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4


You might wonder ‘What has politics got to do with me? Politics is about politicians, isn’t it, and I can’t vote until I’m 18, so why would I be interested?’ But politicians and voting are only one aspect of politics. The broadest definition of politics is that it’s about the use of power in all situations – from personal relationships all the way to state power. And because it’s all around us it’s impossible to walk away from it. This is why we think it’s important to understand what politics is all about.


Politics is everywhere


We are all involved daily in situations and decisions that are political in some sense. What are these situations and how do we make decisions? How can we think about situations in a way that will help us to make the best decisions? Can we make any difference to the big, global questions?


This book is not going to tell you what to think. We give you information and raise many questions. Our aim is to get you to think for yourselves about these questions. 


We think it’s important that everyone should think about and talk about life’s big questions, and never just accept what they are told. This doesn’t mean that you can’t continue to hold the ideas or values that you had, but if you do, you’ll know that those values are your own and not just  an unthinking acceptance of someone  else’s ideas. This applies as much to politics in all its senses as it does to other beliefs and ideas.


How does the book work?


We’ll introduce you to different aspects of politics, examining such questions as: what is politics and what forms does it take? Can you be non-political? What is political power? How do political systems differ around the world? Does language have political inﬂuence? What difference can political action make? Why does politics cause such division and disagreement? And we’ll show you how people have responded to situations and events in history. 


Of course, we couldn’t possibly ﬁt into this one book all the information you need in order to answer all the questions we raise. Instead, we provide you with information about some of the key ideas and make suggestions for you to follow up.


We’ll also ask you to think about how some of the issues relate to your life and your political ideas, and give you the opportunity to set up your own discussions to ﬁnd out what other people think.


What is this book about?
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The people in the book


We’ll tell you about ourselves, and how we developed our own ideas and values. You will be able to read quotes from speeches Riz Ahmed and Greta Thunberg made to the UK Parliament on issues they felt passionately about. You will also hear from four people involved in politics in different ways – Nimko Ali, Michelle Dorrell, James Graham and Sir Stephen O’Brien – who’ll discuss their own experiences and thoughts on the subject. In addition there will be quotes from other people spread through the book. 


At the end


We’ll ask you to reﬂect on what you’ve read, and on the discussions you’ve had while reading the book. We’ll ask you: 


  Did any of these ideas surprise you?  


If yes, why?


  What points and values best reﬂect  


your own ideas?


  Did you change your mind about anything?


James Graham


Michelle Dorrell


Nimko Ali


Sir Stephen O’Brien


“What people are looking for  is a message that they belong,  that they’re part of something, that they are seen and heard,  that they are valued.” 


 


Riz Ahmed, speaking to the UK Parliament in 2017 on why it’s important that everyone should be represented in politics.
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As we’ve said, the broadest definition of politics is that it’s about the use of power in all situations – from personal relationships to state power. Any use of power that influences behaviour is political. Let’s look at some examples of situations that are political, even if they don’t immediately appear to be.


People and politics


There might be concerns about people parking too close to the entrance of your school, making it dangerous for the children coming in. Or there might be a local bully who is making people feel unsafe in their homes. On a larger scale, the way that vulnerable people – for example, children or adults with particular needs – are categorised and treated in our society and through our laws, is political. And, of course, nationally, there are the discussions in Parliament about whether to invade a sovereign state, like Iraq. 


Politics as a process


Politics is the process of making decisions – including the establishment of rules and laws – as they apply to a grouping of people in society, whether it’s a small group or an entire country. This process is usually not straightforward, because people will always have differing views on the issues and disagree about how they should be resolved. Who should have a say? How should decisions be made? Do the different groupings agree to compromise, or does  the winning group have it all their way?  The issue of Brexit in the UK shows just how difﬁcult it can be, while the Good Friday agreement of 1998 regarding Northern Ireland, demonstrates how  two sides can come to an agreement,  even after years of conﬂict.


Various levels


You could think of life as being like a building with different ﬂoors. In the same way, we could say that we live politics at different levels. One level might be about joining campaigns or demonstrations. 
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What is politics?



Supporters and opponents of Brexit demonstrate outside the Houses of Parliament in 2019.
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How can the personal be political?
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Here are some examples. 


Homosexuality 


Formerly in the UK, homosexuality – personal sexual relationships between two people of the same sex – was a criminal act, and people were imprisoned for their personal choices. This is still the case in a number of countries around the world.


More recently, campaigns have resulted in civil partnerships and gay marriage being made legal. 


Laws against harassment and racism Until recent years, it was not against the 


law, for example, for people to be bullied or harassed in the workplace, or for someone to discriminate against a person because of their skin colour. Now there are laws protecting a person’s right to be free from racial or sexual harassment. 


And what about personal taste, such as the amount of salt or sugar in processed food? When you cook something yourself, you decide how much salt or sugar to use, but when you buy processed food, it’s been decided. This became a political issue, resulting in legislation to regulate limits. 


Another level could be discussing elections and deciding how to vote. Another might be listening to our parents and others talking about some of the big decisions they’ve made, for example moving countries, or how they resolved a serious difﬁculty. Did they look for help from a Member of Parliament (MP)? A local councillor? A lawyer? 


Yet another level might be the one that looks the least political: how and why we relate to each other. For example, do we dismiss other people because they’re not like us (colour, age, background)? Do we tend to try to control other people? Or do others control us? Or do we try to ﬁnd ways to work together and co-operate to solve problems? 
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