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1
key issues in the study of politics


We are all familiar with the term ‘politics’. We associate it with taking decisions that relate to the way in which our country or neighbourhood should be run. It is encountered in the workplace, perhaps in the form of ‘office politics’. It is also found in the home, perhaps involving the taking of financial decisions relating to the family budget. But what exactly is involved in the study of politics?


Our starting point for the study of politics is thus to understand what the subject is about. Therefore, this opening chapter defines the broad concerns of politics – what its main themes consist of – and goes on from that to consider some of the key terms with which we need to be familiar in order to embark upon our study of politics.


Having understood these terms, we are then in a position to move on and consider some of the more detailed aspects of political conduct.



Definition



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


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


Political culture


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


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


States and governments


States and governments


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


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


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


Power, authority and legitimacy


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


Power


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


Authority


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


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


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


Legitimacy


Legitimacy entails popular acceptance of the exercise of power within a political system. Legitimacy is a quality that confers acceptance of the actions undertaken by the government from those who are subject to them. Those who are subject to such rules may not necessarily approve of them, but legitimacy involves an acceptance that the government has the right to make decisions and that the public has a duty to obey them.


In liberal democratic political systems, legitimacy is founded on the notion of popular consent. Governments derive their position from elections. This is a process in which all citizens are entitled to participate – and are required to if voting is compulsory. The support obtained at an election is the basis of a government’s claim on the obedience of its citizens to the actions which it subsequently undertakes, provided that it acts in accordance within the established rules of political conduct. Legitimacy is important in establishing stable government able to draw upon the obedience of its citizens.


The rule of law


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


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


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


Equality


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


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