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Exam tips


Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.


[image: ]







[image: ]


Knowledge check


Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Knowledge check answers


Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Summaries





•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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About this book


The aim of this Student Guide is to prepare students for the Section B: Core political ideas section of Edexcel A-level Politics Component 1 and the Section B: Political ideas section of Edexcel A-level Politics Component 2, UK Government. The other sections of these two exam papers will be covered in a different student guide.


The Content Guidance section covers all the topics largely in the order in which they appear on the Edexcel A-level specification. You are strongly advised to have a copy of the most recent version of the specification to refer to as you go through the topics. There are three ideologies in Paper 1: Conservatism, Liberalism and Socialism. You will need to cover all of them. For Paper 2 you will study one of the following:





•  Feminism



•  Nationalism



•  Ecologism



•  Multiculturalism



•  Anarchism





This guide covers all of these ideologies briefly, but you will study only one and it will not be necessary to study any of the others. Each of the ideologies is further divided into three subsections. Please note that this book does not cover the Paper 2 Political ideas in as much detail as the Paper 1 Core ideologies due to space constraints.


You should use the Content Guidance to ensure you are familiar with all the core ideas and principles and the debates and divisions within each ideology. Each ideology, with its core principles, strands and key thinkers, is studied in relation to its beliefs relating to human nature, the state, society and the economy. It is essential that you have a clear understanding of what the various terms mean before you start to analyse their links to each ideology. You should also make sure you are aware of the central arguments developed by each of the named key thinkers. There is a series of knowledge check questions which can act as a guide to some important information which you can use when answering questions and which will also help to establish detailed knowledge. The answers to these knowledge checks can be found at the end of the guide. Exam tips are designed to help you avoid significant common errors made by students as well as guiding you towards good practice. Key terms definitions relate to the key terms named in the specification. All the terms in the specification linked to Socialism, Conservatism and Liberalism are covered. For the Paper 2 ideologies, only some are covered. The key terms appear in the margin in green.


The Questions & Answers section is an opportunity to hone exam technique and to become familiar with the essay skills and structures that examiners are looking for. The essays range in length and quality, and each comes with comments on strengths and weaknesses so that you can use them to develop your essay writing skills. It is not possible to provide sample questions and answers on every aspect of each ideology, so you need to be aware that any parts of the specification could be tested in the examination.


This guide does not go into full detail, so you must use it alongside other resources such as class notes, textbooks such as Political Ideas for A-level and articles in Politics Review (both published by Hodder Education).





Content Guidance



Core political ideas



Conservatism


Conservatism is an ideology that is constantly evolving and is remarkably successful as a result. It is in opposition to change and favours protecting traditions, but can accept slow change if it is necessary. Most but not all conservatives believe that humans are imperfect and vulnerable and therefore a strong government is needed to guide and protect.


Core ideas and principles



Pragmatism


A pragmatist seeking to solve a problem turns not to fixed ideas or theories but to practicalities — what is the most sensible and workable way to resolve this issue? Conservatives do not regard themselves as ideological in that they do not believe in absolutes. Instead they advocate a ‘what works’ approach based on circumstances and experience. This can make the ideology itself quite hard to pin down for students and can also suggest that conservatism is not an ideology at all but is merely what conservatives themselves might describe as ‘common sense’ and critics might describe as advocating what might be popular in order to win elections. It also suggests that conservatism is flexible and able to vary its values.


Pragmatism suggests that politics should be based on circumstances and events rather than on ideological objectives. Conservatives reject abstract and rigid theories such as those associated with Marxism and see them as dangerous as they are not rooted in history and traditions and can therefore cause chaos and instability in society. They are supporters of empiricism. This view is linked to their rather negative view of human nature. Conservatives therefore reject all utopian ideas as they are a rejection of tradition, knowledge and learned wisdom.


Despite conservatism’s claims to be a tradition rather than an ideology, it is clear that conservatives share a range of core beliefs, alongside some variables. These will be explored below. So conservatism is not entirely based on pragmatism.


Tradition


This refers to the significance and importance of learning from previous generations and having a connection to what has gone before. For weak and insecure humans, tradition helps us to feel safe and to understand where we fit in. We are connected to our ancestors and to those who will follow us in the future. This helps us form our personal identities and to feel connections to others with shared histories and culture, thus creating social cohesion.
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Exam tip


Although conservatism is more pragmatic than other ideologies, it clearly does have some core values that you must know.
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For conservatives in the UK, tradition can be found in institutions such as the monarchy, the Church of England, the House of Lords and the armed forces. Americans could seek security in the flag, the Constitution and in celebrations such as the 4th of July. These institutions have developed and survived over hundreds of years and are therefore full of wisdom and should be preserved for the future; they cannot simply be abolished and replaced as such a move would lead to dangerous instability.


Most conservatives are suspicious of change, as it goes against tradition and creates insecurity in vulnerable and weak humans. This belief in the importance of tradition can lead some conservatives to be suspicious of multiculturalism and immigration. Much of the conservative view of tradition comes from the religious beliefs of many (but not all) conservatives and can be linked to many religions, not just Christianity.


However, this does not imply that all conservatives are opposed to any form of change but simply that change should be slow and evolutionary rather than radical, and should take place only if it is seen as absolutely necessary. So, while the Conservative Party originally opposed devolution, it now sees it as a way to protect the union. Change here is a response to specific circumstances — devolution had taken place and could not be abolished — rather than something that the party initially wanted and can be described as change to conserve. Change should also be based on an analysis of previous events, rather than for abstract reasons or utopian visions.
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Exam tip


Don’t forget that not all forms of conservatism value tradition — neo-liberals are in favour of change and are rationalists.
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Linked to this faith in tradition comes a firm belief in the value and significance of private property. Conservatives believe that ownership gives insecure individuals security and independence from the government, while also encouraging respect for the law and property of others. Property owners are therefore more likely to be supportive of the status quo, fearing change might lead to a threat to their property rights. They will respect those in authority who help to protect what they own and will support the traditional family values that will allow them to pass on a legacy to future generations. They also argue that private property is a way for individuals to express their personality and character, for example through furnishings. This belief in the value and significance of private property is at the heart of all conservative thinking and one of the few areas in which there is agreement.
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Knowledge check 1


What do conservatives mean by property?


[image: ]







[image: ]


Key thinkers and their ideas


Edmund Burke (1729–97)


Burke, in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), rejected liberal ideas, specifically the idea of progress as desirable. He argued that inheritance and tradition were the basis of a stable society, and that the institutions and beliefs that form society are formed by the wisdom and knowledge of those who came before us and must be respected. He used France — the tyranny and disaster of the aftermath of the 1789 revolution — as an example of what happens when you destroy this past knowledge. Burke argued for continuity — ‘change is only necessary in order to conserve’ — and saw society as a partnership or bond between the dead, the living and the unborn future generations rather than a social contract between the government and the governed. These connections create stability and security in society and create social order, preventing social chaos.


Burke, like many conservatives, also rejected the abstract ideas and theories, e.g. rights, that developed as a result of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution. He also rejected democracy and saw inequality as natural. The people should be represented by the elite and the wise (the same thing), who would not be delegates but would follow their own conscience in making decisions. Burke was not a supporter of Locke’s interpretation of social contract theory, which suggests that the relationship between the government and the governed can be broken if power is abused. Society exists to provide individuals with a link to the past and future. However, Burke defended the Glorious Revolution and did not believe in absolute monarchy, rather that the king should be constrained by a parliament elected by the few.
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Human imperfection


Conservatives see human nature as selfish and flawed and emotional rather than rational. This pessimism impacts on their view of society and the state. First, conservatives see human nature as psychologically weak. Due to our fragile and vulnerable nature, we desperately seek security and this can be found in hierarchy, a social system in which we all know our place and our roles and happily defer to the natural leaders who will be positioned above us. This is clearly in stark contrast to the optimistic beliefs of liberals and leads most conservatives to value order above freedom and liberty.


Our vulnerability also means that some individuals are likely to become criminals. Unlike that of liberals and socialists, this view of human nature suggests that humans do not have a natural sense of morality. Our human nature is selfish and greedy and we can have a tendency to violence. We require institutions such as the education system, the nuclear family and the police to impose the values of right and wrong on us. This has implications for the role and powers of the state. Without a strong state, society will become unstable and chaotic. Conservatives are therefore more likely to blame the criminal for their actions than to see society as in any way responsible for crime and this is linked to a focus on strict law and order policy, such as the death penalty in parts of the USA.
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Knowledge check 2


What is meant by the doctrine of original sin?
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Exam tip


Although most conservatives see humans as deeply emotional, security seeking and weak, neo-liberals take a different view, seeing humans as rational and selfish. This is also linked to the neo-liberal rejection of the importance of tradition.
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Intellectually, human imperfection implies that we cannot really understand or make sense of the complex and frightening world around us. Religious institutions can play a part in explaining this to us and will be part of the ordered hierarchy of a conservative state and society. This is also linked to the conservative rejection of abstract ideas — we will find them unsettling as they suggest change and a rejection of learned experience.
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Key thinkers and their ideas


Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679)


Thomas Hobbes was a supporter of absolute and unlimited government, which in his time meant monarchy. In Leviathan (1651), he argued that strong government was absolutely necessary in order to protect humans from the chaos and violence of the alternative — a ‘state of nature’ of ‘all against all’ where life would be ‘nasty, brutish and short’. He believed that left to themselves, individuals would live in constant fear of each other. From this you can see that Hobbes had a very negative view of human nature, seeing people as self-seeking, power grabbing and irrational. As a result, a strong authoritarian government without limits was needed to protect humans and without it, so-called ‘normal’ life would be impossible. Thus government’s role was to enforce law and order. Hobbes believed that humans would be very happy to accept this.


Hobbes was one of the thinkers who developed social contract theory. Citizens must accept and obey the government, even a repressive one, because the alternative would always be far worse. Hobbes therefore believed that it was worth giving up one’s freedom and liberty in return for the protection that only the state could provide. The contract between the citizens and the state consisted of the citizens’ unlimited obedience in return for personal security.


However, this negative view of human nature is not fully accepted by libertarian New Right conservatives. Not only do they advocate change, they also support the liberal view of human rationality and have a firm belief in some ideas that could be described as abstract, such as laissez-faire economics.
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Knowledge check 3


Why do conservatives reject the idea of equality?
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Organic society/state


The term ‘organic society’ is a metaphor that sees society as a human body. This theory is particularly linked to one-nation conservatives. Every part of the body has a specific and essential part to play, and the body cannot function without it. The whole is more than the sum of its parts and more important than any individual within it. If a part is changed, the body will be damaged. When they are all playing their part and are healthy, the body is in harmony and will flourish. This metaphor suggests that there must be no attempts to transform society as disaster will result. It is also closely linked to the conservative view of the importance of hierarchy — within society there will be various classes and groups but they can live in peace as part of a larger whole.


Organic society gives fragile humans a sense of security as it provides a clear role and purpose for each one of us, depending on what part of the ‘body’ we are. It connects us to social groups and institutions such as the family, workplace and religious community, and also to the wider whole, the nation. This view of society can be linked to nationalism and patriotism. This also implies that those with money and power have a duty to look after those less fortunate, and implies a rejection of atomism. This is called noblesse oblige.


There is some disagreement within conservatism over organic society. It is supported by traditional conservatives, who reject individualism. However, New Right supporters see individual rights and freedoms as more important. As Margaret Thatcher once famously stated, ‘there is no such thing as society, only individuals and their families’, an idea firmly rejected by David Cameron.



Paternalism


The term ‘pater’ means father and so the role of the paternalistic state is to act as an authoritative father figure to the weak and flawed citizens, providing for their care and maintaining order by regulating their behaviour. A paternalistic state is hierarchical and unequal and aims to protect that status quo by preventing any uprising of the working classes. As a result it will include some form of welfare provision in order to prevent discontent. It is a key aspect of one-nation conservatism.


There are two forms of paternalism. Hard paternalism favours forcing people to do things such as giving up smoking while soft paternalism favours persuasion and education.


The implications of paternalism include a belief that inequality is both natural and desirable. Edmund Burke argued that leaders came from the ‘natural aristocracy’, and the Victorian prime minister Benjamin Disraeli agreed, arguing that the rich had a duty to the poor. Linked to the belief in organic society, paternalism implies that there are natural leaders who will form the elite and who will act in a responsible way, as they see fit, rather than acting in a representative way. This puts most conservatives in opposition to democracy, although as pragmatists, conservatives have adapted to accept and accommodate democracy, where the masses can choose between a selection of members of the elite to make decisions on their behalf.
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Knowledge check 4


What did Disraeli mean by describing England as ‘two nations’ and what was his solution?


[image: ]






Libertarianism (specifically neo-liberalism)


Also closely linked to liberalism, and recently seen on the banners of Donald Trump supporters in the USA, the belief in libertarianism focuses on the need to provide citizens with as much freedom as possible, therefore seeking to limit the role of the government and the state. This is linked to a firm belief in the free market and is in stark contrast to paternalism. Libertarians believe strongly in individualism and that the individual should be entirely responsible for their actions and that individual rights to life, liberty and property must be upheld absolutely. Law should exist purely to ensure that individuals respect the rights of others. The state and government are potentially a danger to individual freedom. Libertarians believe that a free market, consisting of free individuals, unconstrained by government, will prosper.
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Key thinkers and their ideas


Ayn Rand (1905–82)


A novelist whose bestsellers included The Fountainhead (1943) and Atlas Shrugged (1957), Ayn Rand focused on the importance of individual liberty. In recent years she has been rediscovered and recently Donald Trump announced he is a huge fan. In her novels and writings, selfishness, rather than being seen as a character fault, is seen as a virtue and the key to personal happiness. Altruism is interpreted as sacrificing yourself for the interests and lives of others and therefore is irrational. Self-seeking individuals will naturally support free-market capitalism as they will want to earn and trade as they choose. In The Fountainhead, architect Howard Roark argues that altruism creates dependence and ideas of the common good lead to dictatorships. He refuses to alter or simplify the designs of his buildings.


Rand was an atheist, calling for a ‘complete separation’ similar to that of church and state in France. She also believed in a very limited government, whose only role would be to protect the individual by using threats of force. In that way Rand was not an anarchist as she did see the state as having a role in terms of police, army and legal systems. The government itself, however, has no rights and status ‘except the right delegated to it by the citizens’.


Rand developed the idea she called ‘objectivism’, which is the highly individualistic belief that ‘man exists for his own sake’, an idea many entrepreneurs have found very exciting and which may explain why Trump is such a fan.
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Exam tip


Reactionary does not mean reacting, it means backward looking, or wishing to return to an imagined past.
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Differing views and tensions within conservatism



Traditional conservatism


Unlike most modern conservatism, traditional conservatism is authoritarian. Developing as a response to fears about the radical change and belief in human equality and improvement espoused by supporters of the French Revolution and the Enlightenment, this form of conservatism can also be linked to the rise of fascism in twentieth-century Europe. Traditional conservatism was opposed to any of the new reformist ideas of the eighteenth century, such as democracy and individual rights, and is reactionary and backward looking. Its main focus is the protection of social order and it originally represented the interests of landowners and the gentry.


Traditional conservatives uphold core values such as a belief in the importance of tradition and custom, highlighting the bonds that hold together past, present and future generations. Edmund Burke argued that by abandoning traditions and ‘the accumulated wisdom of the ages’ and advocating new and abstract ideas, post-revolutionary France would inevitably end up as more oppressive than it was before. Often taking a rather romantic view of the past and rejecting ‘new’ ideas such as industrialisation, traditional conservatives believe strongly in the idea of organic society. This leads to nationalism and can also lead to regionalism or even localism.


Hierarchy is seen as the essence and core of all successful human societies and as essential for our survival, regardless of where one sits within it. Obedience to authority is seen as natural. French philosopher Joseph de Maistre (1753–1821), a fervent critic of the French Revolution, argued that absolute monarchy must be restored in France, with no changes at all to the ancien regime. Traditional conservatism takes a very particular view of human nature, seeing humans as sinful and greedy, motivated by selfishness and unable to comprehend the world around them. This belief means that in order to create social stability, a strong government must be created and people need to come together as an organic community.


In the nineteenth century, traditional conservatives opposed new ideas such as democracy. In the twentieth century, traditional conservatism was linked to populist regimes which moulded their policies according to the wishes of the people, such as that of Juan Perón, leader of Argentina from 1946 to 1955.



One-nation conservatism


Sometimes known as paternalist conservatism, this form of conservatism is often linked to Benjamin Disraeli. A pragmatist, like most conservatives, he was prime minister at a time when socialism was becoming more popular throughout Europe and as a result he was keen to attract the vote of the newly enfranchised working classes in order to prevent this. In his novels Disraeli wrote about the growing divisions between rich and poor as a result of industrialisation and capitalism. Much more recently, David Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ speech and some of his attempts to change the image of the Conservative Party can also be linked to one-nation conservatism.


This form of conservatism can be seen as an attempt to bring together individualism and collectivism and as an updated form of conservatism responding to the rise of capitalism. It shows the pragmatism of conservatism, reacting to the new forces of democracy and capitalism by adapting its programme.
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Knowledge check 5


What did ‘Big Society’ mean?
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One key belief of a one-nation conservative is the idea of organic society and a rejection of the laissez-faire approach to capitalism and individualism linked to liberal ideas. Instead of focusing on individual rights, this approach is more collectivist in some ways, seeing us as having duties and responsibilities to others, as part of a larger whole. One-nation conservatives see the social inequalities and poverty created by capitalism as the problem of all citizens, not just the poor. However, they are not opposed to the class structure, seeing it as part of our organic society. Disraeli had been an opponent of capitalism and was shocked by the poverty that resulted from the industrial revolution. He saw that this could lead the working classes into the hands of dangerous revolutionaries and socialists, so social reform was needed to protect the hierarchy. So, reform was carried out to alleviate poverty, in order to ensure the poor were not a threat to the social order.


However, this is not socialism, and redistribution of wealth to create equality is in no way the aim of one-nation conservatives. Instead they advocate paternalism, seeing those at the top of the hierarchy as having a duty of care to those below. This social obligation is sometimes referred to as ‘noblesse oblige’ and could include passing laws such as limits to working hours or expanding primary education. A concern for the unemployed and the poor is a central aspect of one-nation conservatism and led to divisions in Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative Party in the 1980s. She described those attacking her hard-line policies as ‘wets’.


Another aspect of one-nation conservatism that is closely linked to the organic society is a belief in patriotism and tradition. In order to prevent the division of a country into haves and have nots, Disraeli argued that institutions such as the monarchy could be used to unite the nations and create a sense of shared experiences.
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Exam tip


Some essay questions will ask students to examine all the strands of conservatism, while others may focus just on the New Right.
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One-nation conservatism was strong during the twentieth century. In the UK, the Conservative Party was part of the post-war consensus, accepting the need for a mixed economy and presenting itself as a sensible and pragmatic alternative to the ideological far left and the classical liberal free market. This led conservatives such as prime minister Harold Macmillan to accept the welfare state and support ‘planned capitalism’.


New Right


Sometimes described as the combination of neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism, the New Right is contradictory as it contains both radical, forward-looking and reactionary ideas and is linked to two contrasting political traditions. On the one hand, neo-liberals believe in rolling back the state to free individuals from constraints, while on the other hand neo-conservatives believe firmly in the importance of social order and hierarchy. At the heart, New Right conservatives believe that the individual must be free from state interference, but that human behaviour must be restricted by family, nation and morality. The two strands are also united by a desire to return to a past where the state did not interfere with the economy and where people followed strict moral codes that regulated social behaviour. Some also argue that as neo-liberal economics will result in higher unemployment and inequality, crime and social problems will inevitably be the consequence, therefore requiring a tougher stance on law and order.
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