

[image: Cover]




[image: image]


POLITICS


A Complete Introduction


Peter Joyce




To my wife, Julie and my daughters, Emmeline and Eleanor




How to use this book


[image: image]






	This Complete Introduction from Teach Yourself® includes a number of special boxed features that have been developed to help you understand the subject more quickly and remember it more effectively. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons.
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The book includes concise quotes from other key sources. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays if you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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The case study is a more in-depth introduction to a particular example. There is at least one in most chapters, and hopefully they will provide good material for essays and class discussions.
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The key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you only have half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.








	
[image: image]


The spotlight boxes give you some light-hearted additional information which will liven up your learning.
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The fact-check questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.
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The dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than we are able to go to in this introductory level book.
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1


Key issues in the study of politics
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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 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 central to the study of the concept of power and the manner in which it is exercised and is a key focus of political analysis. In this chapter we discuss a number of key issues that relate to the study of politics. These are referred to as ‘concepts’ and provide us with an underpinning of themes and ideas that are considered in more detail throughout this book.


Political culture
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Key idea (1)








The term political culture refers to an underlying set of values held by most people living in a particular country concerning political behaviour, one important aspect of which is the degree of trust which citizens have in their political leaders.
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We expect to see a number of common features shared by liberal democratic political systems. These include institutions such as a chief executive, legislatures and courts, organizations such as political parties and pressure groups, processes such as elections, and a range of personal freedoms that are guaranteed to every citizen. However, the composition, conduct, powers, relationships, and operations of these common features differ from one country to another so that the workings of the political system in each liberal democracy are subject to wide variation. In France, for example, there is a high degree of tolerance for conflict as a means of settling political disputes, whereas in Sweden 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. However, these sentiments may be quite different from the core values espoused by citizens in other liberal democracies.


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


This key political concept has been defined as ‘the set of attitudes, beliefs and sentiments that give order and meaning to a political process and which provide the underlying assumptions and rules that govern behaviour in the political system’ (Pye, 1968: 218). A further definition views political culture as ‘the political system as internalised in the cognitions, feelings and evaluations of its population’ (Almond and Verba, 1965: 13–14).


Almond, G. and Verba, S. (1965) The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes in Five Nations. Boston: Little, Brown and Company.


Pye, L. (1968) Political Culture in D. Sills, R. Merton, (1968) International Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences. New York: Macmillan, Volume 12.
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There is debate concerning the development of political cultures and their ability to inform the conduct of political affairs.


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


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


States and governments
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Key idea (2)








States and governments are key terms related to the conduct of politics: they may be used interchangeably but have precise definitions that we need to be aware of. These are considered below.
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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 entities are usually referred to as a ‘country’ or ‘nation’ and the state exercises 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, in particular as to whether it displays bias towards certain sections of society. 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 substituted for the term ‘government’. They are, however, different concepts. ‘Government’ refers to the institutions concerned with making, implementing and enforcing political decisions. In a narrower sense, 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 dependent on the choices made by the public at national election contests, whereas states are permanent entities.


The role of the state
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Key idea (3)








When we discuss the role of the state we are referring to the services that the state provides for its citizens. These functions are subject to variation between states, and also within one state across historical time periods, which raises the issue as to what the legitimate scope of state activity is.
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There are widely differing views concerning the desirable scope of state activity. Historically the role of the state was confined to a few key areas, which usually included defence and foreign affairs. The development of social policy added to these responsibilities in some countries during the nineteenth century. Many states were subject to pressures during and following the Second World War, which drastically increased the role of state activity. In the UK, for example, this period witnessed the development of the welfare state. The concept of a welfare state implies that the state plays a major role in promoting the economic and social well-being of its citizens. In the UK, this concept was considerably advanced by the Beveridge Report, which urged the government to tackle the ‘five giants’ of Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness. This gave rise to measures that included the 1948 National Insurance Act, the 1948 National Assistance Act and the 1948 National Health Service Act, an acceptance that the maintenance of full employment should be a state responsibility, and the placing of several key industries under state control and direction through the policy termed ‘nationalisation’.


Political ideology (an issue that is explored in Chapter 3) is important in influencing the level of state activity. In the UK, liberalism in the nineteenth century was sceptical of increasing the role of the state, whereas socialism sought to expand it during the twentieth century.


During the 1980s, governments influenced by New Right ideology, especially that of Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Ronald Reagan in America, succeeded in reversing the trend towards increased state activity by ‘rolling back’ the frontiers of the state in both economic and social areas of responsibility. In the economic sphere, the free market and private enterprise were seen as superior to state control or involvement, which was depicted as both wasteful and inefficient. It was further alleged that the role played by the state in people’s lives undermined their capacity for personal responsibility and created a culture of dependency. This culture was said to enhance the power of the bureaucracies that administered state-provided services. Those who received state aid (for example, in the form of welfare payments) were depicted as being dependent on the state and thus relinquished their ability to take decisions affecting the conduct of their everyday lives. The thinking, active citizen had therefore been transformed into a passive recipient of handouts while those in employment were adversely affected by the high level of taxation needed to finance the existing activities performed by the state.


Power, authority and legitimacy
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Key idea (4)








A major concern of politics is to provide an understanding as to why we obey those who rule over us. The terms ‘power’, ‘authority’ and ‘legitimacy’ are important concepts that help to explain why as citizens we do what our governments tell us to do.
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A major concern of a government is to secure the obedience of its citizens to its decisions.


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


There are two further concepts that are related to explaining why a government is able to secure popular compliance to its objectives or policies. These are power and authority.


POWER


Power consists of a relationship between two parties in which one has the ability to compel the other to undertake a course of action that would not necessarily have been carried out voluntarily. The preferences of one party become binding on the other because the former has the ability to compel compliance by the threat or the use of penalties. The desire to avoid the penalty thus ensures the obedience of one party to another. Governments may exercise power over their citizens by compelling them to either obey the law or suffer some form of punishment administered by the law enforcement agencies if they fail to do so. However, in liberal democratic political structures, coercion is often coupled with resources at the government’s disposal, enabling it to offer rewards in addition to or as well as coercive means to secure obedience. Social security benefits, for example, may be paid to poor people to encourage them to lead law-abiding, crime-free lives.
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The nature of power is a fundamental issue for the study of politics. Three dimensions to power have been identified. The one-dimensional view of power refers to the ability of individuals to alter the behaviour of others who are involved in the decision-making process, and thus ensure that their wishes prevail. This often involves getting others to do something that they would not otherwise agree to undertake. The second dimension of power focuses on the ability of individuals to achieve their ends through manipulating the political agenda to produce an outcome that they wish. An important aspect of this is the ability to keep items off of the agenda, or exclude those with a legitimate interest in participating in the decision-making process. Both of these dimensions suggest that some form of conflict was a necessary component of attaining power.


However, the third dimension is a means of power that may be secured by methods that avoid the use of conflict and through the use of non-coercive means. These include such methods as ideological control, which succeeds in manipulating people’s needs and preferences to endorse a position that might be prejudicial to their own needs or concerns – ‘A exercises power over B when A affects B in a manner contrary to B’s interests’ (Lukes, 1974: 34).


This view was summarized by arguing that ‘A may exercise power over B by getting him to do what he does not want to do, but he also exercises power over him by influencing, shaping or determining his very wants’ (Lukes, 1974: 23). This may happen ‘in the absence of observable conflict, which may have been successfully averted’ (Lukes, 1974: 25). It was asserted that ‘the most effective and insidious use of power is to prevent such conflict from arising in the first place’ (Lukes, 2004: 27 and 28–9).


Lukes, S. (1974) Power: A Radical View. Basingstoke: Macmillan.


Lukes, S. (2004) Power: A Radical View. Basingstoke: Palgrave / Macmillan, 2nd ed.
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The exercise of power by a government is closely entwined with a consideration of the source of the power that it wields. There is, however, disagreement concerning the manner in which power is distributed within society.


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


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


Power is different from influence, which entails the ability of governments (and also of those who are not participants to the formal policy-making process) to be able to affect the content and nature of public policy. Their ability to secure subsequent compliance to these decisions may be based upon factors that include the intellectual weight of arguments which are put forward rather than the ability to enforce penalties.


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 that possesses authority secures compliance to its suggestions primarily when 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 may not always be generally popular.


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


In liberal democratic political systems the political office occupied by those who give orders forms the main basis of their authority. We accept that presidents or prime ministers have the right to give orders by virtue of the public positions they occupy. However, political leaders frequently derive their authority from more than one source: in Britain the association of the prime minister with a 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. It is closely linked to the concept of authority that underpins our acceptance of a ruler’s right to govern. The term is commonly applied to political systems, whereas authority is generally related to specific public officials.


In liberal democratic political systems, legitimacy is founded on the notion of popular consent derived from elections in which all citizens are entitled to participate (and are required to if voting is compulsory, which is the case in some countries). Securing victory at an election is the basis of a government’s legitimacy. This legitimacy permits the government to claim the obedience of its citizens to the actions which are subsequently undertaken, provided they are in accordance with the established rules of political conduct. Marxists, however, emphasize that legitimacy entails public acceptance of the distribution of power within society. This view asserts that legitimacy is not derived from genuine popular approval but, rather, is the product of ideological control exerted in the interests of the ruling class over the masses and is designed to secure their acceptance of political, social and economic inequality.


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


The rule of law
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Key idea (5)








The rule of law suggests that the power wielded by the state over its citizens is based upon clearly laid-down procedures embodied in law which are subject to universal application – it applies to all of us. The rule of law also regulates the conduct of individual citizens towards each other.
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The rule of law suggests that when citizens have broken the law, they can only be punished by the state using formalized procedures, 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 that 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.
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In America, the freedom of citizens from arbitrary actions undertaken by government is incorporated into the Constitution. This insists that punitive actions can arise only as the result of formal legal procedures in which the right of the accused is protected through provisions that include double jeopardy (not being tried twice for the same criminal offence) and which prohibit self-incrimination (not being required to testify against yourself).


The fifth amendment (ratified in 1791) states that no person should ‘be subject for the same offence to be twice put in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty or property, without due process of law.’ The term ‘pleading the fifth’ is used by defendants who wish to not answer questions put to them in a court of law if they fear the answers may be prejudicial to their defence.


The fourteenth amendment (ratified in 1868 following the Civil War) states that ‘No state shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any state deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law.’


Source: The Constitution of the United States, Amendment 5 and Amendment 14.
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Although many of the requirements embodied in the principle of the rule of law constitute practices that are widely adhered to in liberal democracies, most liberal democratic states deviate from the strict application of the rule of law. Factors, which include social background, financial means, class, race or gender, may play an influential part in determining whether a citizen who transgresses the law is proceeded against by the state and may also have a major bearing on the outcome of any trial. Additionally, governments may deviate from strict application of the rule of law when emergencies occur. Marxists equate the rule of law with the protection of private property rights, which they view as underpinning the social inequalities and class exploitation found in capitalist societies.


Equality
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Key idea (6)








Equality refers to the ideal of citizens being equal. There are, however, several dimensions to the concept of equality, and a diverse range of measures through this ideal can be achieved.
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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 derived from factors such as birth, race, gender or religion being placed upon them. 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 that 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, often achieved by some measure of redistribution of wealth. From 1945 onwards, this concept gave rise to the welfare state in the United Kingdom.


In more recent years, the goal of formal equality has underpinned efforts by government to tackle discrimination based on factors such as race, gender or disability. In the UK, this has taken the form of legislation that has included the 1970 Equal Pay Act, the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act and the 2006 and 2010 Equality Acts as well as a range of measures seeking to combat aspects of racial discrimination, commencing with the 1965 Race Relations Act.
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The UK Equalities and Human Rights Commission (EHRC)








Some governments have set up organizations to advance equality and combat discrimination suffered by groups within society. Here we consider the role performed by the UK’s Equalities and Human Rights Commission (EHRC).


The EHRC was set up under the provisions of the 2006 Equality Act. It was formed from three existing commissions that had responsibility for combating discrete forms of discrimination – the Commission for Racial Equality, Disability Rights Commission and the Equal Opportunities Commission. The EHRC’s remit does not extend to Northern Ireland where a separate Equality Commission for Northern Ireland was set up by the Northern Ireland Act 1998.


The EHRC has the status of an executive Non-Departmental Public Body, sponsored by the Department of Culture, Media and Sport. It reports to the Government’s Equality Office. Its mission is to act as a catalyst for change and improvement on issues related to equality and human rights in order to promote a fairer and more equal society. In doing so, it is subject to the Public Sector Equality Duty.


The EHRC monitors human rights and combats discrimination, protecting equality across nine specified areas – age, disability, gender, race, religion and belief, pregnancy and maternity, marriage and civil partnership, sexual orientation and gender reassignment. It performs this role in a number of ways, giving information to individuals regarding their rights and providing information to a range of organizations including businesses, public authorities and schools relating to their responsibilities under equality law. In cases where an individual’s rights have been breached, the EHRC may provide legal advice and, in some circumstances, take cases to court (especially if the case seems to raise legal issues that have not previously been tested in a court). The EHRC also funds organizations that provide aid and advice in relation to discrimination and human rights and seeks to influence government policy in the areas of equality and discrimination.


Of special significance is the ability of the EHRC to conduct a formal inquiry into organizations where it seems that equality, diversity, human rights or good relations between groups have been breached in contravention of the 2010 Equality Act. One example of this was its decision in September 2014 to carry out an investigation into unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimization of persons employed by London’s Metropolitan Police Service (MPS).
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Some socialists favour equality of outcome, which seeks a common level of attainment regardless of an individual’s background, personal circumstances or the position in society which they occupy. This may entail a levelling-out process, whereby some members of society are penalized in order to ensure social equality. The abolition of wage differentials (so that all persons were paid the same wage regardless of the job they performed) would be one way to secure equality of outcome.
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Spotlight








Social prejudices make it difficult for groups that have historically suffered discrimination to secure a position of equality in society. At the 1997 UK general election, 101 female Labour MPs were elected who supported the government headed by Tony Blair. These were insultingly referred to in some sections of the media as ‘Blair’s Babes’.
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AFFIRMATIVE ACTION


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


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


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


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


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








  1  A body that exercises power may secure obedience to its decisions by:


a    Persuasion


b    The use of sanctions


c    Authority


d    Bribery


  2  The concept that seeks to explain why and under what circumstances citizens are required to obey the government is termed:


a    The rule of law


b    Political obligation


c    Political culture


d    Legitimacy


  3  In America, a citizen who ‘pleads the Fifth’ is:


a    Refusing to answer questions because they may be self-incriminatory


b    Refusing to acknowledge the authority of the Fifth amendment of the American Constitution


c    Pleading guilty to the fifth charge s/he is accused of


d    Asking the fifth witness to withdraw his/her testimony


  4  Social equality seeks to:


a    Make all citizens equal before the law


b    Introduce quota systems to guarantee equal opportunities in the job market


c    Enable more women to be elected to public office


d    Improve the status and self-esteem of traditionally disadvantaged groups in society


  5  In liberal democratic political systems, legitimacy is founded on:


a    Popular consent


b    Election to public office


c    Power


d    Authority


  6  Liberal analysis argues that the state:


a    Has the same meaning as ‘government’


b    Is neutral of class interests


c    Is controlled by an economically powerful elite


d    Is too powerful and its role should be reduced
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Liberal democracy
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In this chapter we will consider the liberal democratic political system. This is the system mostly used in the Western World and the one we are most familiar with. We will identify the key features of the system and, in particular, will consider the mechanisms through which the wishes of the majority of the population are able to influence the operations of government and the conduct of the legislature.


Political systems
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Key idea (1)








There are a wide variety of political systems throughout the world. These consist of ‘liberal democratic’, ‘communist’, ‘totalitarian’ and ‘oligarchic’ political systems. These systems are distinguished from one another by a process of differentiation termed classification.
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A political system is the constitutional framework through which demands are put forward and decisions are made. It has no physical dimension or formal existence, but consists of the institutions, processes and relationships involved in the process of agenda setting, policy formulation and decision making. These include the formal institutions of government and informal agencies such as the media.


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


In liberal democratic political systems, members of the general public may secure involvement in policy making through mechanisms that allow them to express their views to the policy makers on particular issues. Consultation implies the right to be heard. Citizens may be invited to express their opinions on particular matters to which the policy makers listen, but are not required to act on. Participation, however, involves a shift in the power relationship between policy makers and the public. Policy making is transformed into a joint exercise involving governors and the governed.
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Political participation is a key feature of liberal democracy. American political scientists described it as follows: ‘Political participation affords citizens in a democracy an opportunity to communicate information to government officials about their concerns and preferences and to put pressure on them to respond … They may express their views directly by communicating with public officials or indirectly by attempting to influence electoral outcomes; they may give time and effort or contribute dollars; they may work alone or in concert with others; they may be active at the national, state or local level’ (Verba et al., 1995: 37).


Participation differs from consultation, which is also a feature of the operations of liberal democratic political systems.


Verba, S., Schlozman, K. and Brady, H. (1995) Voice and Equality: Civic Voluntarism in American Politics. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.
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Consultation and participation might be regarded as beneficial to liberal democracies as they permit the policy preferences of the public to be considered or acted on by public officials. However, the lack of information in the hands of the general public might make meaningful discussion impossible and may result in the public being manipulated into giving their backing to contentious proposals put forward by the policy makers.


Communist political systems (sometimes referred to as socialist democracies) are political systems based on the ideas of Karl Marx. The most notable feature of communist states is the paramount position of an official socialist ideology and the domination or total monopolization of political affairs by the official Communist Party, whose leading members exert control over institutions such as trade unions, the media and the military, and over key state-provided services such as education. Considerable differences exist between communist states although, in general, these countries are characterized by the existence of little or no private property ownership, a planned economy (which is viewed as essential to achieving equality and classlessness) and a comprehensive welfare state.


Communist states included the former Soviet Union and its East European satellite neighbours, but following the ‘collapse of communism’ in Eastern Europe between 1989 and 1991, it is now confined to a smaller number of countries which include the People’s Republic of China, Vietnam, Cuba and North Korea.


Totalitarian political systems are those in which the state controls every aspect of the political, social, cultural and economic life of its citizens. It is governed by a ruling elite whose power is based upon ideological control exerted over the masses and underpinned by the use of coercive methods for control. Civil liberties, human rights and the ability of citizens to participate in decision making are very limited, if not totally absent in such societies. The term ‘authoritarian’ applies to societies that are also governed by an elite with considerable power, although this is not always exerted over every aspect of civil life as is the case with totalitarianism.


The ideology that is found in totalitarian societies is subject to wide variation. Communist political systems exhibit totalitarian characteristics as they are totally under the control of the Communist Party. Other totalitarian regimes may be dominated by the ideology of fascism, in which only one political party is permitted to exist and representative institutions such as directly elected legislatures are typically absent.


Regimes of this nature may also be based upon a religious ideology. These are termed ‘theocracies’, a word that literally means ‘rule by God’. A main feature of theocratic government is its intolerance of viewpoints other than those of the dominant religious sect. Religion or faith plays a dominant role in those countries with this form of government: for example, in Iran the president and legislature (which are elected) are subject to the supervision and direction of the clerics. Similarly, the operations of government in Saudi Arabia (which is technically a monarchy) are controlled by a version of the Shari’a (a term which denotes traditional Islamic law) and the Koran that effectively constitutes that country’s constitution.


Totalitarian regimes differ from oligarchic ones. An oligarchy is a political system in which power is held by a small group of persons who govern in their own interests rather than seeking to advance a political ideology. These interests may be economic or may consist of the desire to wield power. As with totalitarian regimes, few political freedoms exist in oligarchic regimes. The general public is not allowed to play any part in politics and these regimes are frequently characterized by brutality and coercion meted out by the police or military who exercise a prominent role in civil affairs. Oligarchies embrace a wide variety of political arrangements, including military dictatorships and one-party states, and are typically found in less-developed countries.


Democracy and liberal democracy?
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Key idea (2)








A democratic society is one in which political power resides with the people who live there: it is they who are sovereign. A democratic political system is one whose actions reflect the will of the people (or at least the majority of them).
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Democratic government was initiated in the Greek city state of Athens in the fifth century BC. The word ‘democracy’ is derived from two Greek words, demos (meaning ‘people’) and kratos (meaning ‘power’). The term literally means ‘government by the people’. Initially, major decisions were taken by meetings at which all free males attended. It was possible for government to function in this way when the population was small and when the activity of the state was limited. Today, however, ancient city states have been replaced by bigger units of government with a greater range of responsibilities delivered to larger numbers of people. It was necessary, therefore, to invent a political system through which the notion of popular sovereignty could be reconciled with an effective decision-making process. We term such a political system ‘liberal democracy’. It has two fundamental characteristics. Government is ‘liberal’ in terms of the core values which underpin it and ‘democratic’ concerning the political arrangements that exist within it.
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There are many definitions of democracy. It has been asserted that ‘Democracy is direct self-government over all the people, for all the people, by all the people’ (Parker, 1858). These words were subsequently repeated by President Lincoln in a speech delivered following the Civil War Battle of Gettysburg in 1863.


Parker, T. (1858) sermon delivered in Boston, Massachusetts July 4 entitled ‘The Effect of Slavery on the American People’. Cited in Quote / Counter Quote. [Online] http://www.quotecounterquote.com/2010/11/government-of-people-by-people-for.html [Accessed 11 May 2014].
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LIBERAL DEMOCRATIC POLITICAL SYSTEMS
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Key idea (3)








In a liberal democratic political system, governments function in the name of the people and are ultimately accountable to them for the actions that they undertake.
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A political system consists of the formal and informal processes through which demands are put forward and decisions are made. The term ‘system’ implies that the component parts that shape decision making form part of an integrated structure. The stability of this structure is secured by the actions undertaken by governments broadly matching the demands placed upon it by public opinion, however this is articulated. If this fails to be the case, disequilibrium may occur in which demands outstrip a government’s willingness or ability to match them. This may result in revolution.


As we argued above, several forms of political systems exist throughout the world, a key distinction concerning the allocation of power. In liberal democratic political systems, the public possesses the ability to make demands through a number of channels, which include political parties, pressure groups, the media, elections, and extra-parliamentary political action. The suggestions put forward in this manner are key aspects of the agenda for the consideration of the formal institutions of government (the legislature, judiciary, executive and bureaucracy), who may also put forward policy proposals of their own. These institutions determine whether to act on demands which are presented to them and, if so, through what means. Their actions may involve repealing contentious legislation, enacting new laws or taking policy or budgetary decisions.


Popular consent in liberal democratic political systems is secured through representation: liberal (or, as it is sometimes referred to, representative) democracy entails a small group of people making political decisions on behalf of all citizens who live in a particular country. Those who exercise this responsibility do so with the consent of the citizens and govern in their name. However, their right to take decisions depends on popular approval, and may be withdrawn should they lose the support of the population to whom they are accountable for their actions. In these cases, citizens reclaim the political power they have ceded and reallocate the responsibility for government elsewhere. Elections, which provide a genuine opportunity to exert popular choice over the actions and personnel of government, are thus an essential aspect of liberal democracies. This requires all adults having the right to vote, the regular holding of elections, and political parties being able to compete openly for power.


There are wide variations in the political structures that exist within liberal democratic political systems. A major distinction is between those that have presidential systems of government (such as America) and those that have parliamentary systems (such as the United Kingdom). In some cases, the executive branch of government tends to be derived from one political party, but in others it is drawn from a coalition of parties, perhaps making for a more consensual style of government.


Liberal democratic political systems are associated with the capitalist economies of first world countries. Marxists allege that an incompatibility exists between the political equality and social inequality found in such countries. They dismiss liberal democracy as ‘bourgeois democracy’ whose values and operations are underpinned by the defence of private property ownership and whose legitimacy is secured through the ideological control exercised by the ruling class.


ACCOUNTABILITY


Accountability (which is often referred to as responsibility) is a key aspect of a liberal democratic political system. This term denotes that an individual or organization to whom power has been delegated is required to submit to the scrutiny of another body or bodies to answer for the actions which have been undertaken. Additionally, the body or bodies to whom the organization or individual is answerable possesses sanctions which can be used in the event of actions being undertaken which are deemed to be unacceptable.


There are two forms of accountability. The individual or organization may have to seek prior permission before taking actions. Alternatively, accountability may entail an individual or organization being free to take actions but are required to report what has been done to another body. This is termed ex post facto accountability.


In liberal democratic political systems, governments are accountable to the electorate. While in office they may take decisions, but the electorate has the ultimate ability to remove them from power at a national election if they disapprove of what has been performed. Elections are thus an essential aspect of liberal democracy that enables the public to exert influence over the legislative and executive branches of government and hold them accountable for their actions. Effective accountability also requires that citizens are in possession of information by which to judge the activities undertaken by public officials. Many liberal democracies provide for this through freedom of information legislation, enabling public access to official documents.


Additionally, governments in liberal democratic political systems are accountable to legislatures. They may be required to submit their policies to the scrutiny of legislative bodies, and in parliamentary forms of government, such as that in the United Kingdom, legislatures possess the ability to remove the government by passing a vote of ‘no confidence’ in it.


ELECTORAL PROCEDURES AND LIBERAL DEMOCRACIES
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Key idea (4)








Elections are an essential aspect of the liberal democratic political process. However, they require the existence of a range of procedures to ensure that they are fairly conducted and that the result genuinely reflects popular opinion.
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Citizens in liberal democracies enjoy a wide range of civil and political liberties. These include entitlements such as the freedoms of expression, movement and association, the existence of an impartial judicial system, and freedom from arbitrary arrest. Of particular importance, however, are the procedures that determine how we choose our representatives.


Liberal democracies require mechanisms whereby the general public can exercise choice over who will represent them, and also to dismiss such persons if they feel that policies lacking popular support are being pursued. This suggests that elections are essential to the operations of liberal democratic political systems. However, elections are not confined to liberal democracies. Countries with alternative political systems may also utilize them. An essential characteristic of elections in liberal democracies is that these contests should provide a genuine opportunity to exert popular choice over the personnel and policies of government. Below we consider some of the mechanisms to ensure that the outcome of elections represent public opinion.


FREEDOM OF POLITICAL EXPRESSION


Elections will only provide the public with meaningful political choice if a diverse range of opinions can be articulated. Measures which impose censorship on the media, or which place restrictions or bans on political parties, trade unions or other forms of political activity must be pursued extremely cautiously by liberal democratic governments. The freedom of speech, thought and action are essential features of liberal democracies, distinguishing them from more totalitarian systems in which the ability to dissent is limited.


Nonetheless, a line needs to be drawn between what is acceptable political behaviour and what the state is justified in wishing to prohibit. This affects issues such as what political parties are allowed to say and the means they use to put their case across to the electorate. We refer to this as political toleration.


One justification for imposing restrictions on the freedom of political expression is where parties fail to support the basic principles underlying liberal democracy. For example, a party might achieve power through the ballot box, but once installed in power will transform a country’s political system into a totalitarian one. The 1947 Italian Constitution banned the re-formation of the Fascist Party on these grounds, while the 1958 French Constitution stipulated that political parties must respect the principles of national sovereignty and democracy. A similar provision applies in the 1949 German Constitution.


The doctrines put forward by a political party may, further, be viewed as threatening, not merely to a country’s political system but to the very existence of the state itself, and therefore limits on political activity can be deemed to be justified. Fear of the Soviet Union and communism (which was believed to be embarking upon a quest for world domination) was prominent in America during the 1950s. The American Communist Party was banned by the 1954 Communist Control Act, and perceived sympathy for communism led to discriminatory actions against individuals such as dismissal from employment.


The methods used by political organizations may also justify curbs on political expression. Organizations whose views, opinions or statements offend other citizens (and may possibly provoke violence against them) may be subject to restrictions in order to maintain public order. Groups which actually carry out acts of violence to further their political objectives are also likely to be the subject of state constraints. In the United Kingdom, for example, groups which utilize violence to further their political ends are banned (or ‘proscribed’) by the 2000 Terrorism Act.


A WIDE ELECTORATE


The exercise of popular control over government necessitates a broad electorate in which the vast majority of the population possesses the right to vote. We refer to this as ‘the franchise’. In the nineteenth century, the franchise in many countries was based on property ownership: those who owned little or no property were not regarded as citizens and thus were unable to play any part in conventional political activities. The enfranchisement of adults, regardless of wealth, gender or race, is necessary to ensure that government accurately reflects the wishes of their populations, and progress towards universal adult suffrage is a major measurement by which progress towards establishing liberal democracy can be judged.


THE TIMING OF ELECTIONS


Elections facilitate popular control over the activities of government only if they are held regularly and if their timing is not totally determined by the incumbent office holders. In some countries, legislators or executives hold office for a fixed period of time, at the end of which fresh elections must be held. In America, for example, the president is elected for a four-year term, while members of the House of Representatives and the Senate serve for two and six years respectively. Other countries do not hold elections at predetermined intervals. In the United Kingdom, for example, the executive has the ability to determine when general elections are held, subject to the proviso that fresh elections to the House of Commons must take place at least every five years.


ELIGIBILITY TO BE A CANDIDATE FOR NATIONAL OFFICE


There are a wide variety of regulations in liberal democracies governing eligibility to stand as a candidate for national office. In the United Kingdom, these rules are very broad. Any citizen over the age of 18 (subject to disqualifications laid down in legislation enacted in 1975) may seek election to parliament. A candidate merely requires endorsement from ten registered voters in the constituency he or she wishes to contest and a deposit of £500 (which is returned if the candidate secures over 5 per cent of the votes cast in the election).


In other countries the rules are more complex. Candidates may be required to be nominees of political parties, which in turn may be subject to controls governing their ability to contest elections. These may require a party to demonstrate a stipulated level of support in order to be entered on the ballot paper. In Germany, candidates must be nominated by a party with at least five representatives in the Bundestag or a state parliament or (in the case of a new party) have given formal notice to the Federal Election Committee of their intention to contest the election. Additionally, candidates must be nominated by 200 persons who are eligible to vote.


THE CONDUCT OF ELECTIONS


Public involvement in political activities occurs only when elections are conducted fairly. Factors, which include the secret ballot and freedom from intimidation, are required to ensure that the outcome of election contests reflects genuine public sentiments. Electoral districts should also be constructed fairly to prevent candidates benefitting from the way in which they are composed and each should contain approximately the same number of electors to ensure that all votes are of equal value in an election contest.
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Spotlight








Attempts to rig the construction of electoral districts to benefit one candidate over another are referred to as ‘gerrymandering’. ‘The term “gerrymander” comes from the original manipulation of district lines in Massachusetts in 1811, when Governor Elbridge Gerry signed a bill that created a district [in which the majority of the voters were sympathetic to his Democratic-Republican party] in the shape of a salamander to promote his party’s interests’ (Canon, 2002: 150). ‘Gerrymander’ is an amalgam of ‘Gerry’ and ‘salamander’.


Canon, D. (2002) Electoral Systems and the Representation of Minority Interests in Legislatures in G. Loewenberg, P. Squire and D. Kiewiet (eds) Legislatures: Comparative Perspectives in Representative Assemblies. Michigan: University of Michigan Press, pp 149–177.
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Liberal democracy also requires incumbent office holders to accept the verdict delivered by the electorate and not to oppose it by methods which have sometimes been utilized by non-democratic systems of government. These include setting election results aside by declaring them null and void, or supporting a military take-over to preserve the political status quo when an election has demonstrated popular support for fundamental change.


Legislators and public opinion
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Those elected to legislatures in a liberal democratic political system should represent public opinion. There are a number of dimensions involved in achieving this ideal.
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We have argued that liberal democracy involves a small group of people taking political decisions on behalf of the entire population. This typically takes the form of what we term ‘territorial representation’ whereby legislators represent a specific geographic area and those who live there. There is, however, an alternative form of representation termed ‘functional representation’. This entails legislators representing specific sectional or vocational interests rather than being directly elected by the general public. The Irish Seanad is partly constituted on this basis.


In the sections that follow we will consider whether persons elected to legislatures (who are termed ‘legislators’) adequately reflect public opinion.


THE PARTY SYSTEM


Parties may enhance public involvement in policy making, although the extent to which they achieve this is dependent on factors such as the size of their membership. Further, the development of party systems may distort the relationship between an elected official and his or her electorate. Voters may support candidates for public office on the basis of their party label rather than their perceived ability to put forward the needs of local electors. While in office, party discipline may force legislators to sacrifice locality to party if these interests do not coincide. The extent to which this happens depends on the strength of party discipline, which is stronger in some liberal democracies, such as the United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand, than in others, such as America, where local influences (termed ‘parochialism’) play a significant part in determining a voter’s choice of candidate for public office.


THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM


Electoral systems vary in the extent to which those who are elected to legislatures accurately reflect the voting preferences of members of the general public. A fundamental division exists between the first-past-the-post electoral system and proportional representation. In the United Kingdom, for example, the former has been charged with distorting the wishes of the electorate and producing a legislative body that does not accord with popular opinion as expressed at a general election. We will consider these issues more fully in Chapter 4.


THE STATUS OF LEGISLATORS


Those who are elected to legislatures (termed ‘legislators’) may fulfill the role of either a delegate or a representative. A delegate is an elected official who follows the instructions of the electorate as and when these are given. A delegate has little freedom of action and is effectively mandated by voters to act in a particular manner. A representative claims the right to exercise his or her judgement on matters which arise. Once elected to office a representative’s actions are determined by that person’s conscience and not by instructions delivered by voters. A representative can, however, be held accountable by the public at the next election for actions undertaken while occupying public office.


In the UK, Members of Parliament are regarded as representatives. This derived from the views of an eighteenth-century statesman, Edmund Burke, who put forward the trustee model of representation, which argued that an MP should apply his judgement to serve the interests of the nation as a whole rather than having to obey the wishes of a local electorate.
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The trustee model of representation, which argued an MP was a representative and not a delegate, stemmed from the arguments of Edmund Burke, whose address to his local electors in Bristol in 1774 argued ‘it ought to be the happiness and glory of a representative to live in the strictest union, the closest correspondence, and the most unreserved communication with his constituents. Their wishes ought to have great weight with him; their opinion, high respect; their business, unremitted attention … But his unbiased opinion, his mature judgment, his enlightened conscience, he ought not to sacrifice to you, to any man, or to any set of men living … Your representative owes you, not his industry only, but his judgment; and he betrays, instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion’ (Burke, 1774).


Burke, E. (1774) Speech to the Electors of Bristol. 3 November. Cited in “Representation”. The Founders Constitution. [Online] http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch13s7.html [Accessed 10 May 2014].
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A Member of Parliament is subject to no formal restraints on his or her actions once elected. The system of recall, which is practiced in some American states, has never applied in the United Kingdom. A Member of Parliament cannot be forced to resign by local electors: their only power is their ultimate ability to select an alternative representative when the next election occurs.


However, there are informal pressures that may influence the behaviour of United Kingdom Members of Parliament, for example the discipline exerted by the party system or criticism voiced by the media. But even this may prove an ineffective restraint on their behaviour.
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The composition of the legislatures in America and the UK








At the 2010 UK general election 650 members of parliament were elected. Of these,


•  143 (22.0 per cent) were women


•  27 (4.2 per cent) were from minority ethnic communities


•  480 (73.8 per cent) were white males


If the House of Commons were socially representative, around half of its members would be women and 7.9 per cent (or 51 MPs) would be drawn from minority ethnic communities. The 2002 Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act (which enabled political parties to use positive discrimination to select election candidates if they wish to do so) has served to slightly increase the number of women MPs in the longer term, although in 2010, 262 constituencies had no female candidates.


In America, the 113th Congress (which first met in January 2013) consists of 100 Senators and 435 members of the House of Representatives. It was composed of:


•  44 African Americans (42 in the House and 2 in the Senate)


•  102 women (82 in the House and 20 in the Senate)


•  37 Hispanic/Latino members (33 in the House and 4 in the Senate)


•  13 Asian / Pacific Islanders (12 in the House and 1 in the Senate)


•  2 native Americans (Indians) (both in the House)


Representatives from minority ethnic backgrounds are organized into caucuses – the Congressional Black Caucus (formed in 1971, based on an earlier organization set up in 1969), the Congressional Hispanic Caucus (set up in 1976) and the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus (established in 1994). The aim of caucuses is to represent the interests of the communities from which they derive, although they are not limited to promoting minority ethnic concerns – for example, some Republican members of Congress are aligned to the Congressional Tea Party Caucus which was first launched in 2010.
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THE SOCIAL COMPOSITION OF LEGISLATORS


The term ‘characteristic representation’ suggests that the institutions of representative government can only validly represent public opinion when they constitute a microcosm of society, containing members from diverse social groups in proportion to their strength. However, in many liberal democracies key divisions in society (such as its occupational make-up or its class, ethnic or religious divisions) are not reflected in this manner. Many liberal democracies were slow in according women the right to vote. New Zealand granted this in 1893 and the United Kingdom (on a restricted basis) in 1918. However, white, male, middle-class persons of above average education continue to dominate the composition of legislatures, making them thus socially unrepresentative of those they represent, although possibly reflective of the characteristics required to achieve success in all aspects of social activity.
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