of an ‘underclass’ in many liberal democracies) or immigration (which has led to the development of multi-ethnic societies) have fundamental significance for the existence of universally agreed sentiments underpinning political behaviour. These may give rise to a heterogeneous society (in which dominant attitudes are challenged by sub-cultural values) or result in a looser attachment to mainstream values by some sections of society.

 


	Questions

What do you understand by the term ‘political culture’?

Outline the main features of the political culture of any country with which you are familiar.






States and governments

STATES AND GOVERNMENTS

A political system is the constitutional framework through which demands are put forward and decisions are made. It has no physical dimension or formal existence but consists of the institutions, processes and relationships which are involved in the processes of agenda setting, policy formulation and decision making. These include the formal institutions of government and informal agencies such as the media.

Political systems can be distinguished from each other in a number of ways. This process of differentiation is termed ‘classification’. There are three broad types of political system – liberal democratic, communist and totalitarian. The extent of civil rights in liberal democratic political systems facilitates a wider degree of public participation in political affairs than is permitted in the other two systems.

A state consists of a wide range of permanent official institutions (such as the bureaucracy, police, courts, military, parliament and local government) which are responsible for the organization of communal life within specific geographic boundaries. These are usually referred to as a ‘country’ or ‘nation’ and the state enjoys sovereignty within them. Decisions that are taken in the name of the state are binding on all members of that society and may, if necessary, be enforced by the legitimate use of power to prevent, restrain or punish breaches of the law.

There are a wide range of views concerning the operations of the state. Liberal analysis suggests that the state is neutral and independent of any class interests. It arises out of the voluntary agreement of its members and serves impartially to mediate the conflicts which arise within society, seeking to promote the national interest above sectional concerns. Elite theorists, however, suggest political power is wielded by a ruling elite whose interests are maintained and advanced by the state. Marxism identifies this ruling elite as the economically powerful, the bourgeoisie, and views the state as a mechanism that will mediate between the conflict between capital and labour (which they assert to be inevitable) in order to sustain class exploitation and profit accumulation.

The term ‘state’ is often used synonomously with the term ‘government’. This latter term refers to the institutions concerned with making, implementing and enforcing political decisions. In a narrower sense, however, government is often associated with those who wield executive power within a state, who give direction to its activities. In liberal democracies, political parties compete for control of the state and in this sense governments have a limited and temporary existence whereas states are permanent.

The role of the state



Insight

When we discuss the role of the state we are referring to the services that the state provides for its citizens. These functions are subject to variation between states and within one state across historical time periods.



There are widely differing views concerning the desirable scope of state activity. Historically, the role of the state was confined to a few key areas, which usually included defence and foreign affairs. However, many states with liberal democratic political systems were subject to pressures during and following the Second World War, which drastically increased the role of state activity. In Britain, for example, this period witnessed the development of the Welfare State, an acceptance that the maintenance of full employment should be a state responsibility and the placing of several key industries under state control and direction.

Political ideology is important in influencing the level of state activity. During the 1980s governments influenced by new right ideology, especially that of Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom and Ronald Reagan in America, succeeded in reversing the trend towards increased state activity by ‘rolling back’ the frontiers of the state in both economic and social areas of activity. In the economic sphere, the free market and private enterprise were seen as superior to state control or involvement, which was depicted as both wasteful and inefficient. It was further alleged that the role played by the state in people’s lives was detrimental. Those who received state aid (for example, in the form of welfare payments) were depicted as being dependent on the state and having relinquished their ability to take decisions affecting the conduct of their everyday lives. The thinking, active citizen had thus been transformed into a passive recipient of handouts while those in employment were adversely affected by the high level of taxation needed to finance the existing activities performed by the state.

Power, authority and legitimacy



Insight

The terms ‘power’, ‘authority’ and legitimacy help to explain why as citizens we do what our governments tell us to do.



A major concern of a government is to secure the obedience of its citizens to its decisions. There are two broad explanations concerning why a government is able to secure popular compliance to its objectives or policies. These centre on an understanding of the concepts of power and authority.



Political obligation

Political obligation is the theory which seeks to explain why, and under what circumstances, citizens are required to obey their governments. There are various explanations for this, although an important one is the idea that the existence of government and the powers which it exercises are based on the consent of the governed. This is a central belief put forward in social contract political philosophies, which further assert that, should a government undermine the rights and liberties of the citizen, which it was established to protect, it is morally acceptable to disobey the state’s laws and, in extreme circumstances, to institute a new government which does possess the consent of its people.



POWER

Power consists of a relationship between two parties in which one has the ability to compel the other to undertake a course of action which would not have been voluntarily carried out. The preferences of one party become binding on the other because the former has the ability to compel compliance by the threat or the use of sanctions. The desire to avoid the sanction thus ensures the obedience of one party to another. Governments may exercise power over their citizens but other political organizations (such as pressure groups and social movements) may wield power by their ability to use force or violence to further their aims.

The nature of power is a fundamental issue related to the study of politics. In his book, Power: A Radical View, written in 1974, Stephen Lukes identified three dimensions to power – the one-dimensional view (which focused on whose views prevailed in decision making), the two-dimensional view (which involved examining both decision making and also non-decision making) and the three-dimensional view (which focused on the ability to control the political agenda by manipulating people’s needs and preferences).

Power is different from influence, which entails the ability of those who are not participants to a policy-making process to be able to affect the content and nature of its decisions. Their ability to do so may include the intellectual weight of arguments which they are able to put forward.

Power entails the ability to compel obedience. A body exercising power has the ability to invoke sanctions in order to secure compliance to its decisions. The fear of the sanction thus ensures that the body which may invoke it is able to achieve its goals. A government which possesses power is thus obeyed as its citizens are afraid of the consequences of disobedience. Dictatorships may often govern in such a fashion, executing those who dare disagree with their policies. In liberal democratic political structures, coercion is often coupled to resources at the government’s disposal, enabling it to offer rewards as well as threats to secure obedience.



Who holds political power?

There is considerable disagreement concerning the distribution of power within a society.

Pluralists argue that power is widely distributed throughout society and that the role of the state is to adjudicate in the constant competition which exists between competing groups and interests. Decisions thus reflect the process of bargaining between such diverse bodies.

Elitist theories, however, contend that power is concentrated in the hands of a relatively small, organized group of people and that this minority is able to force its will on the majority of citizens. Marxists identify the ruling elite as those who possess economic power and are able to use the political system to further their own interests.



AUTHORITY

The second explanation to account for governments being able to exert control over their citizens is the authority possessed by such institutions. Authority is based on moral force. An individual or institution which possesses authority secures compliance to its suggestions primarily if there is general agreement that those who put forward such ideas have the right to propose and implement them. Citizens thus obey governments because there is a general consensus that it has the right to take decisions even if the content of them is not generally popular.

The sociologist Max Weber suggested that authority could be derived from one or other of three sources. The first of these was traditional authority, where acceptance of the right to rule is based on custom. Popular consent is accorded to decisions made by those from a background which traditionally exercises the functions of government within a state. Hereditary monarchs (who rule by virtue of birth) enjoy this form of authority. Second was charismatic authority, which is derived from characteristics that are personal to a political leader. The main criterion for obedience is that the public stand in awe of the person taking decisions. Charisma is particularly associated with dictators, including Adolf Hitler in Germany and Juan Péron who served as president of Argentina during 1946–55 and 1973–74. The final source was legal-bureaucratic or legal-rational authority. In this case, compliance to decisions made by rulers is based on the office which an individual holds within a state and not his or her personal characteristics. It is thus the prestige accorded by the public to an office which influences the ability of an official to secure acceptance to his or her wishes.

In liberal democratic political systems the political office occupied by those who give orders forms the main basis of their authority. We accept that presidents or prime ministers have the right to give orders by virtue of the public positions which they occupy. However, political leaders frequently derive their authority from more than one source: in Britain the association of the prime minister with government carried out in the name of the monarch gives this office holder authority derived from both traditional and legal-bureaucratic sources.

In liberal democracies governments possess both power and authority. They are obeyed partly because there is general consent that they have the right to govern, but also because the police, courts and penal system may be used as a sanction to force compliance to their laws. Power that is divorced from authority is likely to produce an unstable political structure in which violence, disorder and revolution threaten the existence of the government.

LEGITIMACY

Legitimacy entails popular acceptance of the exercise of power within a political system. It is closely linked to the concept of authority, being commonly applied to political systems whereas authority is generally applied to specific public officials. Legitimacy is a quality that confers acceptance of the actions undertaken by the government from those who are subject to them. Those who are subject to such rules may not necessarily approve of them, but legitimacy involves an acceptance that the government has the right to make decisions and that the public has a duty to obey them.

In liberal democratic political systems, legitimacy is founded on the notion of popular consent. Governments derive their position from elections. This is a process in which all citizens are entitled to participate – and are required to if voting is compulsory. The support obtained at an election is the basis of a government’s claim on the obedience of its citizens to the actions which it subsequently undertakes, provided that it acts in accordance within the established rules of political conduct. Marxists, however, emphasize that legitimacy entails public acceptance of the distribution of power within society. This is not derived from genuine popular approval but, rather, is the product of ideological control exerted in the interests of the ruling class over the masses, which is designed to secure their acceptance of political, social and economic inequality.

Legitimacy, whether it derives from manipulation or genuine popular approval, is important in establishing stable government able to draw upon the obedience of its citizens. This may, however, be undermined by political, social or economic factors such as repeated failures by governments to act in accordance with the wishes of their citizens or by perceptions that those who occupy political office seek to use their position to bring them personal benefits. Factors such as these may result in what is termed a ‘legitimation crisis’, in which citizens question the right of the government to act.

 


	Question

Distinguish between the terms ‘power’, ‘authority’ and ‘legitimacy’.




The rule of law



Insight

The rule of law suggests that the power wielded by the state over its citizens is based upon clearly laid-down procedures embodied in law, which is subject to universal application – it applies to all of us. The rule of law also regulates the conduct of individual citizens towards each other.



The rule of law suggests that citizens can only be punished by the state using formalized procedures when they have broken the law and that all citizens will be treated in the same way when they commit wrongdoings. Nobody is ‘above the law’: penalties cannot be handed out in an arbitrary manner and the punishments meted out for similar crimes should be the same regardless of who has committed them. This suggests that the law is applied dispassionately and is not subject to the biases and prejudices of those who enforce it. Additionally, all citizens should be aware of the contents of the law. The rule of law, therefore, provides a powerful safeguard to the citizen against arbitrary actions committed by the state and its officials, and is best guaranteed by a judiciary which is independent of the other branches of government.

This principle may be grounded in common law (which was historically the situation in Britain) or it may be incorporated into a codified constitution, as is the case in America.

Although many of the requirements embodied in the principle of the rule of law constitute practices which are widely adhered to in liberal democracies, most liberal democratic states deviate from the strict application of the rule of law. Factors including social background, financial means, class, race or gender may play an influential part in determining whether a citizen who transgresses the law is proceeded against by the state and may also have a major bearing on the outcome of any trial. Additionally, governments may deviate from strict application of the rule of law when emergencies occur. Marxists equate the rule of law with the protection of private property rights which they view as underpinning the social inequalities and class exploitation found in capitalist societies.



The rule of law in America

The freedom of citizens from arbitrary actions undertaken by government is incorporated into the constitution. The procedure and practices which must be followed when citizens are accused of criminal actions are laid down in this document, most notably in the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments. The requirement that no citizen shall be deprived of ‘life, liberty or property’ without ‘due process of law’ is imposed as a condition affecting the operations of both federal and state governments. The Fifth Amendment also provides the citizen with further protection in their dealings with government. No person may be tried twice for the same offence or be compelled to give self-incriminatory evidence in a criminal trial.



 


	Question

Carry out your own study of the application of the rule of law in any one country, indicating the extent to which this principle does and does not apply there.




Equality



Insight

Equality refers to the ideal of citizens being equal. Historically societies have not treated all their citizens in the same way. There are various ways through which injustices arising from unequal treatment can be tackled.



Initially, equality sought to remove the privileges enjoyed by certain groups within society so that all of its members were able to lead their lives without impediments being placed upon them derived from factors such as birth, race, gender or religion. This is termed formal equality and is based on views such as the assertion in the American Declaration of Independence (1776) that ‘all men are created equal’. This perception of a shared common humanity underpinned the extension of civic rights to all members of society. These included the rule of law (which emphasized equality of all citizens before the law) and reforms such as the abolition of slavery and the removal of restrictions to voting, thus providing for universal male and female enfranchisement.

Although formal equality removed the unfair disadvantages operating against some citizens, it did not tackle the underlying social or economic factors which might enable some members of society to achieve more than others. Other forms of equality have addressed this issue. Social equality is especially concerned with improving the status and self-esteem of traditionally disadvantaged groups in society. Equality of opportunity has underpinned reforms to aid materially the poorer and weaker members of society. This can be achieved by some measure of redistribution of wealth which in the United Kingdom gave rise to the Welfare State or by measures (including equal opportunities and affirmative action programmes) designed to help disadvantaged groups (including women, racial minorities and persons with physical handicaps) who have experienced discrimination in areas such as employment opportunities, pay and housing allocation.

Some socialists favour equality of outcome, which seeks a common level of attainment regardless of an individual’s background, personal circumstances or the position in society which they occupy. This may entail a levelling-out process whereby some members of society are penalized in order to ensure social equality. The abolition of wage differentials (so that all persons were paid the same wage regardless of the job they performed) would be one way to secure equality of outcome.

AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

Affirmative action (or ‘positive discrimination’) refers to a programme of measures designed to give preferential treatment to certain groups which have historically been disadvantaged as the result of discrimination encountered within a society. Such groups may include racial minorities who suffer from problems which include social and economic deprivation and political marginalization, but may also embrace other minorities such as persons with physical handicaps, and homosexuals who have been the victims of popular prejudice, which may have affected issues such as employment opportunities.

Affirmative action is a more radical approach than equal opportunity programmes. The latter seek to ensure that members of disadvantaged groups do not experience discrimination in areas such as job applications or interviews and will be treated on a par with applicants not drawn from minority groups. Affirmative action, however, seeks to ensure that positive steps are taken to guarantee that members of disadvantaged groups can gain access to facilities such as jobs, housing and education. One means of securing this is through the use of quotas: this would ensure, for example, that in an area in which 25 per cent of the population were from an African–Caribbean background, employment opportunities in the public and private sectors would reflect this.

Affirmative action programmes were initiated in America by the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Title VI of that Act prohibited discrimination under any programme which received any form of federal financial assistance and Title VII made it illegal to discriminate in employment matters.

To be effective, affirmative action needs to be underpinned by strong sanctions which may be applied against those who continue to discriminate against disadvantaged groups. In America, for example, the courts are empowered to hear class actions (that is, an application on behalf of an entire group which alleges discrimination and which, if successful, will result in all members being compensated). However, critics of this approach believe that failing to treat all members of society equally can result in injustices.

In America, for example, unhappiness with the application of affirmative action to university admissions (which could mean that qualified candidates were overlooked in favour of less qualified ones for whom a set number of places had been set aside) resulted in the Supreme Court case of Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978), which prohibited the use of rigid racial quotas for medical school admissions (although it did not prevent race being considered a factor when determining admissions, a situation which was latterly confirmed by the Supreme Court in 2003 in a decision affecting the admissions policy of Michigan State University’s law school). New right politicians were sceptical of affirmative action, believing that the position of disadvantaged minorities would be enhanced through the expanding economy rather than as the result of affirmative action programmes.

 


	Questions

Distinguish between the terms ‘formal equality’ and ‘social equality’. What policies are associated with achieving these objectives?




 



THINGS TO REMEMBER


	Interpersonal relationships – how we relate to each other – are at the heart of politics.



	Political behaviour is fashioned by a country’s political culture. This means that the conduct of politics in countries with similar political systems does not follow an identical pattern.



	A political system embraces the wide range of influences that contribute to a state’s decision-making process. These include the formal institutions that comprise the machinery of government and informal mechanisms such as pressure groups and the media.



	States perform a wide range of services for their citizens. Political ideology is a key determinant of the level of state activity.



	We obey our rules because they possess both authority and power. Our acceptance of their right to tell us what to do is reinforced by sanctions that they may use to compel obedience when this is not voluntarily given.



	In a liberal democratic political system the law occupies a key position in determining our conduct towards each other and the way in which we are treated by the state.



	Public policy may be required to tackle a wide range of inequalities that have adversely affected the lives of citizens throughout history.
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