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Introduction


We all know what politics means, don’t we? Or do we? It is governance, it is how we should live, it is who should get what, it is how much tax we should pay. The fact is that politics is essential to almost every aspect of our lives. In 1946, George Orwell asserted that, “In our age there is no such thing as ‘keeping out of politics’. All issues are political issues...” He was right then and, of course, he would be right today. It seems a shame then – actually, it is a scandal – when you overhear people say, “I don’t like politics”, or even worse, “I don’t understand politics”. Both statements are unacceptable.


However complicated politics may be, understanding it is a responsibility that we should all be prepared to take. Of course, politics has existed for a long time – since humans first organized themselves into communities in Asia sometime around 9000 BCE – and so can appear too vast and complicated a subject to comprehend. And there has also been a lot of it over the years, in newspapers, magazines, radio, television, film, advertising and websites. Of course, it has gone through peaks and troughs of interest, often because of the politicians involved, over the years this has included Cicero, Thomas Aquinas, Mary Wollstonecraft, George Washington, Lenin, Mao Zedong, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, Barack Obama and Donald Trump, heroes to some, villains to others depending on where you stand on the political spectrum, of course.


Whether you like it or not, politics has always been big news. We cannot and should not ignore it. The information is all there, but, as much of the news we consume is politically biased and aimed at trying to persuade us to adopt certain views, we must educate ourselves so that we can read between the lines. That is where Politics Hacks comes in.


This book takes 100 political themes or concepts and explains them in bite-sized chunks. They might be historical political documents or events, such as the Communist Manifesto or the French Revolution; they might be ideologies or systems of government, like conservativism or anarchy; they might concern economics, law or science and the environment. Taken together and explained in detail and in context, they will provide a window through which you can begin to understand the intricacies of more than 5000 years of political machinations. Even if you do not like politics because, as Orwell went on to say, it is “a mass of lies, evasions, folly, hatred and schizophrenia”, it is your duty as a citizen to understand it, take up a position and vote accordingly. Politics Hacks is here to help you on your way.
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No.1
The Birth of Power Politics
Hatshepsut’s unprecedented power





[image: Illustration]


Hatshepsut // c.1507–c.1458 BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: Though she cannot claim to be the first female political leader in history, Hatshepsut (c.1507–c.1458 BCE) is rightly regarded as one of the most successful. Despite facing innumerable obstacles, she became pharaoh of the richest and most powerful state in the ancient world in 1478 BCE. Having seized power, she used her political skills to maintain her leadership for over 20 years. Born of a royal bloodline as the eldest daughter of Thutmose I and Queen Ahmose, Hatshepsut married her younger half-brother, Thutmose II, whose untimely death left her, aged 16, acting as queen and co-regent for Thutmose III, his son by another wife, who was three years old. This was not unusual in Egypt, but as a woman she was expected to stand aside when he came of age. However, and no one really knows why, after seven years of conventional co-regency, she was crowned pharaoh. Of course, the move was met with objections and, given her precarious position both as a woman and because of the presence of a male heir, she set out to demonstrate her authority as the legitimate ruler.
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Reliefs at Hatshepsut’s temple at Dayr al-Bahrī in the Valley of the Kings, Egypt depict her successful trade expedition to Punt.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Making full use of the mechanisms of propaganda, Hatshepsut “changed” her gender, wearing men’s clothes and sporting a beard in many depictions to allay the fears of those who did not want a female pharaoh, embarked on extensive building projects and also changed her birth story, claiming that her father was Amun-Re, Egypt’s chief deity. But the best example of her political nous was in mounting an expedition to Punt (thought to be in present-day Somalia or Eritrea), one of Egypt’s traditional trading allies with whom trade had stopped some 500 years before. Five ships made the trip down the Nile to the Red Sea and on to Punt, carrying jewellery, tools and weapons. They returned with gold, ebony, wild animals, animal skins, ivory, spices, precious woods, cosmetics, incense and myrrh trees. The expedition was a political and financial triumph, reopening a lucrative trade route and helping Hatshepsut in other significant ways: it kept the army busy so preventing possible insurrection, underlined to the ancient world the strength of Egypt and, most importantly, legitimized Hatshepsut’s position as “king”.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Hatshepsut was the first leader to show the value of political manipulation.









No.2
A “Good” Society
Confucius’s government by example
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Confucius // c.551–c.479 BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: Confucius (c.551–c.479 BCE) was a teacher and philosopher whose legacy as the guardian of Chinese civilization has been the preservation of traditional Chinese values in the modern moral code. Born into a middle-class family and well educated, Confucius also became a political administrator, observing the workings of government during a period of transition in Chinese history. For some 300 years the country had been peaceful and prosperous – during the Spring and Autumn period – which was attributed by many to what scholars called a “mandate from heaven”. But instability followed as warring rulers vied for control of the country, prompting the search for a new, stronger system of government. In his most famous book, the Analects, Confucius addressed the subject. For him, any successful government had three central prerequisites: “sufficiency of food, sufficiency of military equipment and the confidence of the people in their ruler”. If only one of these was possible, then the faith of the people in their ruler was the most important.
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Confucius’s major work, the Analects, was published long after his death. Celebrations of his life take place in September each year in his birthplace in Qufu a city in Shandong Province.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Confucius believed that in order to create a “good society”, everything had to be in harmony, in its correct and natural place. Though he did not believe all men were born perfect, by pursuing the traditional Chinese virtues of duty, loyalty and respect each individual could, and indeed was duty bound to, become a junzi, a “superior man”, whose character would act as an example to others. At the top of his imagined societal hierarchy sat the sovereign, who earned his place on merit, and whose role it was to lead by example and through self-discipline (in order to govern others, one first has to govern oneself), to treat the populace with compassion and win its affections and respect. Below him came the ministers, also of the highest moral character, who were also to lead by example and to advise both the sovereign and his subjects. In turn, the people, treated with respect and knowing their place in society, want to fulfil its needs to the best of their abilities. “If a leader’s desire is for good,” he wrote, “the people will be good.”
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[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Confucius believed that through self-discipline a leader should govern by example.





See also //


3 The Art of War






No.3
The Art of War
Politics and conflict





[image: Illustration]


Little is known about Sun Tzu, but many consider the book attributed to him to be the best ever written about war.





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: Just as the end of the prosperous so-called Spring and Autumn period of late 6th-century China heralded new thinking on government, it also prompted a realization that the ability to make war was of vital importance in protecting the prosperity of the state, particularly during times of political instability. The first iteration of this came in the shape of The Art of War, a book traditionally attributed to Sun Tzu (c.554–c.496 BCE), a general in the army of the King of Wu. Ostensibly a guide to strategy and tactics for rulers and military commanders, it included advice on manoeuvres, communication, supplies, the use of terrain and of spies, the weather, and the treatment of soldiers and captives. However, its uniqueness lies in its exploration of new ideas on international relations, the business of war and the employment of military intelligence, which reveal the close relationship between politics and military policy, a notion that has influenced military strategists to this day.


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Sun Tzu examines the role of the army in protecting the state. He shares the idea with Confucius that moral leadership begins at the top, with the ruler leading by example, advised by his general and supported by the people. He emphasizes the significance of the quality of leadership and the need for the general to instill organization into his soldiers through training and discipline. His intentions are not aggressive, however, explaining how making alliances, collecting intelligence on your enemies, even deceiving them if necessary, are essential to avoid conflict. For him, a wise general will not fight unless he has to; after all, peace is less expensive. If you are forced to fight, though, it is important to think about the outcome of your actions, go for the hearts and minds of your enemies and fight for justice with appropriateness and moderation. These notions, particularly concerning conflict resolution, remain decidedly relevant in today’s world. They are still used by the military but have also been adapted for business, sport and education.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: This seminal work was the first to set out the relationship between war and the state.





See also //


2 A “Good” Society






No.4
Plato’s Republic
The ideal state
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Plato // 427–347 BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: In the 6th century BCE Athens was the centre of a well-to-do city-state with an educated population. In 510 BCE, the tyrant king Hippias was deposed and a new type of government was set up with political power given over to a popular assembly, which all eligible male citizens were urged to attend. One such person was Plato (427–347 BCE), a teacher and philosopher from a noble Athenian family. Given such an opportunity, Plato, and others, joined in serious discussions as to what sort of society the citizens would like to live in and how it would be governed and administered. Plato presented contemporary thinking in his book, the Republic. It takes the form of a dialogue between friends who want to outline a policy for the well-being of “just” citizens in a “just” state, as a model for any existing or emerging societies in the future. They discuss a range of subjects, including law, the carriage of justice, the education of ideal citizens and whether there is a place in the ideal state for the arts.
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An illustration of the “Allegory of the Cave” by Jan Saenredam (1604), a story Plato used to explain the role of the philosopher.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Plato presents the state as a metaphor for the soul, with the people as its organs. As an organ cannot survive without a body, so an individual is nothing without the state. Of course, they both require balance to be happy and stable. Based on the concepts of justice and virtue, which would provide everyone with what is “due” to them, the state would be headed up by a “philosopher king”, as philosophy is based on reason and is therefore the highest virtue. The populace would be composed of three separate classes: the ruling class, highly educated in philosophy, which would administer it; a military class, having courage and physical strength, which would defend it; and a professional class to be ruled and to deal with the ordinary daily affairs of the state. There was to be no intermingling between the classes. State education would be provided for all and there were to be equal rights for both sexes. In contrast to this apparent liberalism, Plato declared that the arts and literature would be banned to save the youth from moral degradation.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Plato’s Republic represents the first philosophical examination of the role of justice in society.





See also //


5 True Government






No.5
True Government
Aristotle’s good life





[image: Illustration]


Aristotle // 382–322 BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: One of Plato’s students in Athens was a member of a royal family from the north-east of Greece named Aristotle (384–322 BCE). Aristotle’s views of the world differed from those of his mentor. He felt that knowledge was acquired through observation rather than the intellect. He spent time studying animals and plants before turning his attention to the various systems of government that existed in Greece’s city-states in order to determine which system was the most desirable. In order to do this, he posed two questions of each system: who rules and who do they rule for? Given that their “nature” leads humans to form social units – households, villages, cities, etc. – and that they all want to lead “good lives”, he identified six types of government by their constitutional organization and labelled each as either “true” or “despotic”.


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: The “true” forms of government, monarchy, aristocracy and polity are those in which one, a few or many govern with a view to the common interest of everyone. The “despotic” systems – tyranny, oligarchy and democracy – are those in which wealth and power are created only for individuals or small groups. Each true form of government had its despotic twin. Thus, monarchy was good when the king or queen worked for the greater good. If the monarch ruled only to increase the monarchy’s power then it would be tyrannical. Similarly, rule by an elite aristocracy was effective when the few worked for the good of all, but self-interest among that elite would set the rich against the poor in a corrupt oligarchy. Aristotle considered democracy as corrupt in that it could cause competition between the classes, although scholars argue that a democracy then differs from the modern-day model, which is in fact closer in character to his chosen model of polity, in which decisions are made on the basis of statutes rather than personal ideals or emotions. For Aristotle, this was the system that gave its citizens the best chance of a “good life”.
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Aristotle contributed to many aspects of human knowledge, from logic and biology to ethics and aesthetics, including his view of “true” and “despotic” forms of government.







[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Aristotle’s observations served as a template for constitutional government.





See also //


4 Plato’s Republic
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Natural Law
Cicero’s liberty
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Cicero // 106–43 BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BCE) was a high-ranking politician, philosopher, lawyer and orator whose life spanned the decline and fall of the Roman Republic and who played an important part in the significant political events of that time. The Republic, which lasted for almost 500 years, was a marvel of efficient and just government. It was ruled through a Senate, which made the laws, two annually elected Consuls, who performed executive duties, and a popular assembly. Heavily influenced by Plato and other Greek thinkers, Cicero was a great supporter of this constitution. But as the Republic grew strong and rich, its efficacy began to fail. It had become too large and the haves lost touch with the have-nots, resulting in civil wars and social strife. As Cicero watched these political convulsions he began to review his thinking on the principles of law on which it was founded. Following the Platonic tradition, he wrote his thoughts down in the form of a dialogue called De Legibus (On the Laws) (c.51 BCE).




[image: Illustration]


Cicero used his considerable skills as an orator on many occasions, notably in 63 BCE, during a speech in the Senate when he exposed a plot led by Catiline to overthrow the Republic.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Cicero foresaw the dangers posed by a tyrannical Consul. Although he believed that men were inherently good, he reasoned that as written laws might be made by tyrants – men corrupted by lust for pleasure, wealth and status – then they cannot be made by man. Cicero insisted that justice and law should derive their origins from God himself to ensure their eternal and immutable morality. He made a distinction between legalism (man-made law) and natural law (right and wrong as dictated by eternal wisdom). Cicero believed that human happiness is found in a life that accords with nature because human nature and the law of nature are ultimately the same thing. For him, natural law is a higher law and should therefore be the basis through which justice is dispensed. Cicero’s fears were proved right in 44 BCE when the disgruntled Julius Caesar dissolved the Republic and declared himself dictator.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Cicero’s insights into the nature of liberty guided the development of law in Europe for centuries.





See also //


4 Plato’s Republic
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Feudalism
The business of protection



[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: Feudalism was a social and legal system that arose in Europe sometime in the Dark Ages, though historians have also identified its use in imperial Rome, Japan and China. It was regarded as an efficient economic system before the common use of money. It flourished during the 9th century in places without stable public authority, in which violence was common and protection against it often necessary. In theory, feudalism relied on the absolute power of the king, who owned all the land. Reserving much of the land for himself, the king would portion out the remainder to his nobles or lords, who, in turn, promised to fight for him. The lords rented out their land and offered protection to vassals, men they trusted, who controlled their portion of land and the people living on it. In return for protection, the vassals would pay “taxes” in the form of grain, vegetables and meat and provide military service when necessary. At the bottom of the pile were the peasants who worked the land and harvested its fruits. For them, life was hard; they had food, a place to sleep and some protection, in theory, but often not in practice.




[image: Illustration]


Feudalism was the primary system of land distribution in medieval Europe.



 

[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Feudalism was brought to England by William the Conqueror, where it was formalized and written into the laws of the land. The system was particularly successful there because it was imposed on a society already used to royal prerogative. It brought order during a chaotic period, which allowed long-term progress in agricultural development. However, it deprived peasant families of land they had owned for generations, turning them into indentured servants and obliging them to give up a portion of their already scarce resources. The system was firmly established in Europe by the 14th century, though by this time abuse was rife, with injustice and lawlessness commonplace. Feudalism was brought down by the Black Death, which began in Asia sometime in the 1330s. By 1351 between 30 and 50 percent of the population of Europe had died, breaking the pyramid of power by decreasing the value of land and increasing the value of labour.




[image: Illustration]


The pyramid of power that comprised the political, military and social system in the Middle Ages.






[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Feudalism is a form of government based on the exchange of land for service.









No.8
The Just War Theory
Morality and conflict





[image: Illustration]


St Thomas Aquinas // 1225–74





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: Though many great thinkers have added to the theory, the model of a “just war” is most often associated with the Italian scholar and priest Thomas Aquinas (1225–74). For Aquinas, war was one of the worst evils suffered by the human race. His theory was intended to motivate states to find ways of preventing war and limiting its consequences wherever possible. However, if conflict was inevitable, particularly for the protection of Christian values, then he stated that it had to conform to certain moralities. Aquinas’s conditions of a just war are determined both by the reasons for starting it and its conduct when the fighting begins. Firstly, the war must be the last resort, undertaken only when diplomatic negotiations have failed. There must be just cause for conflict, rather for self-defence than for greed. It should be declared only by a legally recognized authority, e.g. a government or a king or queen. It must have the right intention: to fight evil or to establish good. It should be a war that is possible to win, using proportional force. No civilians should be involved and there should be no unnecessary cruelty.


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Until the 20th century, history informs us that it was possible to fight a just war, as many churches supported their countries in “just” conflicts. The First World War (1914–18), however, with 18 million dead and 23 million wounded, failed to comply with a number of Aquinas’s criteria, particularly its causes, its conduct and the treaty that ended it. In contrast, the Second World War (1939–45) appears to have met most of the conditions of a just war: negotiations with Hitler had failed and the Allied governments declared war on Germany for invading other countries. The Allies felt that they had a reasonable chance of success and intended to correct the evils of the Nazi regime. The majority of the fighting was limited to the armies concerned, and took place in harbours, munitions factories and on open ground. Some actions, however, such as the carpet bombing of cities like Dresden and London, killing hundreds of thousands of civilians, certainly broke the conditions.




[image: Illustration]


According to Aquinas’s theory, the First World War was unjust, due to its use of poison gas, while the Second World War was just, despite the merciless bombing of cities like London and Dresden.







[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Aquinas’s “just war” theory set out the parameters of a morally sound conflict.





See also //


9 Church and State


22 Age of Extremes


73 The Treaty of Versailles






No.9
Church and State
Chasing the people’s loyalty



[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: During the years of the Roman Empire and the Middle Ages, both spiritual and political thinking was dominated by the Church, a situation formalized in 800 when Charlemagne was crowned emperor of Rome and founded the Holy Roman Empire. By this time Christianity had been adopted as the official religion of Rome. The society supported by the Christian clergy was rigid, insisting on the primacy of divine spirituality and left little room for dissent. But as the Church’s power grew, there was a decline in clerical standards resulting in its authority being called into question. During this time, in Asia and Africa another powerful religion began to emerge, Islam, and with it came a new wave of more secular political thinking. Christian thinkers – like Thomas Aquinas – influenced by these fresh ideas, began to re-examine age-old questions, like the divine right of kings and the primacy of divine law over secular law, a conflict that prompted a struggle between Church and state that ran right through the Middle Ages.




[image: Illustration]


On Christmas morning, 800 AD, at St Peter’s Basilica in Rome, Charlemagne was crowned emperor of Rome by Pope Leo III.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: As secular rulers began to contest for power in Europe there was a rise in nationalism and so conflicts between emperors and kings and the popes in Rome became inevitable. Aquinas and others, often referring back to Aristotle’s thinking that a “good” society should be organized by reason, began to argue that it was not the Church’s function to govern, but rather that effective government should be organized by the people who would elect their ruler, agree the legislation under which they lived and participate in the process of government. The power of the papacy was further eroded by internal arguments and the Great Schism of the late 1300s, when two or three rival popes were appointed at the same time. As a result of this, the prestige of the Church fell in all parts of Europe. As the Middle Ages drew to a close, people continued to challenge Church authority but also began to question the power of the monarch.




[image: Illustration]


Between 1309 and 1376 the pope resided in Avignon. Pope Gregory XI returned to Rome in 1376, ending the Avignon Papacy, but his death in 1378 led to a split in the Catholic church over the choice of his successor.







[image: Illustration]3/Hack: The separation of Church and state is a principle that underpins the foundation of democracy.





See also //
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No.10
The Art of Leadership
Machiavelli’s The Prince
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Niccolò Machiavelli // 1469–1527
In The Prince, Machiavelli laid bare the moral world of politics and the gulf between conscience and the demands of public action.





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter View: Born in the powerful city-state of Florence, Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) lived in turbulent times. The Italian peninsula was rife with political conflict involving the major city-states of his home town, Milan, Venice and Naples as well as the papacy, France, Italy and the Holy Roman Empire. The son of a legal official, Machiavelli began a career in government just as the Medici family’s 60-year rule in Renaissance Florence was coming to an end. Between 1499 and 1512 he undertook diplomatic missions up and down the Italian peninsula, also visiting the French, papal and Habsburg courts. He became well acquainted with the political tactics of the time as practised by Cesare Borgia, Pope Alexander VI, Louis XII and others. In 1512, the Medici were restored to power in Florence and Machiavelli, suspected of conspiring against them, was arrested. However, he was later released and retired to his country estate to write.




[image: Illustration]


Cesare Borgia // 1475–1507





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Machiavelli’s most famous work, The Prince, was written in 1513, but not published until five years after his death. It was written as a practical guide on how to acquire power and keep it, based on the lessons of history and his own experiences as a diplomat. In it he counsels that rulers should not be guided by conventional ideas of virtue and morality and says that in order to maintain the well-being of the state – a ruler’s principal aim – he “is often obliged to act against his promises, against charity, against humanity and against religion” because in politics the end always justifies the means no matter how immoral. Machiavelli’s belief that politics had its own rules provoked huge controversy. The book was condemned by Pope Clement VIII and the word “Machiavellian” came to be used as a synonym for political manoeuvres marked by cunning, duplicity and bad faith. However, modern interpretations of this work are much kinder and The Prince is now credited with providing a warning to ensure that the structure of government creates good and just laws for the benefit of all citizens.
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