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UNITED KINGDOM

In a world.of new democracies, Britain is different
because it is an old democracy; its political system
has'been evolving for more than 850 years. In me-
dieval times the King of England claimed to rule
France and Ireland, as well as England. From the end
of the fifteenth century onward, the claim to rule
France was abandoned, and 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 au-

thority of Parliament in London,

Unlike new democracies in Eastern Europe,

Latin America, and Asia, Britain did not become 2

democracy overnight. It became a democracy by

evolution, rather than revolution. Democratization

Unwritten; partly statutes, partly common law

CHAPTER

e L ]

POLITICS IN BRITAIN

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 4.0 million, Muslim
1.5 million, Hindu 500,000, Sikh 330,000,
- Jewish 260,000, other 300,000, no religion
8.6 million, no reply 4.4 million

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 organ-
ized in the nineteenth century. Even though
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 evolution of democracy in Britain is in con-
trast with a European history of countries switching
between democratic and undemocratic forms of gov-
ernment. Whereas older British people have lived 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. !
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At no point in history did represgntatives of the
British people meet to decide what kind of. govern-
ment they would like to have, as happened in Amer-
ica and France at the end of the eighteenth c'e.nFury
and in many democracies since. British politicians
have been socialized to accept institutions and rules
of the game as a legacy from distant predecessors.
Ordinary citizens have been socialized to accept es-
tablished institutions, too.

The influence of British government can be
found in places as far-flung as Australia, Qanada, In-
dia, and the United States. Just as Alexis de Toc-
queville travelled to the United States in 18.31 to s‘,ef?k
the secrets of democracy, so we can examine Britain
for secrets of stable representative government. Yet,
the limitations of Britain as a model are shown by the

failure of many attempts to transplant its institut%c?ns
to countries gaining independence from t.he .Brlt.1sh
Empire—and even more by the failure of its institu-
tions to bring political stability to Northern Ireland.

POLICY CHALLENGES FACING
THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT

In Britain the term government is used in many
senses. People may speak of the Queen’s government
to emphasize enduring and nonpartisan features, they
may refer to a Labour or Conservative. goverrllment or
the government of the day to emphasize partisanship,
or they may speak of Gordon Brown’s government to
stress its transitory personal feature. The depax’cme.nt's
headed by Cabinet ministers advised by senior civil
servants are referred to collectively as Whitehall, af-
ter the London street on which many major govern-
ment 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 to refer to the House of
Commons. Together, all of these institutions are often
referred to as Westminster, after the district in Lon-
don in which the principal offices of British govern-
ment are located. .
The constitutional doctrine that Parliament is
sovereign was traditionally interpreted as holding
that the government of the day can do whefte\‘/er.m
wants, as long as it has the backing of a majority in
the House of Commons. However, the claim to sov-
ereignty of this island state stops at the water’s edge.

In a world in which many policy issues transcend na-
tional boundaries, the first challenge facing go.ve.r-
nors is to answer this question: Where does Brlltam
belong? Prime ministers from Winston 'Churchxll.to
Gordon Brown have claimed that Britain is a major
world power because of its close ties with Common-
wealth countries, the United States, and Europe.

The British Empire was transformed after World
War II into the Commonwealth, a free association o.f
54 sovereign states with members on every cont.l—
nent. The independent status of its chief members is
shown by the absence of the word British from their
names. Commonwealth countries from Antigua and
Australia to Zambia and Zimbabwe differ from each
other in wealth, language, culture, and religion. They
also differ in their commitment to democracy. .

Every British prime minister claims a SpeCllélll re-
lationship with the United States. The tradmongl
view, dating back to the time of Winston C.hurchxll
and Franklin D. Roosevelt, was that “America pro-
vides the brawn and we provide the brains.” qu—
ever, the number of countries with which America
has a special relationship keeps expanding, whereas
British prime ministers have not built equally strong

relationships with other countries. After the end of
the Cold War, the emergence of the United SFates as
a unique global force has made the relations.h1p mgre
attractive to Britain. However, the unilateralist policy
of Washington under President George W. Bu.sh
reduced the influence that Britain and other Countpes
may have hoped to have on American forqgn policy.

When President Bush formed a “coalition of the
willing” to attack Iraqg, Prime Minister Tony Blair was
more than willing, believing it desirable to do so to
make the world a safer place. In response to doubts
raised in the House of Commons, Blair argued that

allying with the United States in Iraq w.o‘uld give
Britain greater influence. However, both British Mem-
bers of Parliament (MPs) and the public have ha‘d
their doubts. In a June 2006 Populus poll ofA pub'hc
opinion, two-thirds said Britain’s relationship Wl.th
the United States had become less important than its
other international ties.

As countries such as Germany and France have
regained economic and political significance, the
British government has looked to Europe: In the jet
age, the English Channel is no longer a barrier to travel
to the European continent, and a tunnel' under th‘e
English Channel provides a rail and road link to Paris
that is shorter than that to the North of England or
Scotland. Manufacturers such as Ford Motor Company

link their plants in Britain with factories across Western
Europe, just as Ford links factories across the United
States.

Although the European Economic Community
(EEC) was established in 1957, Britain did not join it
until 1973. Since then the EEC has grown in member-
ship and powers and has become the European
Union (EU). The EU has the power to impose regula-
tions affecting British business and limiting the gov-
ernment’s economic policies. Government ministers
spend an increasing amount of their time negotiating
with other countries of the EU on matters ranging
from political fundamentals to whether British beer
should be served in metric units or by the traditional
measure of a British pint.

Britain’s governors accept the inevitability of
globalization: In 2005 the prime minister, the deputy
prime minister, the foreign secretary, and the minis-
ters of Defence, Trade and Industry, and Environment
each averaged more than one day a week traveling
abroad. However, commitment to the EU remains lim-
ited. In small countries, which have always recog-
nized the influence of bigger neighbors, exchanging
nominal sovereignty to participate in the EU presents
no problems. However, it is a shock to Britain’s gov-
ernors, who pride themselves on having a major role
in three different international settings—the Common-
wealth, Europe, and Washington, D.C.

When a public opinion poll asks whether Britain
should act like a leading world power or a small neu-
tral country like Sweden or Switzerland, 49 percent fa-
vor being a small power, as compared to 34 percent
wanting the country to be a world power.2 However,
Britain’s island status cannot insulate it from the rest of
the world. It is not possible for Britain to become a
small, rich country like Switzerland or Sweden. The ef-
fective choice today is between Britain being a big,
rich country and Britain being a big, relatively less
prosperous country.

A second set of challenges in the economic field
makes the link between international and domestic
policy very visible. For centuries Britain has de-
pended on world trade, importing much food and
many raw materials. To pay for these imports, it ex-
ports manufactured goods and “invisible” services of
banks and other financial institutions in the city of
London, and it does a big trade in tourism. The British
pound sterling (£) is an international currency, but
speeches by the prime minister and head of the Trea-
sury do not determine its international value. This is
decided in international markets in which currency
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speculators play a significant role. Since 1997 the
value of the British pound in exchange for the dollar
has ranged from $1.35 to $2.00.

Economic growth is important not only for British
consumers, who borrow heavily, but also for the gov-
ernment, which usually runs a deficit to meet the bills
for public spending. An aging population requires
more health care and pensions, an educated popula-
tion demands better education for their children, and
a more prosperous. society wants a better environ-
ment. However, the means of raising additional rev-
enue without raising visible taxes are few. Moreover,
any increase in deficit spending threatens inflation and
a rise in interest rates by the independent Bank of
England. The fiscal dividend of economic growth
makes it much easier to meet these challenges.

Some challenges, such as fighting crime, cannot
be resolved solely by spending money. Successive
Conservative and Labour governments have spent
more money on the police and built more prisons.
However, their efforts have been accompanied by
random crimes of street violence and stabbing, espe-
cially in London, and the use of guns in robberies and
in shootings of police officers. Multiculturalism is an-
other problem that cannot be met just by spending
more money. The government seeks to promote a
sense of “Britishness” among immigrants, giving les-
sons about the rights and obligations of citizens to
immigrants wanting British passports. British-born

offspring of immigrants automatically gain citizenship.
Whether they choose to adopt British ways is greatly
influenced by family and ethnic background and, in
the case of a few Muslims, by jihadist activists.

Notwithstanding the power of the government
of the day within Westminster, ministers are regularly
confronted with challenges concerning the delivery
of public services by local government, the National
Health Service, and other institutions. Schools whose
pupils have bad examination results embarrass the
minister responsible for education, a social security
official that loses computer disks with confidential
details about millions of claims embarrasses the min-
ister responsible for pensions, and the health minis-

ter is called to account when shortcomings of
hospital cleaning staff lead to infections causing the
death of patients These failings lead to calls for the
government of the day to “do something,” but it is
not easy for a Cabinet minister in Whitehall to moni-
tor the activities of more than a million health work-
ers or millions of pupils. Whitehall has contracted
with profit-making companies to deliver a variety of
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public services in a businesslike way. However,
when these organizations make mistakes, the blame
continues to fall on the government department that
employed the faulty supplier.

With a general election due no later than Spring
2010, party leaders are concentrating on winning the
next election. Gordon Brown, the leader of the
Labour Party, faces a unique problem: As prime
minister he must defend the record of a Labour gov-
ernment continuously in office since 1997. Labour’s
narrow margin of victory in 2005 makes its parlia-
mentary majority vulnerable. After a “honeymoon”
with the public after becoming prime minister in
summer 2007, Brown has faced a legacy of taxing
and spending problems and a worldwide economic
and financial crisis. His hesitancy in making and ex-
plaining decisions, combined with a reserved person-
ality, has led to an approval rating in the polls as low
as that of his Labour predecessor, Tony Blair, at the
end of Blair’s prime ministership.

After losing three successive elections under
three different leaders, the Conservative Party, the
official Opposition, accepted the challenge to change
by electing a youthful new leader, David Cameron.
His strategy has much in common with that of Tony
Blair in Opposition: to move the party from being
promarket and antigovernment to occupying the po-
litical center by showing sympathy with measures to
improve the environment, gay rights, and other liberal
issues. Since Cameron has been an MP only since
2001, he cannot be identified with unpopular policies
that led to his party’s previous defeats. However,
since neither he nor his principal associates have ever
held office in government, inexperience raises ques-
tions about what a Cameron-led government would
actually do if it were to win an election. As Opposi-
tion leader, Cameron has a problem in gaining public
recognition. But since big majorities have come to
disapprove of the Labour government’s record under
Blair and Brown, the Conservative Party has been
ahead of Labour in the opinion polls because it offers
a change from an unpopular government.

The Liberal Democratic Party is now the clos-
est approximation to a “left” party that Britain has. It
favors social and environmental policies and attacks
government proposals that encroach on civil liber-
ties. It is strongly in favor of the EU, where its
leader, Nick Clegg, once worked as an official. It is

" also the only British party that opposed the Iraq War.
Because of being third in seats in the House of Com-
mons, the Liberal Democrats have no chance of

forming a government on their own. But because
the Conservative Party faces an uphill struggle to
win an absolute majority in the House of Commons,
it could hold the balance of power in the House of
Commons after the next general election.

A change of government following the next gen-
eral election would not change the problems facing
government. A new government would then be chal-
lenged to realize its campaign promises. But this is
easier said than done. As Tony Blair ruefully admit-
ted five years after becoming prime minister, “In op-
position, announcement is the reality. For the first
period in government, there was a tendency to be-
lieve this is the case. It isn’t. The announcement is
only the intention.”

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 entity as an English
state. In international law the state is the United King-
dom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Great
Britain is divided into England, Scotland, and Wales.
The most distinctive feature of Wales is that one-
quarter of the population speaks an old Celtic lan-
guage, 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 education institutions. The fourth
part of the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland,
consists of six counties of Ulster. The remainder of
Ireland rebelled against the Crown in 1916 and estab-
lished a separate Irish state in Dublin in 1921. The
current boundaries of the United Kingdom, colloqui-
ally known as Britain, were fixed in 1921.

The United Kingdom is a unitary state because
there is a single source of authority, the British Parlia-
ment. However, the institutions of government are not
uniform throughout the United Kingdom. In the minds
of its citizens, it is a multinational state, for people
differ in how they describe themselves (Table 5.1).
In England people often describe themselves as
English or British without considering the different
meanings of these terms. This does not happen else-
where in the United Kingdom. In Scotland three-
quarters see themselves as Scots. In Wales three-fifths
identify themselves as Welsh. In Northern Ireland
people divide three ways: almost half see themselves
as British, one-quarter see themselves as Irish, and

National Identities

Identities vary within each nation

Scotland Wales
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B
TABLE 6.1

England Northern Ireland
Self-identifying as:
British 51% 19% 27% 47%
English, Scots, Welsh, Irish 38 75 60 27
Other, don’t know 11 6 13 26*

Sources: England: British Social Attitudes Survey, 2004; Scotland: Scottish Social Attitudes Survey, 2004; Wales: Life and Times Survey

2003; Northern Ireland: Life and Times Survey, 2004.
*Includes 21 percent identifying as Ulster.

another one-quarter identify with Ulster (i.e., North-
ern Ireland).

Historically, Scotland and Wales have been gov-
erned by British Cabinet ministers accountable to
Parliament. After decades of campaigning by nation-
alist parties seeking independence, in 1997 the
Labour government endorsed devolution; an Act of
Parliament gave responsibilities for policy to elected
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 a formula
relating it to public expenditures on comparable poli-
cies in England.

The Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh has powers
to legislate and to initiate a wide variety of social and
environmental policies, including those delivered by
Scottish local government. Elections to the 129-seat
Parliament mix the traditional British first-past-the-
post electoral system and proportional representa-
tion (PR), which are discussed in more detail later'in
the chapter. After the 1999 and 2003 elections, the
Labour Party in Scotland formed a coalition govern-
ment with the Liberal Party. In the May 2007 Scottish
election, the unpopularity of the British Labour Party
resulted in a one-seat margin for the Scottish National
Party (SNP) over the Labour Party, 47 to 46. The remain-
ing seats were divided among the Conservatives, 17;
Liberal Democrats, 16; and others, 3.

Under the leadership of Alex Salmond as First
Minister, the SNP established a minority government.
Its first aim has been to demonstrate that the SNP was
not just a protest party, but a party that was capable of
governing as well as or better than parties that appeal
for votes across the whole of Britain. Its second aim is
to promote a referendum on independence for Scot-
land. The three Opposition parties have reacted by es-

tablishing a commission to recommend increases in

powers devolved to Scotland, subject to approval by
the British government in London. The chief dividing
issue in Scotland today is what question or questions
should be put to the Scottish people in a referendum
that could take place in 2010 or 2011.

The 60-seat Welsh Assembly in Cardiff has
power over a variety of local and regional services,
and its activities are conducted in English and in
Welsh. However, it does not have the power to enact
legislation. It is elected by a mixed first-past-the-post
and PR ballot. Labour has consistently been the
biggest party at each election, but it has difficulty
winning a majority of Assembly seats. After the May
2007 Assembly election, Labour held 26 seats, Plaid
Cymru (the Welsh National Party) 14, Conservatives
12, Liberals 6, and others 2. Labour and Plaid Cymru
together formed a coalition government. There is no
effective political demand for independence.

Northern Ireland is the most un-English part of
the United Kingdom. Formally, it is a secular polity,
but differences between Protestants and Catholics
about national identity’ dominate its politics. Protes-
tants, who make up about three-fifths of the popula-
tion, want to remain part of the United Kingdom. Until
1972 the Protestant majority governed through a
home-rule Parliament at Stormont, a suburb of Belfast.
Many of the Catholic minority did not support this
regime, wanting to leave the United Kingdom and join
the Republic of Ireland, which claims that Northern
Ireland should be part of the Republic.

After Catholics launched protests against dis-
crimination in 1968, demonstrations turned to vio-
lence in 1969. The illegal Irish Republican Army
(IRA) was revived and in 1971 began a military cam-
paign to remove Northern Ireland from the United
Kingdom. Protestants organized illegal armed forces
in response. More than 3,500 people have been
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killed in political violence since. After adjusting for
population differences, this is equivalent to more
than 140,000 political deaths in Britain or more than
700,000 such deaths in the United States.

In 1969 the British Army went into action in
Northern Ireland to protect Catholics. In 1971 it
helped intern hundreds of Catholics without trial in
an unsuccessful attempt to break the IRA. In 1972 the
British government abolished the Stormont Parlia-
ment, placing government in the hands of a Northern
Ireland Office under a British Cabinet minister. In
1985 the British government took the unprecedented
step of inviting the Dublin-based government of the
Republic of Ireland to participate in institutions af-
fecting the governance of Northern Ireland.

A stable settlement requires the support of para-
military organizations, as well as political parties on
both sides of the political divide. In 1994 the IRA an-
nounced a cessation of its military activity, and Sinn
Fein, the political party of the Irish Republican
movement, agreed to talks. Protestant paramilitary
forces also announced a cessation of activities. On
Good Friday of 1998, an agreement was reached that
provided for an elected power-sharing executive

and cross-border institutions involving both Dublin
and Belfast. Contrary to the practice of government
at Westminster, power-sharing means that whatever
the outcome of a Northern Ireland election, govern-
ment must be a coalition of parties representing
both the pro-Britain Protestant majority and the
pro-Irish Republic Catholic minority. The coalition
government initially formed along these lines col-
lapsed in a dispute about whether the IRA had de-
commissioned its arsenal of weapons.

An election for the 108-seat Northern Ireland As-
sembly in 2007 gave the Democratic Unionist Party led
by Dr. Ian Paisley 36 seats, the Republican Sinn Fein
27, the Ulster Unionist Party 18, the pro-Irish Social
Democratic and Labour Party 16, the cross-religious
Alliance Party 7, and others 4. After intensive negotia-
tions in which London and Dublin offered incentives
to Irish Republicans and put pressure on Ulster Union-
ists, a coalition government was formed with Dr. Ian
Paisley, an outspoken Unionist and Protestant, as First
Minister and Martin McGuinness, a Sinn Fein politician
who had been active in the IRA, as Deputy First Min-
ister, plus representatives of the Ulster Unionist Party
and the Social Democratic and Labour Party.

While there is no agreement about national
identity within Britain, there is no doubt about
which nationality is the most numerous. England

dominates the United Kingdom. It accounts for
84 percent of the United Kingdom population, as com-
pared to 8 percent in Scotland, 5 percent in Wales,
and 3 percent in Northern Ireland. Previous editions
of this chapter have been called “Politics in England”
because, as Tony Blair once said, “Sovereignty rests
with me, as an English MP, and that’s the way it will
stay.”# However, changes in other parts 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 the most votes in the
United Kingdom and a majority in-the British Parlia-
ment. Demands by the Scottish National Party for
independence have been met by English demands to
reduce the share of British tax revenue that Westmin-
ster allocates to Scotland.

A Multiracial Britain

Throughout the centuries England has received a rel-
atively small but noteworthy number of immigrants
from other parts of Europe. The Queen herself is de-
scended from a titled family that came from Hanover,
Germany, to assume the English throne in 1714. Un-
til the outbreak of anti-German sentiment in World
War I, the surname of the royal family was Saxe-
Coburg-Gotha. By royal proclamation King George V
changed the family name to Windsor in 1917.

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

Political disturbances around the world in the
past two decades have increased the number of im-
migrants claiming 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 to asylum that courts have not upheld.

Ir.1 response to popular concern, the government has
tried to make deportation of illegal immigrants easier.
However, the government has admitted that hundreds
of thousands of illegal immigrants now live in Britain.
‘ The minority ethnic population of the United
Kingdom has risen from 74,000 in 1951 to 4.6 million
in the latest census, almost 8 percent of the total pop-
ulation. Official statistics define the minority popula-
tion by the one characteristic that they have in
common—they are not white. Because persons
placed in this catchall category have neither culture
nor religion in common, there is a further subdivision
by .race and ethnicity. West Indians speak English as
their native language and have a Christian tradition
bgt this is often not the case for black Africans. Ethni(;
minorities from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh are
divided among Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, and most
speak English as a second language. Chinese from
Hong Kong have a distinctive culture. Altogether, al-
n?ost half of the minority category comes from the, In-
dian subcontinent, a quarter consists of black people
from the Caribbean or Africa, one in seven is often of
mixed British and minority origin, and the remainder
come from many different countries.

With the passage of time, the ethnic minority
population is becoming increasingly British-born and
-educated. This raises an important issue: What is the
position of British-born offspring of immigrants?
Whatever their country of origin, they differ in how
they see themselves: 64 percent of Caribbean origin
identify themselves as British, as do more than three-
fifths of Pakistanis, Indians, and Bangladeshis and
two-fifths of Chinese. However, some offspring of im-
migrants have rejected integration. A coordinated ter-
rorist attack in London on July 7, 2005, that killed
more than fifty people was organized by British-born
offspring of Pakistani immigrants who had been con-
verted to jihadism at British mosques. British-born ji-
hadists have been able to receive training in Pakistan
and neighboring Afghanistan.

In response to terrorist attacks, the government
.has shifted from promoting multiculturalism to stress-
ing the integration of immigrant families into the
British way of life. It has greatly increased police
powers, justifying shoot-to-kill policies even when
p.eo.ple wrongly suspected of being terrorists are the
Y1ct1ms. Its program of cooperating with people it
identifies as leaders of the Muslim community has
faced difficulties. Those cooperating with the British
government have found themselves in dispute with
their coreligionists. Moreover, they have criticized
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police methods used in surveillance of the Muslim
community and British military actions in Afghanistan
and Iraq.

. Many .immigrants and their offspring are being
integrated into electoral politics, since residential con-
centration makes their votes important in some parlia-
@entary constituencies. Some candidates from
different immigrant groups compete with each other.
There are now hundreds of elected minority ethnic
councillors in local government. The 15 ethnic MPs in
the Commons today come from diverse back-
grounds—India, Pakistan, the West Indies, Ghana
and Aden—and sit for the Labour, Liberal Democratic7
and Conservative parties. A disproportionate number’
of minority ethnic people have voted Labour.

THE LEGACY OF HISTORY

The legacy of the past limits current choices. and
Britain has a very long past. Much of its lega:cy is
positive, for many fundamental problems of gover-
nance were resolved centuries ago. The Crown was
established as the central political authority in me-
dieval times. The supremacy of the state over the
church was settled in the sixteenth century when
Henry VIIT broke with the Roman Catholic Church to
establish the Church of Englahd. The power struggle
between the English Crown and Parliament was re-
solved by a civil war in the seventeenth century in
which Parliament triumphed and a weakened
monarch was then restored. A Parliament chosen by
an unrepresentative franchise was able to hold the
Crown accountable in the eighteenth century.

The continuity of England’s political institutions
through the centuries is remarkable. Prince Charles
the heir to an ancient Crown, pilots jet airplanes anci
a medieval-named chancellor of the Exchequer ;;ﬂots
the British economy through the deep waters of the
international economy. Yet, symbols of continuity of-
ten mask great changes in English life. Parliament was
once a supporter of royal authority. Today Parliament
is primarily an electoral college deciding which party
leader is in charge of government,

There is no agreement among political scientists
about when England developed a modern system of
government.”> The most reasonable judgment is that
modern government developed during the very long
reign of Queen Victoria, from 1837 to 1901, when
government institutions were created to cope with the
problems of a society that was increasingly urban,
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literate, industrial, and critical of unreformed institu-
tions. The creation of a modern system of govern-
ment does not get rid of the problems of governing.
Developments since World War II can be divided
into stages. The first stage, an all-party consensus on
2 mixed-economy Keynesian welfare state, built on
the foundations of a wartime coalition government
led by Winston Churchill. The Beveridge Report on
social welfare, John Maynard Keynes’s Full Employ-
ment White Paper, and the Butler Education Act of
1944 were initiatives named after Liberals and Con-
servatives. The 1945 British general election was won
by a Labour government led by Clement Attlee. It
combined social welfare policies, leading to the es-
tablishment of a comprehensive National Health Ser-
vice, and socialist economic policies, under which
many basic industries were taken into state owner-
ship. Between 1951 and 1964, Conservative govern-
ments led by Winston Churchill, Sir Anthony Eden,
and Harold Macmillan maintained a consensus about
the mixed-economy welfare state. Keynesian tech-
niques for promoting economic growth, full employ-
ment, and low inflation led to an era of consumer
prosperity, and the availability of free university edu-
cation was greatly expanded.

A flood of books on the theme “What’s wrong

with Britain?” proclaimed the need for faster eco-
nomic growth and led to a second stage in which
parties competed in innovation. The Labour Party un-
der Harold Wilson won the 1964 election, campaign-
ing with the vague activist slogan “Let's go with
Labour.” New names were given to government de-
partment offices, but behind their entrances many of-
ficials went through the same routines as before. The
economy did not grow as predicted. In 1967 the gov-
ernment was forced to devalue the pound and seek
2 loan from the International Monetary Fund. Labour
lost the 1970 election.

The major achievement of Edward Heath’s
1970-1974 Conservative government was to make
Britain a member of the EU. Doing so divided his
own party and the Opposition. In trying to limit un-
precedented inflation by controlling wages, Heath
risked his authority in a 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?” election in February 1974, no party won a
majority of seats in the Commons. Labour formed a
minority government, with Harold Wilson again as
prime minister. A second election in October 1974

gave Labour a bare majority. Inflation, rising unem-
ployment, and a contraction in the economy under-
mined Labour’s program. James Callaghan succeeded
Wilson as prime minister in 1976. Keynesian policies
were abandoned in 1977 after Labour relied on a
loan from the International Monetary Fund to stabi-
lize the value of the pound in international markets.
When Margaret Thatcher won the 1979 election
as leader of the Conservative Party, she became the
first woman prime minister of a major European coun-
try (see Box 5.1). Thatcher’s radical break with the
economic policies of her predecessors introduced a
third stage: She promoted free market policies and a
reduction in the size of government. She regarded the
economic failures of previous governments as arising
from too much compromise. «“The Old Testament
prophets did not say ‘Brothers, I want a consensus.’
They said: ‘This is my faith. This is what I passionately
believe. If you believe it too, then come with me.””®

Divisions among opponents enabled Thatcher to

lead her party to three successive election victories, al-
though never winning more than 43 percent of the to-
tal vote. Militant left-wing activists seized control of
the Labour Party, and in 1981 four former Labour Cab-
inet ministers formed a 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 lead-
ership merged with the Liberals to form the Liberal
Democratic Party.

While proclaiming the virtues of the market and
attacking big government, Thatcher did not court
electoral defeat by imposing radical spending cuts on
popular social programs. In consequence, public
spending continued to grow in the Thatcher era. It
was 40 percent of the gross domestic product in her
last full year in office. While the Conservative major-
ity in Parliament endorsed Thatcher’s policies, it did
not win the hearts and minds of the electorate. On
the tenth anniversary of Thatcher’s period as prime
minister, an opinion poll asked whether people ap-
proved of “the Thatcher revolution.” Less than one-
third said they did.”

Within the Conservative Party, Thatcher’s increas-
ingly autocratic treatment of Cabinet colleagues cre-

ated resentment, and during her third term of office, -

she became very unpopular in opinion polls. In au-
tumn 1990 disgruntled Conservative MPs forced a bal-
lot for the party leadership that caused her to resign.
Conservative MPs elected a relatively unknown john

The Meaning of Thatcherism

Among modern British prime ministers, Margaret Thatcher
has been unique in giving her name to a political ideolo
Thatcherism.” Thatcher’s central conviction was that tiﬁ
market offered a cure for the country’s economic diffi-
culties. She rejected the mixed-economy welfare state
philosophy of her Conservative as well as her Labour pred-
ecessors. As Milton Friedman, the Nobel Prize-winning
monetary economist, noted: “Mrs. Thatcher represents a
different tradition. She represents a tradition of the nine-
teenth-century Liberal, of Manchester Liberalism, of free
market free trade”t ’

. In its economic policy, the Thatcher government ex-
perienced both successes and frustrations. The rate of
economic growth increased and inflation dropped; how-
ew.ar, unempioyment rose. Industrial relations act:; gave
union members the right to elect their leaders and to 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

were introduced into managin i
g everything from hospi
to museums. ’ tiinn
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As long as she was in control, Thatcher believed in
strong government. In foreign policy she strongly promoted
what she saw as Britain’s national interest in dealings with
the European Union and in alliance with President Ronald
Reagan. The 1982 Argentine invasion of the Falkland Is-
lands, a remote British colony in the South Atlantic, led to
a brief and victorious war. Thatcher was also quick, to as-
sert her personal authority against colleagues in the Cabi-
net and against civil servants. The autonomy of Iocelll
government was curbed, and a property tax on houses
was replaced by a poll tax on each adult.

' Following her departure from office, British Conserva-
tlv‘es divided between those who sought to push market-
oriented and anti-European Union measures further, the
so-called Thatcherites, and those who believed the limi’ts f
cutbacks on the size of government had been reached ’

Hifépgzrgz;zt ;I'ggéc):hgr, The Downing Street Years (New York:
P 5 ; Dennis Kavanagh, The Reordering of Briti: :
Politics (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1997)9. R

tThatcher Praised b: ; i
fien y Her Guru,” The Guardian (London), March 12,

Major as party leader. In 1992 Major won an unprece
dented fourth consecutive term for the Consersativc;
government. However, a few months afterward his
economic policy, based on a strong British pound
j:zgh?q under pressure from foreign speculatorsy
ivision opened up within the Conservative Par :
between hard-line Thatcherite opponents of Europtz
:lll(til at?ose who supported Major’s acceptance of EU
- ives. 1."he Major government held onto office
n. rr}amtamed such Thatcherite policies as the
privatization of the coal mines and railways.
¥ A fourth st.age opened after Tony Blair became
our leader in 1994. Blair was elected leader be-
cause he did not talk or look like an ordinary Labo
Party member. Instead of being from a poor bacllf:
ftroctll'nd, he was educated at boarding school and
thl; Il;c]i law at Oxford. Instead of having grown up in
o ogr.movement, his parents were Conserva-
e€s. He joined the Labour Party due to the encour-

agement of a girlfriend, Cherie B
! ooth is wi
and a successful lawyer. nowhiswite

Blair first won office by proclaiming that he rep-
resented New Labour, a vague Third Way philoso 111)
modeled on that of President Bill Clinton. It waspinSj
vo.ke(‘i to show that he rejected socialist values and
pr1nc1ples. In setting out Labour’s manifesto, Blair
proclaimed, “We are proud now to be the zlrt f
modern, dynamic business, proud now topbe ytl(l)
party of‘law and order, proud now to be the party oef
the farpﬂy, and proud now to be the party pledged
not to increase income tax.” He pledged a pra migit'
government that would do “what vfforks” arglgd o
pealed to the voters to “trust me” (see Box 5.2) i

The first term of the Blair government (1997'—2001)
was devoted to demonstrating that Labour was fit for
government. Blair and his chancellor of the Exche-
ﬁLlefr, Gorfion Brown, endorsed Thatcher’s efforts to
bunl.t public spending and payments to private-sector

usinesses to manage the delivery of major health
educ.auon, and other services. Five months after re—’
election in 2001, Blair responded to the September 11
attack by closely aligning himself with U.S. policies
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Britain sent troops to Afghanistan and Iraq in 2003,
but this policy lacked the full support of his party. It
was endorsed in Parliament only with the support of
Conservative MPs. In 2005 Labour again won a ma-
jority of seats in the House of Commons, making
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 fell in the opinion polls, he
came under pressure to fulfill his promise to retire
rather than fight a fourth election. He did so in June
2007. The Labour Party unanimously elected Gordon
Brown as its leader on the basis of his record as the
government’s chief economic minister, the chancellor
of the Exchequer. During Brown’s period as chancel-
lor, the economy grew steadily, inflation was low,
and unemployment fell, and Brown claimed that he
had put an end to the recurring cycle of economic
boom and bust. However, the turmoil in the world
economy in 2008 showed this was not the case. After
blaming the country’s financial problems on world
rather than domestic economic mistakes, Brown has
initiated measures involving tens of billions of
pounds in efforts to prevent the recession in the
economy turning into a major depression.

THE STRUCTURE OF GOVERNMENT

We must understand what government is as a pre-
condition of evaluating what it does. Descriptions of
a government often start with its constitution. How-
ever, Britain has never had a written constitution. In
the words of constitutional lawyer J. A. G. Griffith,
“The Constitution is what happens.”

The unwritten constitution is a jumble of acts of
Parliament, court rulings, customs, and conventions that
constitute the rules of the political game. The vagueness
of the constitution makes it flexible, a point that politi-
cal leaders such as Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair
have exploited to increase their own power. Comparing
the written U.S. Constitution and the unwritten English
constitution emphasizes how few are the constraints of
an unwritten constitution (see Table 5.2). 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 majority 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 au-
thority is Parliament, where the government of the
day commands a majority of votes. Courts do not
have the power to declare an Act of Parliament un-
constitutional; judges simply ask whether the execu-
tive acts within its authorized powers. Many statutes
delegate broad discretion to a Cabinet minister or
public authority. Even if the courts rule that the gov-
ernment has improperly exercised its authority, the
effect of such a judgment can be annulled by a sub-
sequent Act of Parliament retroactively authorizing
the action.

The Bill of Rights in the U.S. Constitution al-
lows 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.
However, individuals who believed their personal
rights infringed had no redress through the courts
until the Blair government incorporated the Euro-
pean Convention of Human Rights into the coun-
try’s laws.

In Britain the Crown is the abstraction that is
used in place of the continental European idea of the
state. It combines the dignified parts of the constitu-
tion, which sanctify authority by tradition and myth,
with the efficient parts, which carry out the work of
government. The Queen is only a ceremonial head of
state. Some Britons argue that a monarchy is out of
date, and the Labour government has sought to pro-
mote British values as an alternative focus of loyalty.
The public reaction to the accidental death of
Princess Diana was a media event, but not a political
event like the assassination of President John
Kennedy. Queen Elizabeth II does not influence the
actions of what is described as Her Majesty’s Govern-
ment. While the Queen gives formal assent to laws
passed by Parliament, she may not publicly state any
opinion about legislation. The Queen is expected to
respect the will of Parliament, as communicated to
her by the leader of the majority party in Parliament,
the prime minister.

What the Prime Minister Says and Does

Leading a government with a complex structure (see
Figure 5.1) is a political rather than a managerial task.
Within the Cabinet the prime minister occupies a
unique position, sometimes referred to as primus in-
ter pares (first among equals). But as Winston
Churchill once wrote, “There can be no comparison

Tony Blair became the leader of the Labour Party with the
goal of winning elections. To make the party electable, he
abandoned traditional commitments to trade unions and to
socialist policies. Blair's personality and actions appealed to
middle-class voters, whose support Labour needed to win
elections. Blair's efforts to create what he called a New
Labour Party were rewarded with three straight Labour
election victories in 1997, 2001, and 2005.

After becoming prime minister, Blair gave priority
to running a perpetual election campaign through the media
and used his rare appearances in the House of Commons
to play to the television cameras there. The number of politi-
cal appointees at 10 Downing Street increased substantially.
Although they usually had no prior experience working in
government, they were given unprecedented power to give
orders to civil servants.

Blair promoted reforms in state-financed health and
.education services through competition intended to give cit-
izens a measure of “consumer” choice in health and educa-
tion. Howevef, the methods chosen to do so angered many
doctors, teachers, and public employees, who saw it as
making their professional judgments subject to targets laid
down by management consultants, continuing Thatcher's
emphasis on making government businesslike, rather than
.a public service. Given that it takes years to deliver changes
in social policies, many effects of Blair's measures may be-
come evident only years after he has left office.

Major constitutional reforms included the devolution of
executive responsibilities to elected assemblies in Scotland
and Wales and to a power-sharing government in Northern
Ireland. London was given a popularly elected mayor. Human

The Accomplishments and Frustrations of Tony Blair
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rights laws were adopted. However, in the wake of terrorist
attacks, the government drew protests from civil liberties
groups because of the way it pursued terrorist suspecis. Blair
welcomed such criticism as proof of his toughness.
. In international affairs Blair gave priority to close work-
ing relationships with Presidents Bill Clinton and George W.
Bush. Following the September 11 attack on the United
States, he committed British troops to Afghanistan and Iraq.
Although Blair was successful in getting close to the White
House, he failed in his declared goal of placing Britain at
the heart of Europe—for example, by adopting the euro as
Britain’s currency. In his last full year in office, Blair was out
of the country for 58 days on trips to more than two dozen
different national capitals on six different continents.
Shortly after winning his first election victory, 75 per-
Cf-:‘nt approved of Blair as prime minister. Within a year of
his second election victory, Blair's rating fell below 50 per-
cent and never recovered. Blair’s third election victory in
2005 was won with only 35.2 percent of the popular vote, a
fall of 8.0 percent from his first victory. By June 2008, he
reached a low: Only 23 percent approved of his perform-
ance as prime minister. A year later he resigned. Since
then Blair has extended his public role as an envoy for
peace between Israel and Palestine and has privately en-

riched himself through a part-time job advising Wall Street
banker J.P. Morgan.

Tony Blair, New Britain: My Vision of a Young Country (London:
Fourth Estate, 1996); Anthony Seldon, Blair (New York: Free:
Pres_s, 2004); Anthony Seldon, Peter Snowdon, and baniel
Cplllngs, Blair Unbound (New York: Simon and Scr’wster 2007);
Simon Jenkins, Thatcher and Sons (London: Allen Lane, 2(306). ’

between the positions of number one, and numbers
tw;o,l three or four.”’® The preeminence of the prime
minister is ambiguous. A politician at the apex of
government is remote from what is happening on the
grgund. 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. Regardless of per-
sonality, a prime minister wears multiple hats as
party leader, head of government, and spokesperson

for the nation. Simultaneously, he or she is con-
cerned with the following:

1. 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 elected 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
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United States (written)

Origin Medieval customs

Form

Final constitutional authority

Unwritten, indefinite
Majority in Parliament

1787 Constitutional Convention

Written, precise
Supreme Court

i Yes
Bill of individual rights No o .
Amendment Ordinary vote in Parliament; unprece- More than majority vote in Congress,
dented action by government states
Policy relevance Low High

it | .
Structure of the British Government FIG
Electorate Local and Regional Legislature Executive
Prime Minister
(Head of the
P Government)
v »| Houseof Civil Service
Commons
B
English Local ]
Government A .
L Holigs of Cabinet
ou (Council of
Scottish Lords Ministers)
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Macmillan, Alec Douglas-Home, James Callaghan,
John Major, and Gordon Brown—initially entered
Downing Street during the middle of a Parlia-
ment, rather than after a national election. In the
17 elections since 1945, the prime minister of the
day has ten times led the governing party to vic-
tory and seven times to defeat.

. Campaigning through the media. A

prime minister does not need to attract public-
ity; it is thrust on him or her by the curiosity of

television and newspaper reporters. During an
election campaign, the prime minister gets four
times as much coverage as any other member of
his Cabinet team. Media eminence is a double-
edged sword, for bad news puts the prime min-
ister in an unfavorable light. The personality of
a prime minister remains relatively constant, but
during a term of office, his or her popularity can
fluctuate by more than 45 percentage points in
public opinion polls.™!

3. Dispensing patronage. To remain prime

minister, a politician must keep the confidence of
a party. Potential critics can be silenced by ap-
pointing a quarter of MPs to posts as government
ministers, who sit on front bench seats in the
House of Commons. MPs not appointed to a post
are backbenchers; many ingratiate themselves
with the party leader in hopes of becoming a
government minister. In dispensing patronage
a prime minister can use any of four different cri-
teria: (a) personal loyalty (rewarding friends),
(b) cooption (silencing critics by giving them an
office so that they are committed to support the
government), (¢) representativeness (for exam-
ple, appointing a woman or someone from Scot-
land or Wales), and (d) competence in managing
a large department.

4. Performing well in Parliament. The prime

minister appears in the House of Commons
weekly for half an hour of questions from MPs, en-
gaging in rapid-fire repartee with a highly partisan
audience. Unprotected by a speechwriter’s script,
the prime minister must show that he or she is a
good advocate of government policy or suffer a re-
duction 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.
Whereas his predecessors would participate in at
least a third of the votes in the Commons, Tony
Blair turned his back on Parliament, in some years
participating in as little as 6 percent of votes there.

5. Making and balancing policies. The

overriding concern of a prime minister is foreign
affairs because as head of the British govern-
ment he or she deals with heads of other gov-
ernments around the world. When there are
conflicts between international and domestic
policy priorities, the prime minister is the one
person who can strike a balance between pres-
sures from the world “out there” and pressures
from the domestic electorate. The number of “in-
termestic” policies (that is, problems combining
both an international and a domestic element) is
increasing. The prime minister also makes policy
by striking a balance between ministers who
want to spend more money to increase their
popularity and a Treasury minister who wants to
cut taxes in order to boost his or her popularity.

While the formal powers of the office remain

constant, individual prime ministers (see Figure 5.2)
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have differed in their electoral success, in how they
view their job, and in their impact on government.
Clement Attlee, Labour prime minister from 1945 to
1951, was a nonassertive spokesperson for the lowest
common denominator of views within a Cabinet con-
sisting of very experienced Labour politicians. When
an aging Winston Churchill succeeded Attlee in 1951,
he concentrated on foreign affairs and took little in-
terest in domestic policy; the same was true of his
successor, Anthony Eden. Harold Macmillan inter-
vened strategically on a limited number of domestic
and international issues, while giving ministers great
scope on everyday matters. Alec Douglas-Home was
weak because he lacked knowledge of economic af-
fairs, 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. However, Wilson’s major initiatives in
economic policy were unsuccessful, and in 1974 the
electorate rejected Heath’s direction of the economy.
Wilson won office again by promising to replace
confrontation between management and unions with
political conciliation. James Callaghan, who suc-
ceeded Wilson in 1976, also emphasized consensus,
but economic 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 ad-
visors by any means necessary. In the end her “bossi-
ness” caused a revolt of Cabinet colleagues that
helped bring about her downfall. Her former col-
leagues welcomed John Major as a consensus re-
placement of a domineering Thatcher. However, his
conciliatory manner was often interpreted as a 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 campaigning
through the media. Managing the flow of news to
secure favorable media coverage was a top priority.
Blair's communications director, Alastair Campbell,
was given unprecedented powers to give orders to
civil servants, and Cabinet ministers were supposed
to support his media strategy on pain of losing fa-
vor with Downing Street. In the words of the for-
mer head of the civil service, the Blair government
put “too much emphasis on selling” and “too little
on careful deliberation.”*

Gordon Brown came to the prime ministership
with a reputation for success in managing the econ-
omy, which had enjoyed an unprecedented period of
growth while he was in charge of the Treasury. He
also used its power of the purse to influence Cabinet
colleagues. Labour MPs unhappy with Tony Blair’s
endorsement of many policies of Margaret Thatcher
hoped that Brown’s left-wing views in youth would
be reflected in policies promoting more egalitarian
and socialist goals. After a brief honeymoon with
public opinion, Brown fell out of favor. By the end of
the summer of 2008, his approval ratings in opinion
polls were at a historic low, the Labour Party had lost
two by-elections, and Labour MPs afraid of defeat
at the next general election were publicly discussing
the desirability of another change of leadership, but
the rules of the Labour Party make it difficult for dis-
satisfied members to mount an effective challenge to
an incumbent.

Brown’s quick response to the autumn 2008 fi-
nancial crisis helped him regain some support, but
continuing economic difficulties have continued to
threaten his position.

Blair's innovations have led to charges that
Britain now has a presidential system of government
in which power is concentrated in the hands of one
person. However, by comparison with a U.S. presi-
dent, a British prime minister has less formal author-
ity and less security of office (see Table 5.3). The
president is directly elected for a fixed four-year
term. A prime minister is chosen by his or her party
for an indefinite term and is thus vulnerable to losing
office if its confidence wanes. The president is the
undoubted leader of the federal executive and can
dismiss Cabinet appointees with little fear of the con-
sequences; by contrast, senior colleagues of a prime
minister are potential rivals for leadership and may
be kept in the Cabinet to prevent them from chal-
lenging him or her.

However, with the support of the Cabinet and
the majority of the governing party’s MPs, a prime
minister can be far more confident than a president
that major legislative proposals will be enacted into
law. Although the president is the chief of the execu-
tive branch of the federal government, the White
House is without authority over Congress, state and
local government, and the judiciary. By contrast, the

prime minister is at the apex of a unitary government,
with powers that are not limited by the courts or by a
written constitution.? —
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THE CABINET AND CABINET
MINISTERS

The Cabinet consists of ministers appointed by the
prime minister to head Whitehall departments. They
must be members of either the House of Commons or
the House of Lords. As ministers are leading figures in
the majority party in Parliament, they contribute to
what Walter Bagehot described as “the close union
the nearly complete fusion of the executive and leg-,
islative powers.”14

Historically, the Cabinet was the forum in
which the prime minister brought together leading
members of the governing party, many with com-
peting departmental interests and personal ambi-
tions, to ensure agreement about major government
policies. This was possible because the convention
of‘ Cabinet responsibility required that all Cabinet
ministers give public support to, or at least refrain
from public criticism of, what the government was
d(?ir?g, even if they opposed a policy in private. A
minister unwilling to share responsibility was ex-
pected to resign from office.
The Cabinet is no longer a place for collective
deliberation about policies. A half century ago there
were usually two Cabinet meetings a week, and many
took several hours to arrive at a political consensus.
By the time of John Major, meetings were shorter and
occurred less than once a week. Tony Blair further re-
duced the frequency of meetings and cut their aver-
age length to under an hour; he used them as a forum
in which to exhort ministers to support Downing

Source: Adapted from Richard Rose, The Prime Minister in a Shrinking World (Boston: Polity Press, 2001), p. 242

Street’s media priorities. Gordon Brown has preferred
to take charge of a wide range of issues, rather than
trusting Cabinet colleagues.

Cabinet ministers remain important because the
erartment that each heads is responsible for a ma-
jor area of public policy and most decisions about
what government does are taken within departments
(see Box 5.3). Whitehall departments differ greatly
from each other. For example, the Department of
Business, Enterprise, and Regulatory Reform (DBER)
has a larger staff than the Department of the Treasury.
However, because of the importance of its responsi-
bility for taxation and public expenditure, the Trea-
sury has more senior civil servants. The DBER staff
have a dispersed variety of concerns, including the
competitiveness of industry, trade, employment, en-
ergy, and regulation. The Treasury staff concentrate
on one big task, the management of the economy.
The varied tasks of the DBER secretary make him or
her much more vulnerable to adverse publicity if, for
example, there is a financial scandal or energy pr,ices
rise. The job of the chancellor of the Exchequer is
more important politically, insofar as economic per-
formance affects the governing party’s electoral fate.

- A Cabinet minister is both the head of a govern-
ment department and a party politician. As a depart-
ment head, he or she can initiate policies, select
among alternatives brought forward from within the
dep.artment, and try to avoid making an unpopular
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
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Departmental Organization and Reorganization

British government departments are multipurpose organ-
izations created as a result of the growth of government.
Some departments focus on a clearly defined major
function, while others combine multiple functions. The
names and functions of departments are often reorgan-
ized to reflect changes in policy, political expediency, or
fashion. For example, since 1964 responsibilities for
trade, industry, and technology have been placed in
departments labeled Trade and Technology, then Trade
and Industry, then separate departments for Trade and
for Industry, and again reunited as a single Trade anq In-
dustry department. Today the policies are divided
between departments for Business, Enterprise, and
Regulatory Reform and for Innovation, Universities, and
Skills. Each time that the title on the front door of the
department was changed, most officials and programs
continued as before.

In March 2009 the government of Gordon Brown was
organized as follows:

1. External affairs: foreign and commonwealth af-
fairs; defense; international development.

2. Economic affairs: treasury; business, enterprise,
and regulatory reform; transport; innovation, uni-
versities, and skills; energy and climate change.

3. Legal and constitutional issues: justice; home of-
fice; law officer’s department; equalities office.

4. Social services: health; children, schools, and fam-
ilies; work and pensions; culture, media, and sport.

5. Territorial: environment, food, and rural affairs;
communities and local government; Northern Ire-
land office; Scotland office; Wales office.

6. Managing government business: Cabinet office;
leader of the House of Commons; chief whip in the
House of Commons; leader of the House of Lords;
chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster; Privy Coun-
cil office.

Source: www.parliament.uk

which Whitehall is increasingly contracting out re-
sponsibility for delivering public services. In addition,
a minister is a department’s ambassador to the world
outside, including Downing Street, Parliament, the
mass media, and interest or pressure groups. Not
least, Cabinet ministers are individuals with ambitions
to rise in politics. The typical minister is not an elxpert
in a subject, but an expert in politics, and is wilhpg to
deal with any department that offers opportunities to
further his or her political career.

The political reputation of Cabinet ministers de-
pends on their success in promoting the interests 9f
their department in Parliament, in the media, and.m
battles within Whitehall. Cabinet ministers are will-
ing to go along silently with their colleagues’ propos-
als in exchange for endorsement of their own
measures. However, ministers often have to compete
for scarce resources, making conflict inevitable be-
tween departments. Regardless of party, the ministers
responsible for defense and education will Press f(.)r
increased spending, while the Treasury min{ster will
oppose such moves. Cabinet ministers sometimes re-
solve their differences in Cabinet committees that

include all ministers whose departments are most af-
fected by an issue. .

Tony Blair sought to exercise control over @1n1s—
ters through his personal staff. However, Blair did not
have time during the week to go into the details of P(?l—
icy. Because he had never been a departmental minis-
ter, his public remarks sometimes showed naiveté
about how the government actually worked—and the
same was even more true of his staff. After years in of-
fice, Blair attacked the consequences of government by
political advisors and spin doctors. In a leaked memo
to Cabinet ministers, he criticized them for “too often”
rushing out policies “in ignoranc§ of the risks,” thus
making the government look bad.?

The Civil Service

Although government could continue for m.onth‘s
without new legislation, it would collapse overnight if
hundreds of thousands of civil servants stopped ad-

" ministering laws and delivering public services that

the government of the day had inherited from its
predecessors. The largest number of civil servants are

clerical staff with little discretion; they carry out the
routine activities of a 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 in-
volved in formulating and advising on controversial
policies. Thus, a publication aimed at recruiting bright
graduates for the higher divil 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 for-
ward your own constructive ideas and to take respon-
sible decisions.”16

Top civil servants are not apolitical; they are bi-
partisan, being ready to work for whichever party
wins an election. Their style is not that of the profes-
sional American athlete for whom winning is all-
important. English civil servants have grown up
playing cricket; its motto is that winning is less impor-
tant than how one plays the game. However, minis-
ters want to win.

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. Minis-
ters 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
and Downing Street. Civil servants like working for
a political heavyweight who can carry the depart-
ment’s cause to victory in interdepartmental battles.
Civil servants prefer to work 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.

Both ministers and civil servants are concerned
with political management in complementary ways.
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 or pressure groups, and the me-
dia. Ministers are expected to be able to recognize
the obstacles to achieving desirable goals that civil
servants identify for them, However, this has caused
activist prime ministers such as Margaret Thatcher
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and Tony Blair to regard much civil service advice as
unhelpful to them in achieving their ambitions.
Ministers now have at hand political advisors to
advise them on measures they can announce that
will reflect credit on them in the media and in the
governing party. This has caused civil servants to
complain that ministers too often ignore advice that
calls attention to the difficulties in achieving their in-
tentions. In the words of a senior civil servant, “Just
because ministers say to do something does not
mean that we can ignore reality.”'” When ministerial
decisions attract criticism, ministers may blame civil
servants, rather than taking responsibility 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 problems emerge.”18
The Thatcher government introduced a new
phenomenon in Whitehall: a prime minister who be-
lieved civil servants were inferior to business people
because they did not have to “earn” their living—that
is, to make a profit. Management was made the buzz-
word in Whitehall, and departments were supposed
to be run in a businesslike fashion, achieving value
for money so that the government could profit politi-
cally by cutting taxes. Parts of government depart-
ments were “hived off” to form separate public
agencies, with their own accounts and performance
targets. The Blair government continued Thatcher’s
attempts to make the civil service more businesslike,
in hopes of providing public services more cheaply.
During 11 years as head of the Treasury, Gordon
Brown gathered around him a small team of political
appointees and civil servants to further his efforts to
manage the economy. As prime minister he has faced
a different challenge: to concentrate attention on a
few big decisions and to delegate tasks that he lacks
the time to deal with. Cabinet ministers criticize
Brown for trying to take charge of too many policies
and then delaying decisions when all alternatives ap-
pear politically unpopular.

The Role of Parliament

The principal division in Parliament is between the
party with a majority of the seats in the House of Com-
mons and the Opposition parties. The government ex-
pects to get its way because its members are the
leading politicians in the majority party. MPs in the
majority party almost invariably vote as the party lead-
ership instructs because only by voting as a bloc can
their party maintain control of government. If a bill or
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a motion is identified as a vote of confidence in the
government, the government will fall if it is defeated.

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 if 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. If a handful of MPs votes against the party
whip or abstains, this is headlined as a rebellion. The
Opposition cannot expect to alter major government
decisions because it lacks a majority of votes in the
Commons. It accepts the frustrations going with its mi-
nority status for the life of a Parliament because it
hopes to win a majority at the next election.

Whitehall departments draft bills presented to
Parliament, and few amendments to legislation are
carried without government approval. Laws are de-
scribed 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 weak-
ness of Parliament is in marked contrast to the U.S.
Congress, where each house controls its own pro-
ceedings independent of the White House. A U.S.
president may ask Congress to enact a bill, but can-
not compel a favorable vote.

The chief functions of Parliament are political,
rather than legislative. First of all, it weighs political
reputations. MPs continually assess their colleagues
as ministers or potential ministers and as allies or po-
tential allies in internal party disputes about policy
and personalities and promotion. A minister may win
a formal vote of confidence, but lose status if his or
her arguments are demolished in debate. They con-
tinually 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,
backbenchers can tell ministers what they think is
wrong with government policy. If the government is
unpopular and MPs feel threatened with losing their
seats at the next election, they will be aggressive in
demanding that something be done.

Publicizing issues is a third function of Parlia-
ment. MPs can use their position to call the media’s
attention to issues and to call the public’s attention to

themselves. Television cameras are now in Parlia-
ment, 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 department responsibility affecting
a constituent or pressure group. MPs can request the
parliamentary commissioner for administration (also
known as the ombudsman, after the Scandinavian
original) to investigate complaints about maladminis-
tration. Parliamentary committees scrutinize adminis-
tration and policy, interviewing civil servants and
ministers. However, as a committee moves from dis-
cussing details to discussing issues of government
policy, it raises a question of confidence in the gov-
ernment, and this can divide a committee along party
lines, with MPs in the governing party in the majority.

MPs are expected to promote the interests of their
constituency and be helpful to individual constituents
having trouble in dealing with a government depart-
ment. However, the obligation to follow the party line
when it comes to a vote limits the influence they can
exert, Most MPs hold their seat by a comfortable major-
ity conferred by partisan electors who identify with
their party. When their party is in trouble nationally,
constituency work and personal popularity cannot
save MPs in seats held by a narrow margin from defeat.

A newly elected MP contemplating his or her role
as one among 646 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 ex-
hibiting brilliance in debates, by acting as an acknowl-
edged representative of a pressure group, or by acting
in a nonpartisan way—for example, helping look after
unglamorous parliamentary services. An MP is ex-
pected to speak for constituency interests, but con-
stituents accept that their MP will not vote against party
policy if it is in conflict with local interests. The only
role that an MP rarely undertakes is that of lawmaker—
this job is undertaken in Whitehall departments.

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 made
of Parliament while in Opposition, once in govern-
ment they have an interest in existing arrangements
that greatly limit the power of Parliament to influence
or stop what ministers do.

The second chamber of the British Parliament
the House of Lords, is unique because it was initiall};
composed of hereditary peers, now supplemented
by lords appointed for life. However, in 1999 the
Labour government abolished the right of all but 92
hereditary peers to sit in the House of Lords. Today
a large majority of its members are life peers who
have been given a title later in life for achievement
in one or another public sphere, government min-
isters who have been appointed without having a
seat in the House of Commons, and prominent
donors of money to a party. In Tony Blair’s third
term of office, the police investigated allegations
that he had raised $50 million from rich backers
hpping to be made into a lord and thereby being
given a seat in the upper chamber of Parliament.

No party has a majority of seats in the House of
Lords, and more than one-fifth 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 legislation, 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 what its composition or its pow-
ers should be. Current methods of appointment have
raised concerns about the abuse of appointment
powers. In 2007 a majority of MPs voted in favor of a
completely elected House of Lords. However, the
government has made no commitment to imple;nent
so large a reform. The last thing the government of
the day wants is a reform that gives the upper cham-

ber enough electoral legitimacy to challenge govern-
ment legislation.

Government as a Network

P(?licy making involves a network of prime minister
ministers, leading civil servants, and political advi—’
sors, all of whom share in what has been described
as the “village life” of Whitehall. An English village is
far smaller and more intimate than the city full of
politicians inside the Washington, D.C., beltway.2

- The growth of government has increased special-
ization so that policy makers see less and less of each
other. For a given issue, a relatively small number of
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people are involved in the core executive group that
makes a decision. However, members of the network
are a floating population of people in Westminster: it
is not the same for decisions about transport and aéri—
culture or about health and defense.

The prime minister is the single most important
p(?rson 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 im-
portant decisions and leaves the less important ones
to department ministers begs this question: What is
an important decision? Decisions in which the prime
minister is not involved are more numerous, require
more money, and affect more lives than do most de-
cisions taken at Downing Street. Scarcity of time is a
major limitation on the influence of the prime minis-
ter. 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.”?!

Within each department the permanent secretary.
its highest-ranking civil servant, usually has much moré
knowledge of a department’s problems than does a
transitory Cabinet minister. Political advisors brought
into a 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.

POLITICAL CULTURE
AND LEGITIMACY

Political culture refers to values and beliefs about
how the country ought to be governed. For example
there is a consensus that Britain ought to have a govi
ernment accountable to a popularly elected Parlia-
ment. This view is held not only by the major parties
but also by parties that demand independence suc};
as the Scottish National Party. .

. The values of the political 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 so-
cial security. Cultural norms about freedom of speech
prevent censorship of criticism, and liberal laws on

.sexual relations and abortion allow for great freedom

of choice in sexual matters.
Today many limits on the scope of public policy
are practical, rather than normative. Public expenditure
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on popular policies, such as the health service, aresz
limited by the extent to which the econc?my gIrow
and the reluctance of Labour or Conser.vatlve govern-
ments to raise more money by increasing taxes. Tw—
ing to introduce new legislation or reverse a Itna:z
policy is difficult because of the need.to take into
count well-entrenched programs and mte.rests. '
There are three competing normative theories
of how British government ought to operate. T:lle
trusteeship theory of governmgnt assp@es that
leaders ought to take the initiative in c.iec1d1ng v:jf at
is collectively in the public interest.. It is summe ulz
in the epigram “The government’s job is to gqvgrr}w.l.
The trusteeship doctrine is always Popular wit the
party in office because it justifies .d.omg WhateYer t i
government wishes. The Opposition party rejects 1
it is not in office.
becatll‘;i 1(t:(l)sllectivi,«st theory sees governmgnt as bal-
ancing the competing demands of CO-HCCthe groups
in society. From this perspective, pgrnes and pressur:
groups advocating group or class 12r21terest. arelrgor d
authoritative than individual voters. Tradmon?l on
servatives emphasized harmony between d%fffz.re?nt
classes in society, each with its own r(?s.pons1b1ht1es
and rewards. For socialists, group pol1t1.c.s has b.een
about class conflict. With changes in British soc1lety,
party leaders have distanced themselyes.from close
identification with representing couect.w.e mterestsiqas
they realize that votes are c:;list by. 11:1ci1v1duals, rather
i firms or trade unions.
oy ’It?zebilﬁ(lﬁfris;ualist theory postulates that poliFical
parties should represent people, rather than orﬁganmeci
group interests. In the 1980s Margar.et .Thgth erlwrz;l
an outspoken advocate of economic mdm. ua 1; e;
regarding each person as responsible for his or
welfare. In an interview in 1987 she wer}t 50 ”far. as to1
declare, “There is no such thing as society. th;era
Democrats put emphasis on individual freedom from
government enforcement of social norms, too. Plllow-
ever, individuals are rarely offered a referendurg allow-
ing them to vote directly on what government does.

The Legitimacy of Government

The legitimacy of government is shgwn by tffle Brltlsnki

people simultaneously valuing their form o govelr. ]

ment with free elections to a represepFaFwe Parlia

ment, while making many specific criticisms about
it works.

howll)tissatisfaction with government encourages

protest, but it is normally kept within lawful bounds.

The World Values Survey finds that .n.early e\ielﬁ
Briton says he or she might sign a petition an?{ 13\’_
might participate in a lawful dfemon‘stratxc.)l?. 1o -
ever, only one-sixth might participate in an 1 »ega oof
cupation of a building or factory. The readénesion
groups in Northern Ireland to resort“to arm'e. la)c 1art
for political ends makes it the most “un-British™ p
ited Kingdom.
o th’efllljenitegitima%y accorded to British gpverr}ment
is not the result of economic calculations abou‘t
whether parliamentary democracy “pays ' best.dl?ixs:
ing the depression of the 1930§, Commums:.t ag e
cist parties received only derisory votes in drlI 1 ;
while their support was great in Germar?y and Ita (3)/
Likewise, inflation and unemployment in the 1970s
and 1980s did not stimulate extremist politics. .
The symbols of a common pa§t, such as t te
monarchy, are sometimes cited as rnz\]c‘>r.detekr]mmzttlrllast
of legitimacy. But surveys of pub.hF opinion show na
the Queen has little political sigmﬁ.cance; he.r PO{)uThe
ity derives from the fact that she is nonpolitical. Se
popularity of a monarch is 2 consequence, not S Caut he,
of political legitimacy. In Northern Ill'e‘land, where t
minority denies the legitimacy of British goverril?'m.e;n},1
the Queen is a symbol of divisions b.etween ritis
Unionists and Irish Republicans, who rgect the Crgwn.
Habit and tradition appear to be the.chxef explanaﬂon;
for the persisting legitimacy of British government.n_
survey asking people why they support the z%ox’lerh
ment found that the most popular reason was It's the
of government we know.” .
pest ii);rtrklloritgy is not perfect or trouble free. Wlnstor;
Churchill made this point when he told the Ho'use o
Commons: “No one pretends that derpocracy is per-
fect or all wise. Indeed, it has been said that democl—1
racy is the worst form of governrpem, exce'pt a
those other forms that have been tried from time to
time.”?? In the words of English writer 1:1 M. Forster,
people give “two cheers for democracy.

Courts and Abuses of Power

The Constitutional Reform Act of 2005 auth.ori'z§d the
creation of a Supreme Court as the highest judicial au-
thority in the United Kingdom, with. effect frqm autumn
2009. It ends the centuries-old practice of having a C}(:m—t
mittee of the House of Lords operate as the hlg es

court. The new Supreme Court cOnsists of a prgs@ent
and 11 other justices appointed by the prime rmrusteri
Its chief function is to serve as the final court of appea

on points of law in cases initially heard by courts in

England, Wales, and Northern Ireland and in some
cases by courts in Scotland, which maintains a separate
system of courts, albeit the content of laws is usually
much the same. Although the name of the new British
Supreme Court is the same as that of the highest court
in the United States, its powers are much more limited.
It cannot declare an Act of Parliament unconstitutional,
for Parliament remains the supreme authority in decid-
ing what government can and cannot do.

In constitutional theory Parliament can hold min-
isters accountable for abuses of power by the govern-
ment. In practice Parliament is an ineffective check on
abuses of executive power because the executive con-
sists of the leaders of the majority party in Parliament.
When the government is under attack, the tendency of
MPs in the governing party is to close ranks in its de-
fense. The government can use this shield to protect
itself from charges of abusing its power.

The decline of ministerial accountability to Par-
liament in recent decades has encouraged the courts
to become more active in making rulings against the
elected government of the day if ministers can be
shown to have acted inconsistently with grants of
power contained in acts of Parliament. Govern-

ments of both parties have responded by including
clauses in acts that give ministers broad grants of dis-
cretionary power.

Britain’s membership in the EU offers additional
channels for judicial influence. The United Kingdom
is now bound to act within laws and directives au-
thorized by the EU. British judges can use EU stan-
dards 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 citi-
zens to ask British courts to enforce rights conferred
by the European Convention on Human Rights.

Terrorist activities challenge conventional norms
about individual rights and the collective interests of the
state. At times British government forces dealt with the
violence of the TRA and illegal armed Protestant groups
by “bending” the law, implementing shoot-to-kill poli-
cies and fabricating evidence to produce convictions of
terrorist suspects that the courts have subsequently
overturned. As a response to jihadist terrorist bombings
in London, the police are ready to use harsh measures
against suspects, including shoot-to-kill responses when
arresting suspects. The Labour government’s proposals
for reducing the rights of suspect terrorists have been
condemned by Opposition parties as creating a risk of
a “siege” or “authoritarian” society.
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Tension is emerging between the principle that
the elected government of the day should do what it
thinks best and the judges’ view that government
should act in accord with the rule of law, whether an
Act of Parliament or an obligation contained in a Eu-
ropean treaty that the British government has en-
dorsed. When judges make decisions that Labour
government ministers do not like, the ministers have
publicly attacked the decisions of the court. Judges
reply by stating that they should not be attacked for
enforcing the law. If the government does not like it,
it should pass a new Act of Parliament or secure
amendments to European treaties.

Both ministers and senior civil servants some-
times mislead Parliament and the public. A Conserv-
ative minister nominally responsible for open
government told a Commons select committee in
1994 that “in exceptional cases it is necessary to say
something that is untrue in the House of Commons.”
When accused in court of telling a lie about the
British government’s efforts to suppress an embar-
rassing memoir by an ex-intelligence officer, Robert
Armstrong, then the head of the civil service and sec-
retary to the Cabinet, described the government’s
statements as “a misleading impression, not a lie. It
was being economical with the truth.”

Whitehall practices of “cutting corners” or abus-
ing powers have been protected from parliamentary
scrutiny by legislation on official secrecy. This legis-
lation treats information as a scarce commodity that
should not be given out freely. Information about pol-
icy deliberations in departments is often deemed not
in the “public” interest to disclose, for it can make
government appear uncertain or divided. The White-
hall view is “The need to know still dominates the
right to know.”® Secrecy remains strong because it
serves the interests of the most important people in
government, Cabinet ministers and civil servants. A
Freedom of Information Act has reduced, but not
ended, the executive’s power to keep secret the ex-
change of views within the Whitehall network. For ex-
ample, in response to a request for information about
its operation, a civil servant at the Histories, Openness,
and Records Unit of the Cabinet Office wrote: “Releas-

ing information which would allow analysis of policy
decisions affecting the operation of the Act would of
itself be detrimental to the Act’s operation.”2
Occasional abuses of executive power have cre-
ated tensions for civil servants who believe that their
job is not only to serve the elected government of the
day, but also to maintain the integrity of government.
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Conflicting Loyalties Among Civil Servants

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 becom-
ing accessories before the fact if they assist ministers in
producing statements that mislead Parliament.

In one well-publicized case, a Ministry of Defence of-
ficial, 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 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-blowers, challenging actions of ministers, and
thereby jeopardizing their own careers. However, inquiries
after major mistakes can show that these mistakes have
occurred because ministers have refused to listen to cau-
tions from civil servants or misrepresented their views.
This was notably so in Tony Blair’s justification of going to
war in lraq.

Graham Wilson and Anthony Barker, “Whitehall’s Disobedient Ser-
vants? Senior Officials’ Potential Resistance to Ministers in British
Government Departments,” British Journal of Political Science 27,
no. 2 (1997): 223-246.

This has led civil servants at times to leak official
documents with the intention of preventing govern-
ment from carrying out a policy that the leaker be-
lieves to be unethical or inadvisable (see Box 5.4).

British citizens have reacted to abuses of public
office by becoming distrusting. Only a third of Britons
report that they have a great deal or quite a lot of
confidence in Parliament. The press and trade
unions—institutions that theories of civil society de-
scribe as important in holding government account-
able—are trusted by even fewer people. The most
trusted public institutions today are those that main-
tain authority, led by the armed forces and the police
(see Figure 5.3).

POLITICAL SOCIALIZATION

Socialization influences the political division of la-
bor between those who participate in politics and
those who do not. The family’s influence comes first
chronologically; political attitudes learned within
the family become intertwined with primary family
loyalties. However, social change means that the
views that parents transmit to their children may not
be relevant by the time that their offspring have
become 40 to 50 years old. In contemporary Britain
whether one is a Christian or a Muslim is more relevant

than whether one was brought up in the Church of
England or the Methodist Church. :

Family and Gender

A child may not know what the Labour, Conserva-
tive, or Liberal Democratic Party stands for, but if it
is the party of Mom and Dad, this can be enough to
create a youthful identification with a party. How-
ever, the influence of family on voting is limited be-
cause 36 percent do not know how one or both of
their parents usually voted or else their parents
voted for different parties. Among those who report
knowing which party both parents supported, just
over half vote as their parents have. In the elec-
torate as a whole, only 35 percent say that they
know how both parents voted and that they vote for
the same party.?’

Children learn different social roles according to
gender; yet, as adult citizens, men and women have
the same legal right to vote and participate in poli-
tics. Bipartisan interest in appealing to women is
illustrated by the 1976 Sex Discrimination Act, pro-
hibiting discrimination in employment. It was en-
acted by a Labour government following a report by
a Conservative government. For each general elec-
tion, the votes of women are divided in much the
same way as those of men.

Trust in Political Institutions
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Whether talking about economic, social, or in-
ternational issues, politicians usually stress concerns
common to both men and women. Men and women
tend to have similar political attitudes. For example
more than half of women and half of men favor cap—,
ital punishment, and a substantial minority in each
group opposes it. Gender is less important than class
age, or education as an influence on party loyalties,
(see Table 5.4).

Gender differences do, however, lead to
differences in political participation. Men are almost
twice as likely as women to be local government
councillors. Women are almost half the employees in
the civil service, but are heavily concentrated in
lower-level clerical jobs; women hold about 10 per-
cent of the top appointments in the civil service. A
record number of women candidates stood for the
Commons in 2005, but male candidates still outnum-

bered women by a margin of four to one. A total of
.128 women were elected to the House of Commons:
it remains four-fifths male. ’

1999-2001 (Ann Arbor, MI: Interuniversity Consortium
ber—November 1999 (N = 1,000).

Education

The majority of the population was once considered
fit for only a minimum of education, but that mini-
mum has steadily risen. In today’s electorate the old-
est voters left school at the age of 14 and the median
voter by the age of 17. Less than 6 percent of young
persons attend “public” schools—that is, fee-paying
schools, which are actually private schools. Whereas
half a century ago Britain had few universities, today
there are more than one hundred universities and al-
most one-half of young persons are in postsecondary
institutions, many of which lack the facilities of estab-
lished research universities.

The stratification of English education used to
imply that the more education a person had, the
more likely that person was to vote for Conserva-
tives. This is no longer the case. People with a uni-
versity degree or its equivalent now divide their
votes among the Conservative, Labour, and Liberal
Democratic parties.
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Social Differences in Voiing e
The Labour Party drew o a different electoral bas

the Conservative Party in 2005

onservative

|
TABLE 5.4
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Education is strongly relatec.1 to active piigsllt)ﬁe—:

ion in politics. The more education a per§9n1 ‘ (ider
tloer:xtIZrIihe possibility of climbing the politica ihirds.
%rniversity graduates make up more tlrxrall(rjl nt:v‘% ihires
f the members of the House of Com : fhe ex
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The focus of the mass media on what’s happen-
ing today makes them an agency for resocializing peo-
ple. The media’s stress on what is new deemphasizes
tradition. Today the upper class no longer commands
deference, and celebrities owing their prominence to
the media and achievements in sports, rock music, or
the like are better known than most MPs and even
some 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. A few qual-
ity newspapers such as 7he Times, The Guardian, The
Daily Telegraph, The Independent, and The Financial
Times carry news and comment at an intellectual
level higher than most American newspapers. Mass-
circulation tabloids such as 7he Sun, Britain’s best-
selling newspaper, concentrate on trivia and trash.
Most papers tend to lean toward one party. However,
if the party that a paper normally supports becomes
very unpopular, then the paper will criticize it or even
lean toward whichever party 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 air. A majority of MPs think that the me-
dia are to blame for popular cynicism about politi-
cians and parties. However, a Populus poll in 2007
found 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 mo-
nopoly of the British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBO). Seeking to educate and to elevate, the BBC
was also very respectful of all forms of authority, in-
cluding government. The introduction of commercial
television in the 1950s and commercial radio in the
following decades has made all broadcasting chan-
nels populist in competing for audiences. There are
now many television channels and a great variety of
radio stations. The law forbids selling advertising to
politicians, parties, or political causes.

Current affairs programs often seek audiences by
exposing alleged failings of government, and television
personalities make their names by the tough cross-
examination of politicians of all parties. However, the
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government of the day controls the renewal of the
broadcasting companies’ licenses, and it sets the an-
nual fee that every viewer must pay for noncommercial
BBC programs, currently about $250 a year. Broadcast-
ers try to avoid favoring one party because over a pe-
riod of time control of government is likely to shift
between parties and, with it, the power to make deci-
sions that affect the companies’ revenué and licenses.
Since political socialization is 2 lifetime learning
process, the loyalties of voters are shaped by an ac-
cumulation of influences over many decades. Today
there are still some members of the electorate who
are old enough to have voted for or against Winston
Churchill when he led the Conservative Party. How-
ever, the youngest electors had not been born until
after Margaret Thatcher retired as leader of the Con-
servative Party. The median elector in the next

British general election cast his or her first vote in
the 1992 election.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
AND RECRUITMENT

Participation

An election is the one opportunity people have to in-
fluence government directly. Every citizen aged 18 or
over is eligible to vote. Local government officials
register voters, and the list is revised annually, ensur-
ing that nearly everyone eligible to vote is actually
registered. Turnout at general elections averaged 77
percent in the 50 years since 1950. However, in 2001
it fell to 59 percent. In an attempt to boost turnout,
the Labour government has experimented with en-
couraging people to vote by post, rather than in per-
son. When postal ballots were mailed out in several
North of England constituencies during the 2004 Eu-
ropean Parliament election, three-fifths of those re-
ceiving a ballot did not bother to return it. In the 2005
general election, postal voting on demand led to seri-
ous allegations of fraud in several inner-city con-
stituencies. Even then, turnout was only 61 percent.
Between elections there are additional opportuni-
ties to express political opinions (Figure 5.4). More
than one-third have signed a petition on a public is-
sue, and more than one-fifth say that politics has af-
fected their shopping by causing them to boycott a
product. The most politically involved—those who say
they are very interested in politics, take part in a
demonstration, or are active in a political party—make
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up no more than one-tenth of the electorate. How-
ever, a London-based protest by a few thousand
people can get national media coverage, even
though those participating make up only 0.01 per-
cent of the electorate.

If political participation is defined as paying
taxes and drawing benefits from public policies, then
virtually every Briton is involved. Public programs
provide benefits at each stage of the life cycle, from
maternity allowances to mothers through education,
employment and unemployment benefits, health care,
and pensions in old age. The median British house-
hold receives two major benefits from public policies.

Political Recruitment

The most important political roles in Britain are those
of Cabinet minister, higher civil servant, partisan po-
litical advisor, and intermittent public person, which
is analogous to a Washington insider. Each group has
its own recruitment pattern. To become a Cabinet

minister, an individual must first be elected to Parlia-
ment. Shortly after leaving university, ambitious politi-
cians often become assistants to politicians and then
“graduate” to becoming lobbyists, journalists, or MPs.
Individuals enter the civil service shortly after leaving
university by passing a highly competitive entrance
examination; promotion is based on achievement and
approval by seniors. Intermittent public persons gain
access to ministers and civil servants because of the
knowledge and position 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 policy makers 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
petween the everyday lives of policy makers and
those of the majority on whose behalf they act.

MPs and Cabinet Ministers

For a person with ambitions to be a Cabinet minister,
becoming an MP is the necessary first step. An ambi-
tious person is not expected to begin in local politics
and work his or her way gradually to the top at West-
minster. Instead, at an early age an individual becomes
a “cadet” recruit to a junior position such as a parlia-
mentary assistant to an MP or a “gofer” for a Cabinet
minister.

Nomination for a winnable or safe seat in the
House of Commons is 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 person to go straight
from university to a job in the House of Commons or
party headquarters and then look around the country
for a winnable seat for which to be nominated, a

- process that usually takes years. Once selected for a

constituency in which his or her party has a large
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 ex-
ample, grabbing headlines by questioning the wis-
dom of the party leadership—make it difficult to gain
promotion to the ministerial ranks. Other approaches
assist promotion, such as successfully attacking Op-
position leaders in debate or being well informed
about a politically important topic. So, too, does
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 department, and make hard decisions when all
the alternatives are unpopular.

The restriction of ministerial appointments to
MPs prevents a nationwide canvass for appointees. A
prime minister must distribute about 100 jobs among
approximately 200 MPs in the governing party who
are experienced in Parliament and have not ruled
themselves out of consideration on grounds of parlia-
mentary inexperience, old age, political extremism,
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personal unreliability, or lack of interest in office. An
MP has a better than even chance of a junior ministe-
rial appointment if he or she serves three terms in
Parliament. Exceptionally, Tony Blair gave a variety of
ministerial posts to personal supporters whom he
made life peers; they owed their posts to their patron,
Blair, rather than to voters and to the Labour Party.

A minister learns on the job. Usually, an MP is
first given a junior post as an under secretary and
then promoted to minister of state before becoming
a full member of the Cabinet. In the process an indi-
vidual is likely to be shuffled from one department to
another, having to learn new subject matter with
each shift between departments. The average minis-
ter can expect to stay in a particular job for about
two years and never knows when an accident of
politics—a death or an unexpected resignation—will
lead to a transfer to another department. The rate of
ministerial turnover in Britain is one of the highest in
Europe. The minister who gets a new job as the re-
sult of a reshuffle usually arrives at a department
with no previous experience with its problems. An-
thony Crosland, an able Labour minister, reckoned:
“It takes you six months to get your head properly
above water, a year to get the general drift of most of
the field, and two years really to master the whole of
a department.”?

Higher Civil Servants

Whereas MPs come and go from ministerial office
with great frequency, civil servants can be in White-
hall for the whole of their working lives. Higher civil
servants are recruited without specific professional
qualifications or training. They are meant to be “the
best and the brightest”™—a requirement that has tra-
ditionally meant getting a prestigious degree in his-
tory, literature, or languages. The Fulton Committee
on the Civil Service recommended that recruits have
“relevant” specialist knowledge, but the committee
members could not decide what kind of knowledge
was relevant to the work of government.?? The Civil
Service Commission tests candidates for their ability
to summarize lengthy prose papers, to resolve a prob-
lem by fitting specific facts to general regulations, to
draw inferences from a simple table of social statistics,
and to perform well in group discussions about prob-
lems of government.

Because bright civil service entrants lack spe-
cialized skills and need decades to reach the high-
est posts, socialization by senior civil servants is
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especially important. The process makes for’ corilxt;i—1
nuity, since the head of the governmen.t s 1C
service usually started there as a young offl-c1.a un-
der a head who had himself entered the civil ser-
i decades before.
e 11;13&‘136’ course of a career, civil serva}qts becp@el
specialists in the difficult task of managing pol%t‘ilca
ministers and government business. As the televm.on
series Yes, Minister shows, they are adept at saying
“yes” to a Cabinet minister when they really mesﬁn
“perhaps” and saying “up to a point” when they reitl lly
mean “no.” Increasingly, ministers. have tended tlo is-
courage civil servants from pointing out obsﬁac Ts :11
the way of what government wants to. 40; t e‘y o
to “can do” advisors from outside the civil service.

Political Advisors

Most advisors are participants in party politics, for
their job is to mobilize political sppport for the g}(l)v—
ernment and for the Cabinet minister for whom t. éy
work. Because their background is in pa.rty pohtTcls
and the media, such advisors bring to thFeha}l §k11 S
that civil servants often lack and that.thelr m1n'1sters
value. But because they have no prior expenen.ce
with the civil service, they are often unaware of 1t(s1
conventions and legal obligations. The. methodsl use
by political appointees to put a desm}ble S(Iijm osr;
what the government is doing can backfire and cau
public controversy. For example, when thf: Sep;erg—
ber 11 disaster dominated the news, a Whlteh'fll ad-
visor emailed colleagues that this was a good‘mme to
put out news that revealed departmental H}lstakes,
since the media would bury it beneath stories from
ited States.
e ljlzlze(?dition, experts in a given subject area, such
as environmental pollution or cloning, .can actas po—f
litical advisors. Even if inexperiencec} in the ways O
Whitehall, they can contribute specialized knowleng
that is often lacking in government departments, an
they can be supporters of the governing pgrty, tfoo.
For example, Margaret Thatcher brought in 'a ;ee
market economics professor, Alan Walters, to give her
advice from a different perspective than that of “the
advice she received from what she regarded as a “so-
jalist” civil service. .
Clahslt\/IoC:tllllealders of institutions such as univer}smes,
banks, churches, and trade unions do not think of
themselves as politicians and have not stood for puk?—
lic office. They are principally concerned with Fheu
own organization. But when government actions

impinge on their work, they become involvedl in Il)olli
itics. For example, university heads lobb;{ W 1.1te }a
for more money for higher education,. VYh1le. smii.u. ta:
neously demanding freedom fror.n. nnfn.sten‘al ?1le‘c—
tions that they describe as “political 11.1telfe1er-m'e.
Because the actions of government are 'chre.ctly o; {n—
directly relevant to almost all maj.or msn.tunorlls o ilost
ciety, in effect their leaders mtem.uttenF y mus
participate in political debates on public policy.

Selective Recruitment

Nothing could be more selective tha.n an el.e§tion tl}at
results in one person becoming prime m.m1ster of a
country. Yet, nothing is more representative be(l:ause
an election is the one occasion when every adult can
participate in politics with equal effect. . .
Traditionally, political leaders had hlgh socm.' sta
tus and wealth before gaining poliFical office. Aristo-
crats, businesspeople, and tra.de L.1n1on leaQer§ cant él;
longer expect to translate their high .st'andmg in o "
fields into an important political position. Today poli
tics is a full-time occupation. As careers becorr}e rflc’)re
specialized, professional politicians P?CO;IEC increas
ingly distant from other spheres of B.r1.t1§h 1de.f. e
The greater the scope of activities define ,
political, the greater the number of pe.ople actlv}e1 y
involved in government. Government mflu'ence a\cs1
forced company directors, television e?cecuu.v.es, and
university heads to become involvec} m.polgtms ar(;
public policy. Leadership in organizations out51. e
Whitehall gives such individuals freedom to act in-
dependently of government, but‘ th.e mterdhepreln-
dence of public and private institutions, w ether
profit-making or nonprofit, is now so great t st
sooner or later they meet in discussions about the

public interest.

ORGANIZING GROUP INTERESTS

Civil society institutions have existed in Brita%n for
more than a century. Their leaders regularly discuss

their views of public policy with government officials

in the expectation that this will put pressure on gov-

ernment to do what they argue is in their groups’ in-

terest, as well as the public interest. !

The scope of group demands varies enormc.)usly
from the narrow concerns of an associatxon. fpr single
parents to the encompassing economic policies Qf or-
ganizations representing business or trade unions.

Groups also differ in the nature of their interests:
Some are concerned with material objectives,
whereas others deal with single causes such as tele-
vision violence 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 the highest-
paid individuals at the top of large and small
businesses. The largest British businesses usually have
direct contacts with Whitehall and with ministers,
whatever their party, because of the importance of
these businesses’ activities for the British economy and
for its place in the international economy. For exam-
ple, British Petroleum is one of the world’s largest oil
companies, and most of the oil it drills is found out-
side the United Kingdom. Government deems the suc-
cess of such a company as important for national
security, as well as for the national economy. The con-
struction 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 unions 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 has ever been a sup-
porter of the Conservative Party.

Changes in employment patterns have eroded
union membership; today only one-quarter of the la-
bor force belongs to a trade union. Over the years
the membership of trade unions has shifted from
workers in such heavy industries as coal and railways
to white-collar workers such as teachers and health
service employees. Only one in six private-sector
workers belongs to a trade union. By contrast, almost
three-fifths of public-sector workers are union mem-

bers. Elected representatives control their wages, and
strikes or go-slow actions by teachers, hospital work-
ers, or other public employees can cause political
embarrassment to the government.

Britain has many voluntary and charitable asso-
ciations, 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, concerned with the problems
of poor, developing countries, and Amnesty Inter-
national, concerned with political prisoners. These
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nongovernmental organizations try to bring pressure
not only on Westminster, but also on organizations
such as the World Bank and on repressive govern-
ments around the world.

Unlike political parties, interest groups do not
seek influence by contesting elections; they want to
influence policies regardless of which party wins.
Nonetheless, there are ties between interest groups
and political parties. Trade unions have been institu-
tionally 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 tra-
ditional commitment to private enterprise is congen-
ial to business. Notwithstanding common interests,
both trade unions and business groups demonstrate
their autonomy by criticizing their party ally if it acts
against the group’s interest. Whichever party is in
office, they seek to exercise influence.

Party politicians seek to distance themselves
from interest groups. Conservatives know that they
can win an election only by winning the votes of or-
dinary citizens, as well as prosperous businesspeople.
Tony Blair sought to make the Labour government
appear business friendly and reaped large cash dona-
tions from very wealthy businesspeople. However,
this led union leaders to attack his government as un-
sympathetic, 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. They concentrate their efforts
on Whitehall. When asked to rank the most influen-
tial 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 (see Figure 5.5). Less than
1 percent thought MPs outside the ministerial ranks

were of primary importance. However, interest
groups do not expect to spend a lot of time at
Downing Street. Most of their contacts are with offi-
cials within a government department concerned
with issues of little public concern, but of immediate
interest to the group.

What Interest Groups Want
Most interest groups pursue four goals:

1. Sympathetic administration of established policies
2. Information- about government policies and
changes in policies



110 Politics in Britain

s
FIGURE 5.5

Interest Group View of VWi

Holds Most Power

Percentage naming first

Prime minister

Cabinet ministers

Media

Senior civil servants

unior civil servants

C

B

Junior ministers
House of Lords
Political parties

Backbench MPs
|(Iess than 1%)

Source: Survey of officials of business, labor, and campaign
groups, as reported in Rob Baggott, “The Measurement of Change
in Pressure Group Politics,” Talking Points 5, no. 1 (1992): 19.

3. Influence on policy making
4. Symbolic status, such as being given the prefix

“Royal” in their title

Whitehall departments are happy to consult with
interest groups insofar as they can provide govern-
ment officials with reciprocal benefits:

1. Cooperation in administering and implementing
policies

2. Information about what is happening in their
field

3. Evaluation of the consequences of policies un-
der consideration

4. Support for government initiatives

As long as the needs of Whitehall and interest groups
are complementary, they can bargain as professionals
sharing common concerns. Both sides are ready to ar-
rive at a negotiated agreement.

Organizing for Political Action

in Civil Society

The more committed members are to an interest
group’s goals, the more confidently leaders can speak
for a united membership. Consumers are more difficult
to organize because they have no social contacts with
people who buy what they buy. Drivers of Ford cars
are 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 villages and tex-
tile mill towns. Individuals are now free to belong to a
much wider range of institutions or to none.

Whitehall civil servants find it administratively
convenient to deal with united interest groups that
can implement agreements. But decades of attempts
to plan the British economy demonstrate that busi-
ness and union leaders cannot guarantee that their
nominal followers will carry out bargains that leaders
make. Group members who care about an issue can
disagree, too, about what their leaders ought to do.

Individuals usually have a multiplicity of identities
that are often in conflict—for example, as workers de-
siring higher wages and as consumers wanting lower
prices. The spread of mass consumption and decline
in trade union membership has altered the balance be-
tween these priorities. As a trade union leader has rec-
ognized, “Our members are CONSUMErs t00.”%

Even if a pressure or interest group is internally
united, its demands may be counteracted by oppos-
ing demands from other groups. This is normally the
case in economic policy, where interests are well de-
fined, well organized, and competing. Ministers can
play off producers against consumers or business
against unions to increase their scope for choice and
present their policies as “something for everybody”
Ccompromises.

The more a group’s values are consistent with
the cultural norms of society as a 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 the British government means that in-
terest groups must treat as given the political values
and priorities of the governing party.

Insider pressure groups usually have values in
harmony with every party. These groups are often
noncontroversial, such as the Royal National Institute
for the Blind. Insiders advance their case in quiet

negotiations with Whitehall departments. Demands
tend to be restricted to what is politically possible in
the short term, given the values and commitments of
the government of the day.3! °
Outsider pressure groups are unable to negoti-

ate bgcause their demands are inconsistent with the
party in power. If their demands are inconsistent with
the views of the Opposition as well, then outsider
groups are completely marginalized. Outsider groups
without any influence in Whitehall often cam ai pn
Lhroggh the media. To television viewers their delinoi—
strations appear as evidence of their importance; in
fact, they are often signs of a lack of political inhu—
ence. Qreen pressure groups face the dilemma of
campaigning for fundamental change in hopes that
eventually Whitehall departments will turn their wa
or of becoming insiders working within the system tZ
improve the environment to some extent, but not as
much as some ecologists would like. 7

Keeping Interest Groups at a Distance

For a generation after World War II, ministers endorsed
the corporatist philosophy of bringing together busi-
ness., trade unions, and political representatives in tri-
pal'me institutions to discuss such controversial issues
as 1r?ﬂjc1tion, unemployment, and the restructuring of
declining industries. Corporatist bargaining assumed
that there was a consensus on political priorities and
goals and that each group’s leaders could deliver the
coop.eration of those they claimed to represent. In
practice, neither Labour nor Conservative govemménts
were able to maintain a consensus. Nor were interest
group leaders able to deliver their nominal followers
?y 1979 unemployment and inflation were both zoorri-'
ing upward out of control because government could
not manage the national economy and trade union and
busu.less association leaders were unable to get their
nominal followers to stick to agreements that thei
leaders had made with government. .
The Thatcher administration demonstrated that a
government firmly committed to distinctive values
can ignore group demands and lay down its own
pe'lttern of policy. It did so by dealing at arm’s length
with both trade unions and business groups Instégad
Of consulting with interest groups, it practicéd state-
distancing, keeping the government out of eve da
@arketplace activities such as wage bargaini ]
ing, and investment. e ot o1
- f:xhs:fte—dlstancing strategy concentrates on poli-
government can implement without the
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agreement of interest groups. It emphasizes the use

of legislation to achieve goals, since no interest
group can defy an Act of Parliament. Laws have re-
duced the capacity of trade unions to frustrate gov-
ernment policies through industrial action. The sale
of state-owned industries has removed government
frOfn immediate responsibility for the operation of
major industries, and Labour Chancellor Gordon

Blr(.)wn transferred to the Bank of England responsi-
bility for monetary 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 imposed
by government legislation and policy. Most unions
and some business leaders do not like being “outside
tbe loop” when government makes decisions. Educa-
tion and health service interest groups like it even less
because they depend on government appropriations
to fund their activities and cannot effectively turn to
the market as an alternative source of revenue.

PARTY SYSTEM AND
ELECTORAL CHOICE

Britislh government is party government. A general
election gives voters a choice of parties competing
for the right to govern. Parties nominate parliamen-
tary c:itndidates and elect their leaders; one leader is
ﬂjl‘e prime minister and the other leaders head Oppo-
sition parties.

A Multiplicity of Choices

A general election must occur at least once every five
years; within that period the prime minister is free to
call an election at any time. The most recent general
election was held in May 2005; the next election is
therefore due no later than Spring 2010. Although
.evc?ry prime minister tries to pick a date when victory
is likely, often this aim is frustrated by events. The win-
ner nationally is the party that gains 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.
An election offers a voter a very simple choice
between parliamentary candidates competing to rep-
re§ent a constituency in the House of Commons.
Wlthi‘n each constituency the winner is the candidate
who is first past the post—that is, the candidate who
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has a plurality (the largest number) of votes, even if
this is less than half the vote.

If only two parties contest a constituency, the
candidate with the most votes will have an absolute
majority. But since at least three candidates now con-
test almost all of the 646 constituencies, a candidate
can often win with less than half the vote, thanks to
its division among multiple competitors. For example,
in a hard-fought contest among four parties in Inver-
ness in 1992, the Liberal Democrats won the seat with
only 26 percent of the constituency vote.

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 as much as 97 percent (see Figure 5.6).
The Liberals had difficulty fielding candidates to con-
test a majority of constituencies and even more diffi-
culty winning votes and seats. Support for the two
largest parties was evenly balanced; Labour won four
elections and the Conservatives won four.

In a two-party system, the failure of one party
tends to benefit its opponent. However, when both the
[argest parties are discredited, this gives other parties
an opportunity to gain support. A multiparty system
emerged in the elections of 1974. The Liberals won

Votes Cast in General Elections Since 1945

nearly one-fifth of the vote, and nationalist parties did
well in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. To-
gether, the Conservative and Labour parties took only
75 percent of the vote. The Liberal Democratic and the
nationalist parties have maintained their strength, as
the results of the 2005 election show (see Table 5.5).
The number of parties in the system today depends on
the measure used.

1. The number of parties competing for votes varies
from three to five in different parts of the United
Kingdom. In England, three parties—the Labour,
Conservative, and Liberal Democratic parties—
compete for votes. In 2005 the United Kingdom
Independence Party fought for a majority of seats,
too, campaigning in opposition to the EU. In
Scotland and Wales there are normally four par-
ties, and the Scottish National and Plaid Cymru
(Welsh Nationalist) parties elect MPs, too. In
Northern Ireland at least five parties contest seats,
two representing Unionist and Protestant voters,
two Irish Republican and Catholic voters, and the
weakest a cross-religious alliance of voters.

2. The two largest parties do not monopolize votes.
Since 1974, the Conservative and Labour parties
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England Scotland Wales Northern Ireland United Kingdom
Labour 35.5 38.9 427 0 :
Conservative 35.7 15.8 21.4 -
Liberal Democratic - 22.9 22.6 18.4 * -
Nationalists* 0 17:7 12.6 93 ; pe -
Others 5.9 5.0 4.9 6.: :6
. ! .8

Electoral Commission, p. 178. Official statistics.

together have won an average of three-quarters
of the vote and in the 2005 election together
gained just 67.6 percent of the total vote. No
party has won half the popular vote since 1935.

3. The two largest parties in the House of Com-
mons often are not the two leading parties at the
constituency level. During the 2005 election in
more than one-quarter of constituencies, one or
both of the two front-running parties were nei-
ther Labour nor Conservative.

4. More than half a dozen parties consistently win
seats in the House of Commons. In 2005 so-called
third parties won 93 seats in the Commons.

5. Significant shifts in voting usually do not involve
individuals moving between the Labour and
Conservative parties, but in and out of the ranks
of abstainers or between the Liberal Democrats
and the two largest parties.

To win a substantial number of seats in the House
of Commons, a party must either gain more than one-
third of the popular vote nationally or concentrate its
votes in a limited number of constituencies. For this
reason the distribution of seats in the House of Com-
mons is different from the distribution of the share of
votes. In 2005 the Labour Party won more than 55 per-
cent of the seats in the House of Commons with 35
percent of the popular vote (cf. Figures 5.6 and 5.7).
The total vote for the Conservatives in England was
actually higher than Labour’s vote, but it won 92 fewer
seats than Labour because more of its votes were
where it finished second, whereas Labour candidates
tended to come in either first or third.

*Scottish National Party; in Wales, Plaid C: ; i
! al Party; s ymru; and in Northern Ireland, the Dem i i
pro-lrish Republic Sinn Fein and Social Democratic and Labour Party. sl e

Distribution of Seats in
Parliament, 2005 Election

and Ulster Unionist parties and the

Source: Coli . .
urce: Colin Rallings and Michael Thrasher, ELECTION 2005: The Official Results. Plymouth LGC Elections Centre on behalf of the
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Sitting in Opposition to the Labour government in
the House of Commons are MPs whose parties have
collectively won almost two-thirds of the popular vote.
However, they have less than half the MPs because
that vote is divided among more than eight different
parties plus independents. Nationalist parties in Scot-
land, Wales, and Northern Ireland win seats because
they concentrate their candidates in one part of the
United Kingdom. Although the Liberal Democrats of-
ten win more than one-fifth of the popular vote, their
support is spread relatively evenly across the country,
making it far more likely that their candidates will fin-
ish second or third, rather than first.
The first-past-the-post electoral system manufac-
tures a House of Commons majority for a party with
two-fifths or less of the popular vote. Defenders of the
British electoral system argue that proportionality is not
a goal in itself. The first-past-the-post system is justified
because it places responsibility for government in the
hands of a single party. This justification 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 popular vote. In continental
European countries, which use proportional represen-
tation, coalition or minority governments are the norm.
When 2 coalition is necessary, a party finishing third
in the popular vote can determine who governs by
choosing the party that came in either second or first in
the popular vote as its partner in creating a majority.

The strongest advocates of proportional repre-
sentation are the Liberal Democrats. In a proportional
representation system, the Liberal Democratic vote in
2005 would have given it 142 seats, more than twice
what it actually received. A change is also supported
by those who believe that a coalition government is
a better government because it encourages 4 broad
interparty consensus.

Successive British governments have altered the
electoral system for contests that do not affect the com-
position of the Westminster Parliament.3? All British
Members of the European Parliament are elected
by proportional representation, and it has been used
in Northern Ireland for almost four decades. In the
Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly, there is a
mixed electoral system: Some representatives are
elected by first past the post and some by proportional
representation. The mayor of Greater London is
elected by the alternative vote, in which electors rank
their candidates in order of preference and those with
the fewest votes have their second preferences trans-
ferred to other candidates until one candidate has an
absolute majority of preferences. The system for the

Westminster Parliament remains unaltered because the
decision about what kind of voting system to have is
determined not by reasoning from abstract principles,
but by the interests of the party that won power under
the first-past-the-post system.

Political parties are often referred to as ma-
chines, but this description is very misleading, for
parties cannot mechanically manufacture votes. Nor
can they be commanded like an army. Parties are
like universities; they are inherently decentralized,
and people belong to them for a variety of reasons.
Thus, party officials have to work hard to keep to-
gether three different parts of the party: those who
vote for it, the minority active in its constituency as-
sociations, 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 (see Box 5.5).

The headquarters of each party provides more or
less routine organizational and publicity services to
constituency parties and to the party in Parliament.
Each party has an annual conference to debate policy
and to vote on some policy resolutions. Constituency
parties are nationally significant because each selects
its own parliamentary candidate. The decentralization
of the selection process has allowed the choice of
parliamentary candidates with a wide variety of politi-
cal outlooks and abilities. Under Tony Blair the
Labour Party introduced more central direction in

choosing candidates. It was justified on the grounds
of promoting more women MPs by restricting the se-
lection of the candidate in a safe Labour constituency
to a short list consisting exclusively of women.

The Liberal Democrats have a small central organ-
ization; they have sought to build up the party’s
strength by winning council seats in local government
elections. In parliamentary elections it targets seats
where the party is strong locally. This strategy has paid
off, it has more than tripled its number of MPs, from 20
in 1992 to 62 in 2005, while its share of the vote in-
creased by only 0.5 percent. The candidates for leader-

ship are nominated by Liberal MPs, and the leadership
is determined by vote of the party’s membership.

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 them-
selves on a left-right scale, the median voter chooses

-

Electing and Ejecting a Party Leader

British voters decide which party has a majority in Parlia-
ment, while the majority party decides which of its MPs is its
leader, and therefore prime minister. Opposition parties elect
a leader in the hope that he or she will lead the party to elec-
tion victory. The governing party wants its leader to win the
next election, as well as the election that has given him or
her office. If a party leader is unpopular and the party is trail-
ing in opinion polls, MPs can try to eject their leader, even if
he or she is prime minister.

‘ A party leader is strongest when he or she is also
prime minister. Constitutional principles and Cabinet pa-
tronage strengthen a prime minister’s hand. Moreover, an
open attack on a prime minister threatens electoral defeat
as a result of conflict within the party. However, Margaret
Thatcher lost the prime ministership by a vote of Conserva-
tive MPs in 1990. In 2006 Labour MPs were threatening to
force a vote on Tony Blair’s tenure if he did not leave office
sooner rather than later. The following year Gordon Brown
b.ecame unpopular and has faced demands to resign or be
ejected after Labour began losing by-elections.

The Labour Party leadership is determined by an
electoral college composed of three groups: Labour MPs
trade unions, and constituency party members. Each,
group has a very different number of members and method
of deciding which candidate to back. In order to call a vote
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of confidence in a serving party leader, one-fifth of Labour
MPs must sign a request for a vote on the leadership, and
this must be endorsed by a party conference. This is diffi-
.cult to achieve. If a vacancy results from the voluntary res-
ignation of the leader or a resignation forced by Cabinet
'members calling for him or her to go, then there is an act-
ing prime minister for several months while candidates
compete for the party leadership.

Until 1965 the Conservative Party leader was not
elected, but “emerged” as the result of consultation among
senior MPs and members of the House of Lords. Since then
the Conservatives have elected their leader in a two- or
three-stage process. An election can be called if 15 percent
of the party’s MPs record their dissatisfaction in writing; their
names are not supposed to be revealed. Alternatively, a
feader can create a vacancy by resigning. Either way there
is an initial ballot among Conservative MPs. The two MPs
with the most votes are then voted on by the party member-
ship at large, whose choice is decisive.

After Conservative Party members chose three lead-
ers who were failures as vote-getters, it chose 39-year-old
David Cameron in autumn 2005. They hoped that his youth
would distance him from past Conservative defeats and his
openness to change would appeal to middle-of-the-road
voters needed for a Conservative election victory.

the central position, and only a tenth place them-
s‘elves on the far left or far right. Consequently, par-
ties that veer toward either extreme risk losing Viotes.
When public opinion is examined across a vari-
ety of issues, such as inflation, protecting the environ-
ment, spending money on the health service, and
trade union legislation, a majority of ConserV;ltive
Lz.tbour, and Liberal Democratic voters tend to agreej
Big divisions in contemporary British politics often
cut across party lines; for example, attitudes toward
the EU divide both Labour and Conservative MPs, and
so has the Iraq War. Any attempt to impute a C(;her—
ent ideology to a political party is doomed to failure
for institutions cannot think and are not organized t(;
debate philosophy,
Instead of campaigning by promoting an ideol-
ogy or by appealing to collectivist economic interests,

increasingly parties stress consensual goals, such as
promoting prosperity and fighting crime. They com-
pete in terms of which party or party leader can best
be trusted to do what people want or on the basis of
whether it is time for a change because one party has
been in office for a long time. The titles of election
manifestos are virtually interchangeable between the
Conservative and Labour parties. In 2005 one party’s
manifesto was entitled “It’s Time for Action,” and the
other urged “Britain Forward not Back.”3?

In office the governing party has the votes to en-
act any parliamentary legislation it wishes, regardless
of protests by the Opposition. However, most of the
legislation introduced by the government is meant to
be so popular, and often noncontroversial, that the
Opposition dare not vote against the bill’s principle.
For every government bill that the Opposition votes
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against on principle in the House of Cosr;lmons, three
are adopted with interparty agreement. '

Most policies of government are not set out in
party manifestos; they are inherited from predecessors
of the same or a different party. When the Thatcher ad-
ministration entered office in 1979, it inherited hufldreds
of programs enacted by precedigg govemrralsents, mchlldc—1
ing some on the statute books since 1760.35 It repea e
some programs inherited from its predecessors—apd it
repealed some of its own programs that were quickly
recognized as mistakes. When Margaret Thatcher left of-
fice, two-thirds of the programs for which the govern-
ment was responsible had been adopted before she had
taken office 11 years earlier.

Prior to the 1997 general election, the Labour
Party pledged that in its first term it W(?uld be prl.ldent
with public money, maintaining pub}lc expenditures
at the same level as the Conservative government.
Tony Blair initiated major measures to reform the de-
livery of public services in his second term. By the
time Gordon Brown entered office in 2007, thfe legacy
left behind by Blair—and by his own taxing and
spending policies in a decade in the Treasury—made
it difficult to come up with fresh policies. .

The freedom of action of the governigg party is
limited by constraints embedded in the obligations of
office. Once in office ministers find that all the laws en-
acted by their predecessors must be enforced, even if
the government of the day would not bave ‘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 su_cce,:;
sors, “They inherited our problems and our remedies.

CENTRALIZED AUTHORITY AND
DECENTRALIZED DELIVERY
OF GOVERNMENT POLICIES

In a unitary state, political authority is Centrzldiz?d.
Decisions made by central government are binding
on all public agencies through acts of Par.h.ament gnd
regulations prepared in Whitehall. In add1t19n, White-
hall controls taxation and public expenditures to a
degree unusual among other member states. of the
EU, where coalition government and federalism en-
courage decentralization. .

For ordinary individuals the actions of govern-
ment are tangible only when services are delivered .lo—
cally at a school or a doctor’s office or when rgbb1sh
is collected at their doorstep. However, Whitehall

departments usually do not delive‘:r policiesl.themc-l
selves. Most public goods and services are dlcle 1;//{6;:36_
by agencies headquartered outside \Wh1tehaf. -
over, five-sixths of public employees work o 10
Whitehall agencies.’” Thus, making and dellllffermg
public policies involves intragovernmental politics.

Whitehall

Running the Whitehall obstacle race is the fi.rs.t sti;l) 111;
intragovernmental politics. Most new pol1c.1e.s .
take into account the effects of ex1sF1ng policies 1tnta
crowded policy “space.” Before a bill can be.pu c;
Parliament, the Cabinet minister sponsoring it n;us
determine with ministers in other departments ov(x;
the new measure will affect ex?sting progra;(;ls ant_
negotiate the terms of cooperation l?et.ween e;;;rrl ;
ments to implement it. Such negouatl(?ns arflz{ :
consuming. Often a department will begin wor on .
new initiative under one minister and comp%ete it un:
der another, or even under a different party’ in powBer.
The Treasury controls public expenditures. Be-
fore a bill can be put to Parliament, the Trea51.1ry m]:st
authorize the additional expenditure required be-
cause increased spending implies increased taxa.ltllc_)lzl.
Ministers in charge of spending department§ dis ke
constant Treasury reminders that there are strict limits
on what they can spend. In the words of al.ve’fgran
Treasury official, “the Treasury stands for reality. ;
A minister anxious to gain attention by sporfls%r
ing a new policy must secure t.he approval o Ptas
prime minister’s office before a bill can be put to <
liament. If the bill looks like it will produce favorable
headlines and fit into Downing Streetjs overall stra;
egy, it will be given a priority. Even ifa measure 1111
controversial, it can still go ahead as long as g)t wo_
unite the governing party against' atta§k§ frorr}u b;;pon
sition parties and as long as public opinion wi
ent’s side.
e g((;:lecr: ranbill becomes a law, there are many rezl—f
sons why ministers do not want to be.m charagjo?d
delivering services. Ministers may wish ftlo i
charges of political interference, allov&'/ f(?r ex "
in the market, lend an aura of impartiality Fo qlll .
judicial activities, allow qualified professionals

ersial
regulate technical matters, or remove controv

activities from Whitehall. The prime minis.tér pr?i;f)ri
to focus on the glamorous “high-level” politics oever
eign affairs and economic magagement. Howmos;
since “low-level” services remain important to o
voters’ lives, ministers are under pressure to

something—or at least say something in response to
media demands—when there is evidence of declin-
ing standards in schools, queues for hospital admis-
sion, or an increase of crime on the streets.

Local Government

Within England, local 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—and even to
abolish local authorities and create new units of gov-
ernment with different boundaries. Changes in local
government boundaries have reflected a vain search
to find a balance between efficiency (assumed to cor-
relate with fewer councils delivering services to more
people spread over a wider geographical area) and
responsiveness (assumed to require more councils
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 overwhelmingly
Conservative. The Liberal Democrats now win many

Delivering Public Services on the Doorstep

Government on the scale that the British people know it to-
day could not exist if all its activities were concentrated in
London, for five-sixths of the country’s population lives else-
Wwhere. As the demand for public services has increased,
government has grown, chiefly through the multiplication of
familiar institutions such as schools and hospitals. Devolu-
tion to Scotland and Wales has added to decentralization.
Education is an example of how different institu-
tions relate. It is authorized by an Act of Parliament and
principally financed by central government. Two Cabinet
ministers divide responsibility: One is responsible for
schools and another for universities. Both are Members
of Parliament. However, the delivery of primary and sec-
ondary education is the responsibility of classroom
teachers who are immediately accountable to the head
of their school and not to Parliament. Dissatisfaction
Wwith the management of schools by local government
has led Whitehall to establish city academies, secondary
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seats in local elections and, when no party has a major-
ity, introduce coalition government into town halls,
However, being a councillor 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
has refused to give London the independence in tax-
ing and spending that large U.S. cities enjoy.* Never-
theless, the office is a political platform that attracts
media attention. London’s first mayor, a left-wing in-
dependent, and its second,.a Conservative eccentric,
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 responsibil-
ity for some local services. The proliferation of public-
private initiatives and special-purpose agencies has
reduced the services for which local government is ex-
clusively responsible. Today there is a jumble of more
or less local institutions delivering such public services
as education, police protection, refuse collection,
housing, and cemeteries (see Box 5.6). Collectively,

local institutions account for about a fifth of total pub-
lic expenditures.

schools independent of local government, but depen-
dent on Whitehall for funding.

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 others. Conservative
Minister of Education Lord Hailsham contrasted his position
with that of a defense minister: As the latter, “You say to one
person ‘come’ and he cometh and another ‘go’ and he
goeth”; with the former, “You say to one man ‘come’ and he
cometh not, and another ‘go’ and he stays where he is”

Sources: *See Richard Rose, “The Growth of Government Organi-
zations,” in C. Campbell and B. G. Peters, eds., Organizing Gov-
ernment, Governing Organizations (Pittsburgh, PA: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 1988), pp. 99-128. Lord Hailsham is quoted in

Maurice Kogan, The Politics of Education (Harmondsworth: Eng-
land: Penguin, 1971), p. 31.
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Grants of money from the central government are
the largest source of local government revenue. There
is no local income tax, since the central government
does not want to give local authorities the degree of
fiscal independence that U.S. local governments have.
The Thatcher government replaced the local property
tax with a poll tax on every adult resident of a local
authority, believing it would make voters more aware
of the costs of local government and keep spending
down. In practice, the tax produced a political back-
lash and was replaced by a community charge (tax)
on housing, which the central government tends to
control. 0 How to fund services that the local govern-
ment delivers remains a contentious issue.

Centralization is justified in terms of territorial

justice—that is, the same standards of public policy
ought to apply everywhere in the country. For exam-
ple, 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 the central government are redistributed
from well-to-do to poorer parts of the country. In ad-
dition, ministers emphasize that they are accountable
to a national electorate of tens of millions of people,
whereas local councillors are accountable only to
those who vote in their ward. Instead of small being
beautiful, a big nationwide electorate is assumed to
be better. The centralist bias of Westminster is illus-
trated by the statement of an activist law professor:
“Local councillors are not necessarily political ani-
mals; we could manage without them.”

Devolution to Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ire-
land is an extreme form of decentralization. West-
minster delegates authority in different measures to
elected assemblies. The Scottish government, ac-
countable to a Parliament in Edinburgh, has the right
to enact legislation on a broad range of social and
public services of direct concern to individuals and
communities, such as education, health, and roads. It
is also responsible for determining spending priori-
ties 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 discretion, but no leg-
islative or taxing powers. Northern Ireland is excep-
tional because the key service is police and
security—and this is being kept under the control of
British ministers until agreement is achieved under a
power-sharing government that includes participants
active in organizing its decades of civil war.

Nonelected Institutions

Executive agencies are headed by nonelected offi-
cials responsible for delivering many major public
services. The largest, the National Health Service
(NHS), is not one organization, but a multiplicity of
separate institutions with separate budgets, such as
hospitals and doctors’ offices. Access to the NHS is
free of charge to every citizen. But health care is
not costless. Public money is allocated to hospitals
and to doctors and dentists that must work to
guidelines and targets established centrally. Be-
cause the central government picks up the bill, the
Treasury, as the monopoly purchaser, regularly
seeks to cut costs in providing increasingly expen-
sive 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 the health care supply
has led to lengthening queues, involving months of
waiting before a person can see a medical specialist
or have a hospital operation. British government has
sought to deal with this problem through administra-
tive changes intended to increase efficiency—that is,
measures that will keep the total health care expen-
diture relatively constant by cutting the cost of indi-
vidual services, while expanding the total number
supplied. It has not adopted the practice common in
most EU countries of asking patients to make a co-
payment to cover part of the cost of seeing a doctor
or getting hospital treatment.
British government sponsors more than a thou-
sand quasi-autonomous nongovernmental or-
ganizations (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.
Some quangos deliver services. When things go
wrong, Parliament has difficulty assigning responsi-
bility for decisions. Advisory committees draw on the
expertise of individuals and organizations involved in
programs for which Whitehall departments are nomi-
nally responsible. Ministry of Agriculture officials can
turn to advisory committees for detailed information
about farming practices; the department responsible
for trade and industry can turn to business associa-
tions for information about a particular industry. Be-
cause they have no executive pOwers, advisory
committees usually cost very little to run. Represen-
tatives of interest groups are glad to serve on such

committees 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 bod-
ies that make expert judgments in such fields as
medical negligence or handle small claims, such as dis-
putes 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. Tril;unals
normally work much more quickly and cheaply than
do the courts. However, the quasi-judicial role of tri-
bunals has created a demand for independent audit-
ing of their procedures to ensure that they are fair to
all sides. The task of supervising some seventy tri-

bunals is in the hands of a quango, the Council on
Tribunals.

Turning to the Market

The 1945-1951 Labour government turned away from

the market because its socialist leaders believed that
government planning was better able to promote eco-
nomic growth and full employment. It nationalized
many basic industries, such as electricity, gas, coal
railways, and airlines. State ownership meant tk’lat ini
dustries did not have to run at a profit; some consis-
tently made money, while others consistently lost
money and required big subsidies. Government own-
ership politicized wage negotiations and investment
decisions.

. The Thatcher government promoted privatiza-
tion by selling shares of nationalized industries on
the stock market. Profit-making industries such as
t.elephones, electricity, and gas were sold without dif-
ficulty. Selling council houses to tenants at prices
well below their market value was popular with ten-
ants. Industries that were losing money, such as
British Airways, British Steel, and the coal n;ines had
to be reorganized, and unprofitable activities ;vere
shed to make them attractive to buyers. Industries
needing large public subsidies to maintain public
se%rvices, such as the railways, have continued to re-
ceive subsidies after privatization.

Privatization has been justified on grounds of
economic efficiency (the market is better than civil
servants at determining investment, production, and
prlces), political ideology (the power of govern;nent
is reduced), service (private enterprise is more con-
sumer oriented than are civil servants), and short-
term financial gain (the sale of public assets can
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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
1pterest, new regulatory agencies have been estab-
hshe.:d to monitor telephones, gas, electricity, broad-
casting, and water. Where there is a sul;stantial
element of monopoly 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 though it no longer owns an
industry, government ministers cannot ignore things
Fhat go wrong. As an extreme example of government
mFervention, when several fatal accidents occurred on
railway track maintained by a privatized transport

company, the Blair government took it back into pub-
lic 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 are their German coun-
terparts and less threatened with being dragged into
c'ourt than are U.S. officials. Intragovernmental rela-
tions between Whitehall departments and represen-
tatives of local authorities were characterized by
consensual understandings upheld by all sides on
the basis of trust as well as law. However, the
Thatcher government preferred to constrain 1oca1
government through its use of law and its control of
finance and to promote competition by establishing
neW agencies or contracting for public services with
private-sector companies. Since 1997 the Labour
government has continued this practice and has in-
tensified the use of targets that agencies receivin
public money should meet. ¢
. Trust has been replaced by contracts with agen-
C.ICS delivering such everyday services as automobile
licenses and patents. In addition, the government
bas sought to keep capital expenditures from visibly
1gcreasing public debt through private finance initia-
tives. Banks and other profit-making companies loan
money to build facilities that will be leased by gov-
ernment agencies or even operated by profit-making
cgmpanies. The theory is that government can ob-
ta.m the greatest value for its money by buying ser-
vices from the private sector, ranging from operating
staff canteens in government offices to providing
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prison services. However, the government’s experi-
ence with cost overruns and failure to meet targets
for information technology services costing hun-
dreds of millions of pounds indicates that govern-
ment officials often lack the skills to negotiate
procurement contracts for large purchases involving
expensive technology.

Government by contract faces political limits
because departmental ministers must answer to Par-
liament 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 to reduce unit
costs in the face of a rising “demand” for prisons
brought about by changes in crime rates and sen-
tencing policies. However, when prisoners escape.d
and other problems erupted, the responsible Cabi-
net 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 contract agreed to be-
tween them.

The proliferation of agencies, each with a dis-
tinctive and narrow responsibility for a limited num-
ber of policies, tends to fragment government. For
example, parents may have to deal with half a
dozen different agencies to secure all the public
services to which they are entitled for their children.
Tony Blair promoted “joined up” government, link-
ing the provision of related services so that they
could more easily be received by individual citizens.
To many public agencies, this looked like a device
to increase Downing Street’s power. In fact, it had
little effect and demonstrated the limits that result
when a few dozen people at Downing Street deter-
mine what is done by millions of people delivering

public services.

The Contingency of Influence

The theory of British government is centralist: All
roads lead to Downing Street, where the prime minis-
ter and the chancellor of the Exchequer have their
homes and offices. The Foreign Office and the Trea-
sury are only a few steps away. In practice, policy
making occurs in many buildings, some within White-
hall and others far from London. Those involved can
be divided horizontally between ministries and exec-
utive agencies and vertically between central govern-
ment and local authorities and other nondepartmental
public bodies that deliver particular services.

Influence is contingent: It varies with the problem
at hand. Decisions about war and peace are made at
Downing Street by the highest-ranking political and
military officials. With respect to the decision to sup-
port the Iraq War, the prime minister's media advisor
was also heavily involved. By contrast, the decisions as
to whether a particular piece of land should be used
for housing is normally made by local authorities far
from London.

Most political decisions involve two or more
government agencies and therefore require discus-
sion and bargaining before decisions can be imple-
mented. 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 dif-
fer in their definition of the public interest. For exam-
ple, the Treasury wants to keep taxes down, while
the Ministry of Defence wants more money for ex-
pensive 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 potential for
EU decisions to regulate the British economy. White-
hall has adopted a variety of strategies in its EU ne-
gotiations, including noncooperation and public

dispute. Tronically, these are just the tactics that local
government and executive agencies use when they
disagree with Whitehall.

WHY PUBLIC POLICY MATTERS

However a citizen votes, she or he does not need to
look far to see the outputs of government. If there is
a school-age child or a pensioner in the house, the
benefits to the family are continuous and visible. If a
person is ill, the care provided by doctors and hospi-
tals is an important output of public policy; so, too,
are police protection and tight controls on land use
that maintain green belts and reduce suburban
sprawl around cities.

To produce the benefits of public policy, gov-
ernment relies on three major resources: laws,
money, and personnel. Most policies involve a com-
bination of these 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 effective only if they can be en-
forced by courts. The British executive centralizes
the power to draft laws and regulations that can be
approved without substantial amendment by Parlia-
ment. Moreover, many laws give ministers signifi-
cant discretion in administration. 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 employees are needed to administer laws
and deliver major services. The number of people
officially counted as civil servants and public em-
ployees has been reduced by privatization. Nonethe-
less, more than a fifth of the entire British labor force
depends on public spending for their jobs. The
largest public employer is the National Health Ser-
vice. The top civil servants who work in Whitehall
are few in number.

To meet the costs of public policy, British gov-
ernment collects almost two-fifths of the gross na-
tional product in taxation. Income tax accounts for
29 percent of tax revenue; the top rate of taxation is
40 percent. Social security taxes are paid by deduc-
tions from wages and additional contributions of
employers; these account for an additional 19 per-
cent of revenue. Since there are no state or local in-
come taxes, a well-to-do British person can pay
taxes on income at a lower total rate than does 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 17.5 percent on the sale of al-
most all goods and services. Gasoline, cigarettes, and
alcohol are taxed very heavily, too. Taxes on con-
sumption in total account for one-quarter of all tax
revenue. Since profits fluctuate from year to year, the
government prefers businesses to pay taxes on their
gross revenues through a value-added tax and on
their total wages bill through the employer’s contri-
bution to social security. Taxes on the profits of cor-
porations provide under a tenth of 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 taking a big
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cut from the National Lottery; more people play the
lottery than vote in a general election.

Social security programs are the most costly
government policies; they account for more than
one-third of total public expenditures (Figure 5.8).
They are also the most popular, transferring money
from government to more than 10 million older peo-
ple receiving pensions, plus millions of invalids, the
unemployed, women on maternity leave, and poor
people needing to supplement their limited incomes.
Health and education are second and third, respec-
tively, in their claims on the public purse. Together,
these three social welfare programs account for two-
thirds of total public expenditures. A classic commit-
ment of government—providing defense and
maintaining public order and safety through the po-
lice, fire service, courts, and prisons—is fourth in
spending importance.

Since there is no item in the public budget la-
beled 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 programs. But doing so would go
against public opinion. When Margaret Thatcher en-
tered office in 1979, the public divided into three al-
most equal groups: those wanting to spend more and
tax more, those wanting to cut taxes even if it meant
a reduction in public services, and a large middle
group wanting to leave things as they were.
Thatcher’s campaign to cut taxes and public spend-
ing initially produced a reaction in favor of increas-
ing public expenditure. By the time she left office, a
majority favored increased spending even if it meant
increased taxes. However, since a Labour govern-
ment took office in 1997, the pendulum has swung
back to an almost equal division between those who

want to cut taxes and spending and those who want
to increase both, with the median group wanting to
keep both as they are (Figure 5.9).

Policy Outcomes in Society

Public policies are meant to influence how people
live, but only a totalitarian government would claim
responsibility for everything that happens 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 insti-
tutions of civil society, and the choices that individ-
uals and households make. Thus, the term welfare
state is misleading to the extent that it implies that
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Public Expenditures by Program

FIGURE 5.8
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the state is the exclusive supplier of welfare. 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.*!

Although commentators on British society often
bemoan the country’s decline relative to the much
more populous United States and to continental Eu-
ropean countries that have experienced dynamic
economies, 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 improve-
ments in the living conditions of most people, as
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 flexibil-
ity, British government remains an international
leader. The great majority of people are proud of the

achievements of Britain and would not want to be cit-
izens of any other country.

Defending the population against threats to se-
curity at home and abroad is a unique responsibil-
ity of government. In an interdependent world,
British government participates in international al-
liances. Since World War II it has been a founding
member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
and has fought alongside the United States from the
Korean War to the Iraq War. Maintaining order
within the United Kingdom is a unique responsibil-
ity of Westminster. In Northern Ireland Whitehall
has created a power-sharing government after very
lengthy negotiations with Irish Republicans about
giving up the use of arms.*?

Since terrorist attacks by jihadists in London in
2005, the British government has pursued a multiplic-

ity of measures in an attempt to identify, isolate, and,
as appropriate, arrest and jail those planning vio-
lence. One strategy has been to encourage moderate
Muslim groups to engage in the “self-policing” of

Taxes and Spending
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thf:.nr communities. Another has been to maintain sur-
Vel.ll;?nce on individuals and groups voicing fanatical
oplnlons, including the endorsement of violence. A
third has been to use extraordinary police powers. to
arrest and interrogate suspects.

Conservative as well as Labour governments ac-
Cept. responsibility for the economy. Most firms are
Qroﬁt-making, consumers can spend money as the
like, and wages and prices are principally decided ir}lf
glle rnarketglace. Government influences the market
anrgl;)gollli é?xmg and spending policies, interest rates,
: es on growth and unemployment. Increas-
:Irllfgllgfé r:zlelzt Iilappens to the British economy is also
oy y wh.at happens elsewhere in the EU

other continents, too, for British government

cannot isolate the country from the global economy
econglmea(}:lh decade since World War II, the British
- Y has grown; compounding a small annual
of growth over many decades results in a large

tise in living standards. Per capita national income has
more than tripled since 1945. Many consumer goods
Fhat were once thought of as luxuries—such as own-
Ing a car or a home or spending holidays abroad—are
now mass-consumption goods. In addition, things un-
known in 1945—such as color televisions, home com-
puters, and mobile phones—are now commonplace.
In the past decade the British economy has grown by
one-third. Its growth rate has been higher than the av-
erage for the EU and for the G-7 nations.

Poverty can be found in Britain; the extent de-
pends on the definition used. If poverty is defined in
relative terms, such as having less than half the aver-
age 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. ,

‘ Looking at all the major indicators of social well-
being, the British people enjoy a higher standard of
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living today than they did a generation or two ago. In-
fant mortality has declined by more than four-fifths
since 1951. Life expectancy for men and for women has
risen by 12 years. A gender gap remains, as women on
average live five years longer than men. The postwar
expansion of schools has significantly raised the quan-
tity of education available. Classes are smaller in size,
and almost half of British youths go on to some form of
further education, whether in universities or colleges,
many of which did not exist in 1950. 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 life of all Britons. Everyone
makes major use of publicly financed health and edu-
cation services. Children at school and patients seeing
2 doctor do not think of themselves as participating in
politics. Yet, the services received are controlled and
paid for by government. Social benefits such as free
education, free health care, and the guarantee of an
income in old age or during unemployment are so
taken for granted today that most people see them as
nonpolitical. People do not want a change in govern-
ment after an election to result in radical changes in
major social policies.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

m How would you describe the unwritten constitu-
tion of Britain?

8 What are the similarities and differences between
being a president and being a prime minister?

= How many nations are there in the United King-
dom, and what are they?

® What are the continents and countries with which
Britain has the closest links?

KEY TERMS
Cabinet Crown
centralization decentralization
class devolution

collectivist theory of Downing Street

government first-past-the-post

Conservative Party electoral system

core executive government

British people do not hold government respon-
sible for what is most important in their lives; life sat-
isfaction is evaluated very differently from public
policy. When opinion polls annually ask what peo-
ple think next year will be like for themselves and
their family, 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 country as a whole. When people are asked
to evaluate their lives, they are most satisfied with
their family, friends, home, and job and least satisfied
with major political institutions of society.*

Satisfaction with the present goes along with ac-
ceptance of the principle of political change. However,
even when a goal is agreed on, there are differences
about the particular policy that can best achieve that
goal. There are disagreements about the direction of
change—for example, whether Westminster should
take more responsibility for public services or devolve
more responsibilities to regions and municipalities, and
whether Britain should align itself more closely with
the United States or with the EU. Politics in Britain is
thus an ongoing debate about the direction, the means,
and the tempo of adapting old institutions and inher-
ited policies to the twenty-first century.

= How would you describe the different parties that
have seats in the House of Commons?

m  What policies claim the largest portion of public
expenditures and why?

® What will be the main challenges facing the win-
ning government after the next general election?

&3

A

multiparty system
New Labour Party
Northern Ireland

individualist theory

insider and outsider
pressure groups

Irish Republican Army official secrecy
(IRA) Parliament

Labour Party prime minister

Liberal Democratic Party privatization

quasi-autonomous territorial justice

nongovernmental Thatcherism
organization
(qﬁango) trusteeship theory of
overnm
Scotland ¢ o
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