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3Get the most from this book

Get the most from this book

This textbook covers the key content of the Edexcel Government and Politics 
specification for teaching from September 2017.

Special features

This textbook covers the key content of the Edexcel Government and Politics 
specification for teaching from September 2017.

Special features

Practice questions 
Revision questions at 
the end of each chapter 
to practise source 
evaluation and  
essay-writing skills.

In focus 
A closer look at an 
example to support 
knowledge and 
understanding.

Key terms 
Concise definitions of 
key terms where they 
first appear.

Synoptic link 
Explanation of links 
between important 
concepts in the 
specification. 

Debate 
Two sides of an 
argument to encourage 
evaluation and analysis.

Stretch and challenge 
Activities and questions 
that encourage learning 
beyond the core 
requirements of the 
specification.

Key thinker 
A summary of a key 
thinker in the political 
ideas chapters.

Summary 
A list of key questions at 
the end of every chapter 
against which you can 
check your knowledge.
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‘franking privileges’. This means that the cost of mailings to their constituents is 

provided for by Congress. While members may not use this for electoral purposes, as 

they are able to contact their constituents and demonstrate their work in Congress, 

it helps their electoral chances. This is seen through the trend for franking costs to 

be far higher in election years — Congress spent $24.8 million on official mail in 

2012 but only half of this the year before.

The boundaries of congressional districts also help to explain the high re-election rate 

of incumbents. The congressional districts for the House of Representatives are drawn 

within each state. The party controlling each state’s legislature has the opportunity 

to redraw these constituency boundaries every 10 years, after each census. This has 

led to a practice known as gerrymandering. This is where a state’s governing party 

draws the boundaries of each constituency to give it an electoral advantage. This 

produces relatively few swing seats, further advantaging the incumbent.

In focus

How does gerrymandering work?

In the example shown in Figure 18.2, there are 25 voters: 15 ‘orange’ voters and ten ‘green’ 

voters. However, depending on how these voters are divided up, the number of constituencies 

each party would gain changes substantially. In the USA, these boundaries are decided by the 

state government, which is controlled by a party. It is therefore in its interest to ‘gerrymander’ 

the boundaries to give it the best political circumstances for success. This has led to very oddly 

shaped, and sometimes not even geographically contiguous, districts.

2 orange
constituencies

3 green
constituencies

3 orange
constituencies

2 green
constituencies

4 orange
constituencies

1 green
constituency

5 orange
constituencies

0 green
constituencies

Figure 18.2 How drawing the boundaries differently can change the outcome

Figure 18.3 shows the 4th congressional district of Illinois. It is this shape to create a Hispanic-

majority district. In 2016, of the 374,000 eligible voters, 211,000 of them were Hispanic.

Figure 18.3 The 4th congressional district of Illinois

Key term

Gerrymandering The 

shaping of congressional 

districts to give one party 

a political advantage.

Synoptic link 

While boundary reforms 

in the UK are carried out 

independently, in the USA 

they are carried out by 

state governments which 

are heavily influenced 

by party politics, 

potentially leading to 

‘gerrymandering’. Ensuring 

fair boundary sizes is key 

to the liberal principle of 

equality, but also helps to 

ensure the accountability 

of the government. The 

importance of limited 

government is discussed 

by liberal theorist 

John Locke. For more 

information on this, see 

Chapter 9.

26710 Conservatism

The beliefs of Michael Oakeshott (1901–90) have more in common with Burke 

than Hobbes. 

● Oakeshott argued that humans are ‘fragile and fallible’ but that they are capable 

of benevolence. 

● Like Burke, Oakeshott argued that society is organic and consists of intricate 

customs and traditions that provide consolation, comfort and happiness. 

● However, the nirvana promised by utopian societies is unobtainable, as perfection 

cannot be created by imperfect creatures. 

Stretch and challenge

Analyse the gender mix and educational background of the Supreme Court justices. Does this suggest that the Supreme Court is 

highly unrepresentative of contemporary British society? Explain whether or not you think this matters.

Key thinker 

Michael Oakeshott (1901–90)

Michael Oakeshott was a twentieth-century philosopher. His main ideas were discussed in his key essay, ‘On Being  

Conservative’ (1956).

Oakeshott’s main ideas

● Conservatism is as much a disposition as it is a set of political ideas. The security of long-standing customs and traditions 

are at the core of Oakeshott’s conservatism.

● ‘The politics of faith’ – rationalism is beyond the ability of human beings because they are intellectually imperfect.

● Oakeshott explores ‘the politics of scepticism’: because rationalism and its doctrines are flawed, humans should put 

their faith in trusted tradition. Modern society is unpredictable and multifaceted; rational theories often simplify complex 

situations and state management, based on such a rationale, can make matters worse. 

● Government should govern in the best interests of the people, grounded in pragmatism and empiricism and not guided by 

abstract concepts of what should be. 

Oakeshott argues for the ‘politics of faith’, where decision making is grounded in 

empiricism and not rationalism (Table 10.1). 

● Faith in rationalism is misplaced and those who act on the ‘authority of ’ their 

‘own reason’, rather than their experience, will fail. 

● Oakeshott’s conclusions on intellectual imperfection led him to argue for ‘the 

politics of scepticism’, which concluded that the implementation of abstract ideas 

often leads to unintended negative consequences. Rationalists underestimate the 

complexity of reality, failing to comprehend that in attempting to improve society 

or the economy they may make matters worse. Oakeshott warns us to be mindful 

that when rendering changes for betterment the ‘cure is not worse than the disease’.

Table 10.1 Definitions of empiricism and rationalism

Empiricism 
Rationalism

If the state subscribes to empiricism, the changes it makes 

are informed by past experience. For example, Peel’s 

decision to remove the corn tariff in the Repeal of the Corn 

Laws in 1846 put the good of society above tradition. This 

was the time of the Irish potato famine and Peel saw from 

this that food must be made cheaper. Peel was informed by 

Burke’s maxim of ‘change to conserve’

If the state subscribes to rationalism, the changes it 

makes are informed by abstract ideas. For example, 

Harold Macmillan adopted Keynesian economics, which 

were based on a rational economic blueprint of state 

management rather than the long-standing tradition of 

laissez-faire limited government

100 Theme 1 UK government and politics

Debate

Are referendums good for the UK?

Yes
l They can encourage participation and education, as  

shown in the Scottish independence and Brexit 

referendums, which enhances legitimacy and consent in 

the political system.
l They have provided a clear answer to political issues and 

the results have been successfully implemented, such as 

the creation of devolved bodies.

l They have enhanced liberal democracy by serving as a way 

to limit the power of the government.

l The management of referendums is overseen by the 

independent Electoral Commission in the same manner 

as elections. This limits government manipulation  

of them.
l They have enhanced representation in the UK by allowing 

popular sovereignty to be directly expressed.

l As an accepted constitutional convention, they provide 

another way in which the public can engage in politics 

between elections, and ensure a responsive government 

with a mandate to act.

l As referendums are advisory, Parliament remains sovereign 

and can implement the decision in an effective manner. 

Although the public voted to leave the EU, Parliament 

decided on the manner of the withdrawal.

No
l Turnout for some referendums has been low, such as the 

AV referendum, which undermines the legitimacy of the 

decision and the effectiveness of direct democracy.

l Close results can be more divisive rather than settling an 

issue, as seen in Brexit and the Scottish independence 

referendum.
l The campaigns surrounding some referendums have been 

misleading, raising questions over the legitimacy of the result.

l The government decides if and when to call a referendum, 

which concentrates power in the government rather than 

limiting it.
l They have undermined representative democracy in the UK, 

challenging key principles of the ‘trustee model’ in which 

elected representatives act in the best interests of the 

electorate on the basis of the consent given at an election.

l The issues raised are often complex, with voters lacking the 

necessary information to make a fully informed decision 

and the question being too complex to reduce to a ‘yes’ or 

‘no’ choice.
l Parliamentary sovereignty is undermined in reality as, 

having offered a referendum, there is a lot of political 

pressure for the government to honour the will of the 

people.

Summary

By the end of this chapter you should be able to answer the following questions:

➜ Which electoral system in the UK best fulfils the functions of an election?

➜ What are the different types of electoral systems used in the UK?

➜ What is the most significant factor in assessing the effectiveness of an electoral system?

➜ Have the uses of other electoral systems demonstrated the necessity of replacing FPTP?

➜ To what extent have the different electoral systems resulted in different outcomes?

➜ How significant has the use of referendums been in the UK?

➜ To what extent do referendums undermine democracy in the UK?

➜ What factors influence the calling of a referendum?

1013 Electoral systems

Practice questions

Source-based question

This source comments on the effect of differing electoral systems in the UK. 

Some of the advantages of proportional systems are said to be:

l that the outcomes are proportional at a national level, appealing to people’s sense of fairness and ensuring that 

everyone’s vote counts in some way

l voters have more choice as more parties have the chance of being elected. Minority interests can be represented in 

Parliament

l voter turnout tends to be around five percentage points higher in countries with a form of PR, including List PR

l government tends to be by coalition (or through a minority government supported in Parliament by an agreement with 

other parties). This means that a wider range of interests are represented in government and that parliaments tend to have 

a stronger hold over the executive

l it is possible to maintain constituency links under the AMS or STV

The arguments against proportional systems are said to be:

l the prevalence of party list systems, in whole or in part (as in the Additional Member System), makes the candidate and 

representative remote from the voter, compared with single-member constituencies

l where party lists are combined with constituency members in the UK experience, there is a tendency for conflict between 

the two types of representative

l the tendency towards coalition or minority governments can have a number of negative effects. It can take a long time 

to form a government; governments may be indecisive on policy agendas; small parties can have significant power in 

coalition formations; and parties which have become unpopular with the electorate may be able to retain a stake in power

l voters may not really know what policies they are voting for, as successful parties are those that are able to negotiate the 

best deals in coalitions as they are being formed

l there may be stagnation over time, with the same parties regularly forming governments. This may lead to more extreme 

parties forming in order to express grievances

Source: ‘The Governance of Britain. Review of Voting Systems: The experience of new voting systems in the United Kingdom since 

1997’, Ministry of Justice, 2008

Using the source, evaluate the view that a proportional system is now the best option for replacing FPTP for 

UK general elections.

In your response you must:

l compare and contrast different opinions in the source

l examine and debate these views in a balanced way

l analyse and evaluate only the information presented in the source 
(30)

Evaluative questions
1 Evaluate the view that the use of referendums in the UK should be increased. You must  

consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way. (30) 

2 Evaluate the view that the electoral systems used in the UK have created a multiparty system.  

You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way. (30) 

3 Evaluate the view that FPTP is the most effective electoral system for promoting representative 

democracy. You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way. (30)
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8 Theme 1 UK government and politics

1 Democracy and participation

In 1947, in the House of Commons, Winston Churchill quoted the famous saying 
‘that democracy is the worst form of Government except for all those other forms’. 
Although his support for democracy might seem somewhat qualified, Churchill 
understood that the way in which democracy roots power in the people makes it the 
best form of government available. This is because the people hold their government 
accountable for what it does on their behalf and so choose the politicians whom they 
want to represent them. In autocratic forms of government, power is permanently 
vested in one individual or group, giving them ultimate power over their people.

The beginning of the UK’s progression towards full democracy can be traced as far back 
as Magna Carta (1215) and possibly even to the Anglo-Saxon witan, giving the UK a 
good claim to have the longest history of democratic development in the world.

In the USA, at the height of the American Civil War in 1863, President Abraham 
Lincoln (1861–65), in his Gettysburg Address, established the principle of democratic 
government as ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’.

Runnymede, where King John 
sealed Magna Carta in 1215
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91 Democracy and participation

Current systems of democracy in the UK
Here we look at two forms of democracy in the UK — representative democracy 
and direct democracy.

Representative democracy 
The UK is a representative democracy, which means that the voters elect politicians 
to make decisions on their behalf. There are so many complicated political decisions 
that need to be made in a modern democracy that it would be inconceivable for the 
public to have the time and understanding to vote on all of them. It is the job of 
professional politicians to acquire this sort of political understanding so that they can 
make informed decisions in the interests of the whole nation.

In a representative democracy, elected politicians are made accountable to the 
electorate in regular elections. This means that the voters ultimately retain sovereignty 
because they decide whether or not to renew the mandate of their representatives.

Representative democracy is based on the principle that elected politicians should 
represent the interests of all their constituents. As a result of this, MPs spend a 
significant amount of time in their constituencies listening to the concerns of their 
constituents in public meetings and surgeries. However, elected politicians should 
not simply act according to the wishes of their constituents. If they did this, they 
would be just a delegate. Instead, when making decisions, they should weigh up the 
feelings of the people they represent with their party’s manifesto and their wider 
understanding of an issue. In other words, representatives should act according to 
their best judgement rather than slavishly following the voters’ wishes.

The Westminster Parliament contains 650 MPs, all of whom are accountable to 
their constituents in regular general elections. Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
also have their own devolved governments, while elected mayors and local councils 
provide another layer of representation for the public. 

Advantages of representative democracy
The main advantage of representative democracy is that government is carried out 
by professional politicians who are required to be well informed about political 
issues. They are therefore more likely to make politically educated decisions than 
most members of the public, who may be swayed by emotion and may not fully 
understand the complexities of a question. For example, before a parliamentary 
bill is enacted it will have been carefully drawn up by ministers and civil servants, 
debated in both the House of Commons and the House of Lords, and been further 
analysed in committee stage when amendments may be added to it.

In a representative democracy, elected politicians balance conf licting interests when 
reaching decisions. This is important in protecting the rights of all citizens, especially 
minorities, and ensuring that the implications of a decision for all members of the 
community have been thoroughly examined. In direct democracy, in contrast, the 
public vote according to their self-interest without needing to consider the effect on 
others. This is more likely to encourage a majoritarian form of democracy, in which 
the rights and interests of the minority may be neglected.

Key term

Representative 
democracy A form of 
democracy in which voters 
elect representatives to 
make political decisions 
on their behalf. These 
representatives are then 
held accountable to the 
public in regular elections.
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10 Theme 1 UK government and politics

A representative democracy also comprises the principle of accountability, which 
means that in regular elections the voters can decide whether or not to renew the 
mandate of their representatives. In other words, if the public do not approve of the 
policies of a government then they have the opportunity to elect another one. 

Disadvantages of representative democracy 
Critics of representative democracy, as it operates in the UK, argue that MPs are 
often disengaged from the public and so do not adequately represent their interests. 
Powerful pressure groups and lobbyists and the London-based media establish a 
self-perpetuating Westminster ‘bubble’ which disconnects the voters from their 
representatives. MPs can have outside interests, including second jobs (as long as 
they declare them), which can further contribute to a conf lict of interests and 
compromise their ability to fully represent their constituents. George Osborne, 
the former chancellor of the exchequer, for example, became editor of the Evening 
Standard while still an MP.

The Westminster Parliament is especially unrepresentative since it is elected 
through first-past-the-post (FPTP). As a result of this the Conservatives and Labour 
parties dominate the House of Commons and minority parties such as UKIP and 
the Greens have struggled to gain appropriate representation even when they have 
polled highly.

The social make-up of Parliament is still primarily white, male and middle class. 
Critics suggest that the interests of poorer voters are poorly represented. The House 
of Lords is unelected and so unaccountable to the public, further undermining 
Parliament’s representative function. 

In focus

The representative 
function of an MP
In his speech to the electors of Bristol in 
1774, Edmund Burke (1729–97) explained, 
‘Your representative owes you, not his 
industry only, but his judgement and he 
betrays instead of serving you if he sacrifices 
it to your opinion.’ Given that Burke was a 
known opponent of slavery, and the wealth of 
Bristol’s merchant class was founded on the 
slave trade, this was a courageous statement 
that, if elected, Burke would act according 
to his conscience rather than do what his 
electors expected him to. These words are 
often used to underpin the principles on 
which representative democracy is based.

A statue to Edmund Burke in Bristol. He  
served as MP for the city from 1774 to 1780
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111 Democracy and participation

In focus

How unrepresentative is the Westminster Parliament? 
A popular criticism of the Westminster Parliament is that it 
is socially exclusive and therefore unrepresentative of the 
interests of multicultural Britain. However, we need to be 
cautious with this argument. The 2017 general election 
provided the most diverse House of Commons ever. Of the 
650 MPs, 8% are from ethnic minorities, 32% are female 
and 7% are LGBT, and the proportion of privately educated 
MPs has dropped to 29%, which is the lowest it has been. 

However, this is still much higher than the 7% of students who 
are privately educated, and the social background of MPs is 
much more middle class than it was in the parliament elected 
in 1945. Critics though argue that it is misleading to suggest 
that MPs need to share the same characteristics as a group 
in order to represent their interests. Legislation allowing 
gay marriage, for example, was passed by a predominately 
heterosexual Parliament.

Direct democracy in the UK
Direct democracy is a form of democracy in which decisions are directly made 
by the public without their opinions being channelled through representatives. It is 
consultative and participatory. In a direct democracy there is no distinction between 
government and citizen. Instead there is continuous engagement by the public in 
the democratic process. It would be impossible for a large modern nation state, 
such as the UK, to be governed according to the principles of direct democracy. 
However, elements of direct democracy have been introduced into the UK’s system 
of representative democracy in order to engage the public more closely in issues that 
directly concern them. 

As Table 1.1 illustrates, there are a number of different sorts of direct democracy 
used in the UK. Referendums are the most important because of the far-reaching 
consequences they can have. 

To what extent is UK democracy in need of reform?
It has been suggested that a general failure to engage in politics means that voters 
are so content that they are ‘hapathetic’. This is a dangerous argument because it 
suggests that a government should be most satisfied with zero electoral turnout, 
which, of course, would give it no mandate to govern!

Critics of the UK’s system of representative democracy argue that there is so much 
political disengagement that radical steps need to be taken to re-inspire enthusiasm 
for the democratic process. Trust in politicians has declined and the turnout in 
elections is lower than it has been (Table 1.2), and so new ways need to be found to 
make politics relevant to the people and make politicians responsive to the public. 

The 2017 general election was, for example, highly adversarial and yet only 68.7% of 
the public voted compared to 77.7% in the 1992 general election. Since a significant 
number of the population are now choosing not to vote, the legitimacy that elected 
politicians can claim is significantly reduced. 

Key term

Direct democracy A form 
of democracy in which 
citizens themselves, rather 
than their representatives, 
make political decisions. 
The most significant 
modern example of 
direct democracy is a 
referendum. 

Key term

Legitimacy Legitimate authority means power that has been legally acquired and is exercised 
according to the rule of law. A dictator can claim power but not legitimate power. 
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12 Theme 1 UK government and politics

Table 1.1 Types of direct democracy

Example 
Why they are used and the ways they 
can been criticised When they have been used

Referendums 
A majoritarian form of democracy in which the 
public vote on a single issue. The side which 
gains over 50% of the vote wins outright

These allow the public to determine 
government policy on vital issues. 
However, by giving influence directly 
to the people referendums challenge 
the core principles of representative 
democracy

Scottish independence 
referendum (2014)
UK membership of the EU 
referendum (2016)

Electronic petitions 
If a petition on the government website 
reaches 100,000 signatures it will be 
considered for debate in the House of 
Commons. This does not mean that 
legislation will have to be forthcoming

As a result of e-petitions, Parliament 
has had to engage with a number of 
issues which the public feel strongly 
about. Some e-petitions, such as 
two votes of no confidence in Jeremy 
Hunt when he was health secretary, 
though, have been criticised for not 
understanding how UK democracy 
works

Meningitis B vaccination to be 
made available to all children
A second referendum on 
whether the UK should leave the 
European Union

Consultative exercises 
These can be set up when governing bodies 
want to assess the likely reaction to their 
proposed policies

These provide an important way of 
engaging with the public on issues 
that directly affect them. Since it 
is a consultative exercise, what the 
public says is not binding and the 
effectiveness of the exercise will 
depend on how representative the 
survey is

Communities which will be 
affected have been consulted 
over the expansion of Heathrow 
and the HS2 rail link

Open primaries 
A small number of constituencies have opted 
to select parliamentary candidates through 
open primaries, in which the public directly 
decide whom the candidate should be

Open primaries provide people with 
direct influence over whom the 
candidates for political office will be. 
This is a traditional part of democracy 
in the USA, enabling people from 
outside party politics, such as Donald 
Trump, to be elected. Whether or not 
this is a positive development divides 
opinion

The independent MP Sarah 
Wollaston became the 
Conservative candidate for 
Totnes in 2009 when she won 
an open primary

Election of the leadership of political parties 
All the main political parties now allow their 
membership to decide whom the leader of 
their party will be. This is a significant power 
since it may determine whom the prime 
minister will be

Supporters argue that this makes the 
leadership accountable to the whole 
party. This is an especially powerful 
argument in the Labour Party, which 
sees itself both as a political party and 
a popular movement. Critics respond 
that it gives too much influence to 
activists, who are often more radical 
than the electorate

In 2015, Jeremy Corbyn was 
elected leader of the Labour 
Party with 59.5% of the vote  
of party members. He was  
re-elected in 2016 with the 
support of 61.8% of party 
members

Recall of MPs Act 2015
Allows constituents to force a by-election

If an MP has been imprisoned, 
suspended from the House by the 
Committee of Standards or convicted 
of making false expenses claims 
then a petition by 10% of his or her 
constituents can trigger a by-election

In 2018 Ian Paisley Junior just 
survived a recall petition. He had 
been suspended from the House 
of Commons for not declaring 
two family holidays paid for by 
the Sri Lankan government. 
However, only 9.4% of his 
constituents signed the petition
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Supporters of direct democracy argue that it engages the public and makes politicians 
more responsive to what people really think. This therefore creates a closer connection 
between the public and political decision making. Critics of direct democracy respond 
that the general public are not always sufficiently well informed to make specific 
political decisions and that direct democracy gives too much inf luence to political 
activists, who can be more extreme in their political views than the average voter. 
The way in which the 2016 EU referendum created a conf lict between the wishes of a 
majority of the public and those of parliament also suggests that direct democracy can 
have a destabilising impact on the political process.

From Table 1.2 it is clear that the numbers voting in general elections are, on average, 
lower than they have been. However, it would be misleading to suggest that this 
proves there is a participation crisis. Some general elections do inspire very high 
levels of turnout, such as the following. 

l 1964 Harold Wilson’s dynamic campaign aimed at ending ‘13 wasted years’ of 
Conservative rule

l February 1974 The ‘Who Governs Britain?’ crisis general election called by 
Edward Heath

l 1979 Margaret Thatcher challenging James Callaghan in the wake of the ‘Winter 
of Discontent’

l 1992 John Major’s soap box campaign against Labour’s Neil Kinnock

Generally, though, turnout has been between about 70% and 75%. Voting dramatically 
decreased in 2001 when Tony Blair seemed assured of an easy victory and William 
Hague’s leadership of the Conservative Party failed to generate much popular 
enthusiasm. However, voting steadily increased in the next four general elections.

If one compares the 1983 and 2017 general elections, when in each case radical 
socialist alternatives were being offered to a Conservative government, we can see 
that voting has declined by 4%. This is concerning, but it would be premature to 
call this a participation ‘crisis’. Interestingly, there was an increase of 7.6% in voting 
in the two referendums on the UK’s membership of the EEC/EU (Table 1.3).

Key term

Participation crisis A 
point at which the public 
has become disengaged 
from politics and voting 
levels have fallen so low 
that the legitimacy of 
elected governments can 
be questioned.

In focus

Public trust in MPs
When Neil Kinnock became an MP, his father told him, 
‘Remember, Neil, MP stands not just for Member of 
Parliament, but also for Man of Principle.’ Unfortunately, 
over the years a number of MPs have not lived up to 
these high standards. In 2009, MPs collectively were 
held up to contempt and ridicule over claims that they 
were overclaiming on their expenses. A former Labour 
cabinet member, Stephen Byers, was also secretly filmed 
telling a lobbying firm that he was ‘like a cab for hire’. 
The way in which the media have focused on these cases 
has meant that public trust in MPs is low. In 2016, for 
example, Ipsos MORI recorded that the least trusted 
profession in the UK was politician, with just 21%  
of the population believing that politicians could be  
relied on to tell the truth.

Table 1.2 The turnout in 
British general elections, 
1964–2017

General 
election date

Turnout 
(%)

1964 77.1

1966 75.8

1970 72

February 1974 78.8

October 1974 72.8

1979 76

1983 72.7

1987 75.3

1992 77.7

1997 71.4

2001 59.4

2005 61.3

2010 65.2

2015 66.1

2017 68.7

Although the expenses scandal 
was in 2009, public trust in MPs 
remains low
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Table 1.3 Turnout in the 1975 and 2016 EEC/EU referendums

Referendum Turnout (%)

1975 EEC referendum 64.6

2016 EU referendum 72.2

The turnout in national elections in the UK is significantly higher than that in US 
presidential elections. However, it is much less than in a number of other European 
democracies where voting is not compulsory, which suggests that politicians should 
not be complacent about voter participation (Table 1.4). 

Table 1.4 Turnout in selected national elections

Election Turnout (%)

2017 Dutch general election 81.9 

2017 German federal election 76.2 

2016 Second-round French presidential election 74.5 

2017 British general election 68.7 

2016 Spanish general election 66.5 

2016 US presidential election 55.7 

The membership of political parties (Table 1.5) is significantly lower than it was 
in the 1950s. However, this does not necessarily indicate a participation crisis, 
since f loating voters are increasingly unlikely to fully identify with one party and 
therefore have little motivation to join one. The Labour Party actually increased its 
membership from 190,000 in 2014 to 552,000 in 2018. This has been due to the 
introduction of ‘one member, one vote’ by Ed Miliband and grassroots enthusiasm 
for the radical alternative offered by Jeremy Corbyn. The surge in party membership 
has also been helped by the rise of Momentum, a vibrant socialist movement whose 
members must also be members of the Labour Party.

Table 1.5 The membership of political parties in the UK, 2018

Party Membership

Labour 552,000 

Conservative 124,000 

Liberal Democrat 101,000

Scottish National Party 118,000

Labour Party membership has 
dramatically increased under 
Jeremy Corbyn, suggesting 
that when the public is 
provided with a radical 
choice they can still choose 
to engage with politics
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Membership of pressure groups remains high and the success of websites such as 38 
Degrees shows how the public may now be choosing to participate in politics in 
different ways. 

How convincing are proposals for the reform of UK 
democracy? 
Although it would be premature to claim that the UK is suffering from a 
democratic deficit and a participation crisis, there are a number of ways in which 
it is claimed that politicians could be made more responsive to the public. These 
could encourage greater accountability and so lead to an increase in participation. 
All are controversial, however.

Key term

Democratic deficit When a democracy is not operating effectively because there is a lack 
of accountability among political bodies and not all citizens can claim equal influence over 
political decision making.

Further devolution
In order to encourage greater democratic participation, it has been suggested that 
more power should be devolved from Westminster, thereby giving people greater 
self-determination. The Scottish Parliament, the National Assembly for Wales and 
elected mayors show how decision making can be brought closer to the public. 

However, turnout in elections for devolved assemblies is significantly lower than for 
the Westminster Parliament and has declined since they were established (Table 1.6).

Table 1.6 Turnout in assembly elections

Scottish Parliament National Assembly for Wales Northern Ireland Assembly

1999: 59.1%  1999: 46% 1998: 69.8% 

2016: 55.6% 2016: 45.3%  2016: 54.9%

This suggests that providing another layer of government is not that effective a way of 
engaging the public. There is also little enthusiasm for an English Parliament and when, 
in 2004, the voters in the North East were given the opportunity to have their own 
assembly 78% of them voted against it. Elected mayors have similarly not succeeded 
in generating much enthusiasm from the electorate (Table 1. 7), and police and crime 
commissioners were elected in 2016 with, on average, a turnout of just 25%.

Creating further levels of government is, therefore, not an instant solution to 
encouraging greater voter participation. Indeed, some political commentators have 
even suggested that giving the public more voting opportunities can discourage 
participation by leading to democratic overload. 

Table 1.7 Turnout in mayoral elections

Election Turnout (%)

2016 London mayoral election 45.3

2017 Bristol mayoral election 29.7

2017 West Midlands mayoral election 26.7

2017 Manchester mayoral election 29.9
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Power of recall
The Recall of MPs Act was passed in 2015, enabling voters to trigger a by-election if 
10% of them sign a petition. However, the circumstances when this can happen — an 
MP would need to have been sentenced to prison or suspended from the House of 
Commons for at least 21 days — are quite extreme. Broadening the criteria on which 
power of recall could be demanded would give constituents considerably more power. 
In the USA, for example, 18 states have recall provisions and in 2003 the governor of 
California, Gray Davis, was recalled over his failure to balance the budget.

Critics of further reform point out that it would make MPs more like delegates, so 
limiting the Burkean principle of freedom of conscience.

House of Lords reform
The House of Lords is unelected and unaccountable. Its membership is selected through 
political patronage. When he left office in 2016, David Cameron appointed 13 peers 
from among his political allies. Making the Lords an elected chamber would mean that 
Westminster was fully democratically accountable. However, there is the danger that 
an elected Lords could become a rival to the Commons, thereby, potentially, creating 
constitutional gridlock. Given concerns about low electoral turnout, exchanging the 
expertise of the Lords for another elected chamber is controversial. 

Digital democracy
Supporters of digital democracy argue that facilitating voting and encouraging 
electronic political discussion will encourage greater political engagement and 
higher turnout. Digital democracy is, however, problematic.

l Voting on your mobile phone at your convenience would be likely to encourage 
more voting, but it would also mean that voting was no longer carried out in 
secret and so the possibility of voter manipulation would increase.

l Allegations of cyber-interference in Western elections by Russia indicates that 
electronic voting is more open to fraud than traditional voting.

l The way in which politicians use Twitter can encourage populist sloganeering.
l The standard of debate on social media indicates that activists can use this as 

much to bully as to engage in considered debate.

Electronic petitions
The introduction of electronic petitions has contributed to UK democracy by giving 
the public more control over what is discussed in Parliament. E-petitions have led 
to important debates on the possible legalisation of cannabis and the extension of 
the meningitis B vaccination to all children. Making e-petitions more powerful, by 
making them automatically trigger a parliamentary vote, would make Parliament 
more accountable. However, this could bog Westminster down in unconstitutional 
and impractical debates.

l Some of the most popular e-petitions have called for banning Donald Trump 
from the UK, which is not even Parliament’s right since the responsibility lies 
with the home secretary.

l In 2019, an e-petition calling on the UK to stay in the European Union gathered 
over 6 million signatures, making it the most popular e-petition since the process 
was introduced. This clearly demonstrated to Parliament how controversial the 
issue of Brexit remained.
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In 2016, 4.1 million people signed an e-petition demanding a second EU referendum and in 2019 
an e-petition calling for Brexit to be cancelled gained 6.1 million signatures. Both demonstrate 
how integral e-petitions have become to the ways in which UK democracy operates

Reform of the Westminster electoral system 
The replacement of first-past-the-post (FPTP) with a proportional form of election 
would create a fairer connection between the votes a party receives and its representation 
in Parliament. Critics of FPTP claim that it discourages voting because it limits voter 
choice by over-rewarding the Labour and Conservative parties, ensuring that it is much 
more difficult for other parties to gain representation. By making votes count more, 
critics argue, ‘wasted votes’ and ‘safe seats’ would be eliminated and voters would have 
a greater incentive to vote.

l However, in 2011, 67.9% of the electorate voted in favour of not replacing FPTP 
with the additional vote (AV).

l Proportional representation would make coalition governments more 
likely, making it more diff icult for political parties to fulf il their manifesto 
commitments.

l The claim that FPTP is no longer appropriate because the UK is becoming a 
multiparty democracy is challenged by the fact that in the 2017 general election 
the highest percentage of the electorate voted Conservative or Labour than at 
any general election since 1970 (Tables 1.8 and 1.9).

Table 1.8 General election results, 2015 and 2017

Party 2015 general election (%) 2017 general election (%)

Conservative 36.9 42.4 

Labour 30.4 40

Liberal Democrat 7.9 7.4

Scottish National Party 4.7 3

UKIP 12.6 1.8 

Table 1.9 Combined Labour and Conservative share of the vote, 2015 and 2017

Conservative and Labour 
combined share of the  
vote (%)

Conservative and Labour 
combined share of seats in the 
House of Commons (%)

2015 general election 67.3 86 

2017 general election 82.4 89
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Widening the franchise and debates over 
suffrage

Historical perspective
The development of Britain as a democratic nation state can be traced far back 
into history. Some historians have claimed that the Anglo-Saxon witan, an 
assembly of aristocrats who advised their ruler, represented a rudimentary form of 
democracy. More usually, the origins of democracy are associated with King John 
(1199–1216) being forced by his barons to sign Magna Carta (1215). Although the 
barons were mostly interested in protecting their own powers from the King, they 
also inserted a number of clauses to protect the rights of all freeborn Englishmen 
from the arbitrary rule of the monarch. The three most iconic clauses in Magna 
Carta state that: 

‘In future no official shall place a man on trial upon his own unsupported 
statement, without producing credible witnesses to the truth of it’

(Paragraph 38) 

‘No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his rights or 
possessions, or outlawed or exiled, or deprived of his standing in any other 
way, nor will we proceed with force against him, or send others to do so, 
except by the lawful judgement of his equals or by the law of the land’

(Paragraph 39) 

‘To no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay right or justice’

(Paragraph 40)

Throughout the medieval period, Parliament developed the right to grant money 
to the Crown since it represented the nation’s property holders, and Henry VIII 
(1509–47) used Parliament to provide his takeover of the English Church with legal 
validity.

However, it was not until the early seventeenth century that Parliament began to 
assert the right to protect the liberties of the English people against the increasingly 
autocratic Stuart monarchy. Edward Coke, the chief justice of James I (1603–25), 
laid down in the Petition of Right (1628) the principle that the Crown is not above 
the law, and during the English Civil War Parliament asserted its right to be the 
primary lawmaker against Charles I’s belief in the ‘divine right’ of the King to rule 
alone. The violence and instability of the Civil War unleashed new democratic 
movements such as the Levellers, who stated that all men had the same right to elect 
their government, but such radical ideas were stamped out during the Protectorate 
of Oliver Cromwell (1653–58), who proved almost as unwilling as Charles I to work 
with Parliament. 

Although Charles II was offered the Crown at the Restoration in 1660, his brother 
James II was suspected of trying to rule as a tyrant. In the Glorious Revolution 
of 1688, James was overthrown and Parliament invited William of Orange to 
become King of England. William III’s agreement that he would cooperate with 
Parliament on the Bill of Rights (1689) is a key moment in the development of 
Britain’s constitutional monarchy.

Key term

Franchise/Suffrage The 
right to vote. Throughout 
the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries the 
franchise has gradually 
been extended so that 
now the UK has universal 
adult suffrage. This means 
that all men and women 
aged 18 and over have 
the right to vote in public 
elections unless they are 
mentally incapacitated, in 
prison or a member of the 
House of Lords. 
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However, Parliament remained the preserve of the rich and powerful, and it was only 
in the nineteenth century that a number of acts of parliamentary reform gradually 
opened up the franchise. The Reform Act 1832 enfranchised some members of the 
middle classes, while the Reform Acts 1867 and 1884 increasingly opened the vote 
to working-class householders in the boroughs and then the counties.

In focus

Early attempts at democracy

The inscription on a wall of St Mary’s Church, the site of the 
Putney Debates

In 1647, during the Putney Debates, members of the New 
Model Army unsuccessfully put forward to Cromwell and the 
military command the case for manhood suffrage. Socialist 
politicians, in particular, regard these debates as a dramatic 
moment in the struggle for democracy. 

‘For really I think that the poorest he that is in 
England hath a life to live, as the greatest he; and 
therefore truly, Sir, I think it clear, that every Man 
that is to live under a Government ought first by his 
own Consent to put himself under that Government; 
and I do think that the poorest man in England is 
not at all bound in a strict sense to that Government 
that he hath not had a voice to put Himself under.’

Colonel Thomas Rainsborough  
during the Putney debates, 1647

Stretch and challenge

In 1838, working-class movements across the country drew up a People’s Charter demanding 
manhood suffrage. Some Chartists tried to provoke a national uprising in 1839 at Newport, 
in which 20 people were killed, and Chartism remained a worrying popular movement for the 
government until 1848. By the 1860s it had been succeeded by new radical groups such as 
the Reform League. Fear of the dangerous consequences of inaction was a major cause of 
nineteenth-century parliamentary reform.

Research popular movements for political change in the UK from the nineteenth century to 
today. How often have they achieved their objectives and to what extent do you think they have 
contributed towards British democracy? 

In 1872, the Ballot Act made voting in secret compulsory, so protecting citizens’ 
right to vote in any way they wished.

The Reform Acts of the nineteenth century had all been based on the principle that 
the right to vote depended on the ownership of property. Property owners had a 
stake in society and had thus ‘earned’ the right to vote. The principle of ‘one person, 
one vote’ was alien to these reformers and by the beginning of the twentieth century 
40% of adult males could still not vote, as well as, of course, all women. 

The suffragists, suffragettes and the Great War 
Political reform has often been driven by popular pressure. In 1897 the National 
Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), also known as the suffragists, 
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was established by Millicent Fawcett to lobby Parliament to extend the franchise 
to women. The efforts of the suffragists were not sufficient, though, for more 
militant women and in 1903 Emmeline Pankhurst established the Women’s Social 
and Political Union (WSPU) under the slogan ‘deeds not words’. The suffragettes, 
as they were known, engaged in much more disruptive and even violent action in 
order to draw attention to their cause. When imprisoned, some went on hunger 
strike and in 1913 one suffragette, Emily Davison, was killed when she tried to run 
in front of the King’s horse in the Derby.

Although suffragette protests gained huge publicity, it was women’s contribution to the Great 
War that was the immediate cause of some women gaining the franchise in 1918

At the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the suffragettes suspended their 
activities. However, the sacrifices that both men and women made during the war 
changed the political atmosphere. Women did vital war work in factories, and 
80,000 served as non-combatants in the armed forces. In 1916 male conscription was 
introduced and almost 750,000 men were killed in combat. In 1918, in recognition 
of this, the Representation of the People Act allowed all men aged 21 and over, and 
women aged 30 and over who fulfilled a property qualification, to vote in general 
elections. In 1928, a further Representation of the People Act extended the vote to 
men and women aged 21 and over, establishing universal suffrage.

Stretch and challenge

Violence and political change 
The extent to which the suffragettes advanced the cause of universal suffrage is controversial. 
Violent and disruptive actions such as burning letterboxes and assaulting leading anti-suffrage 
politicians guaranteed them publicity. However, this publicity was often negative and associated 
the movement with violent extremism and even terrorism. This was something that Prime Minister 
Herbert Asquith could not be seen to give in to. Some historians have therefore claimed that 
women’s vital war work was significantly more important in proving the illogicality of denying them 
the vote. In August 1918, Asquith’s successor, David Lloyd George, paid tribute to their efforts:

‘This war was begun in order that force and brutality might crush out freedom among men. 
Its authors cannot have foreseen that one of its main effects would be to give to women a 
commanding position and influence in the public affairs of the world.’

To what extent do you think that the calculated use of violence can ever be justified in 
advancing a legitimate political cause?
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Representation of the People Act 1969 
In 1969 a third Representation of the People Act lowered the voting age from 21 to 
18. This was in recognition of the way in which the opportunities and responsibilities 
of young people had developed. The extension of university education, greater sexual 
freedom provided by easier access to contraception, and the increased earning potential 
of young people all combined to make lowering the voting age to 18 relatively 
uncontroversial. 

Contemporary debates on the further extension of 
the franchise 
Although the UK elects the Westminster Parliament on the principle of universal 
suffrage, there are still some sections of society who are denied the vote. Some of 
these are uncontroversial, such as members of the House of Lords who, as members 
of the legislature, already have their interests represented. Those declared mentally 
incapacitated are also barred from voting.

Votes at 16
Support for lowering the voting age to 16 has significantly increased in recent years. 
The Votes at 16 Coalition was established in 2003 to bring together groups such as 
the National Union of Students and the British Youth Council to campaign for a 
lowering of the voting age. In the 2014 Scottish independence referendum, 16- and 
17-year-olds were allowed to vote. In 2015, the Scottish Parliament then legislated 
to give 16- and 17-year-olds the vote in Scottish local and parliamentary elections. 
The Votes at 16 Coalition hopes that the rapidity of these developments will create 
an unstoppable momentum for change.

Votes at 16 arranges high-profile demonstrations such as the one above, placing them within the 
long history of those agitating for political reform
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The tactics of the Votes at 16 Coalition are twofold: 

1 In order to generate mass enthusiasm for reducing the voting age to 16 it is 
important to win as much positive publicity as possible. Given how much of their 
ideas young people now derive from social media, Votes at 16 has established a 
major presence on the internet through the imaginative use of Twitter, Facebook 
and #vote16. It also encourages school and college debates and its memorable 
slogan, ‘Engage, empower, inspire’, provides the movement with a coherent and 
powerful message of change.  

2 The support of MPs is vital in winning parliamentary support for changes to 
the law. In 2017 and 2018, a Private Member’s Bill to reduce the voting age 
to 16 failed in the House of Commons and so success depends on creating as 
much cross-party support as possible for change. The Votes at 16 website names 
all MPs and Lords who support its campaign in order to maintain high-profile 
momentum for change.

Debate

Should the age of voting be reduced to 16?

Yes
l At age 16, young people can exercise significant 

responsibility: they can engage in sexual relations, marry, 
pay tax and join the armed services, so it is irrational that 
they are regarded as not mature enough to vote. 

l The introduction of citizenship lessons into the school 
curriculum means that young people are now better 
informed about current affairs and so can make educated 
political decisions. 

l National Citizenship Service is encouraging young people to 
have a stake in society, which would be further entrenched 
by voting at 16. 

l Most local education authorities (LEAs) hold elections for the 
UK Youth Parliament, which has been praised by politicians 
such as the speaker of the House of Commons, John Bercow, 
for its positive campaigning. In 2017, 955,000 young people 
aged 11–18 determined what the Youth Parliament would 
debate as part of the Make Your Mark campaign. 

l The 2014 Scottish independence referendum demonstrated 
huge engagement by 16- and 17-year-olds. 75% of this age 
group voted and, according to Ruth Davidson, leader of the 
Scottish Conservatives, ‘the democratic effect turned out to 
be entirely positive’. 

l Since 16- and 17-year-olds can vote for the Scottish 
Parliament it is illogical that they cannot vote for the 
Westminster Parliament. 

l Providing young people with the opportunity to vote earlier 
will encourage them to take their duties as citizens earlier; 
especially as these habits can be encouraged while they are 
still at school.

No
l Some of these claims are misleading. Parental permission 

is needed to join the army at 16 or 17 and, apart from 
in Scotland, parental permission is required to marry 
before 18. 

l Young people are not regarded as responsible enough to be 
able to buy alcohol or cigarettes themselves until the age of 
18, so it is disingenuous to claim that 16- and 17-year-olds 
are capable of exercising all adult responsibilities. 

l Most 16- and 17-year-olds in the UK are still in full- or 
part-time education. They are therefore less likely to pay 
tax and so do not have the same ‘stake’ in society as those 
who are older. 

l Voting turnout among 18- to 24-year-olds is lower than 
other age groups, so allowing 16- and 17-year-olds to vote 
could actually compound the problem of youth apathy. The 
Isle of Man has enfranchised 16- and 17-year-olds: the 
turnout in this age group has declined from 55.3% in 2006 
to 46.2% in 2016. 

l 16- and 17-year-olds have few adult life experiences on 
which to base their voting decisions. They are thus more 
likely to be manipulated into voting in a certain way by 
social media peer pressure. 

l Although Scotland has reduced the voting age to 16, 
this does not mean it is the right thing to do. Very few 
countries allow voting at 16, so the UK is within the political 
mainstream by granting the franchise at 18.

l The Labour Party under Jeremy Corbyn has been so closely 
identifying itself with the youth vote that reducing the voting 
age to 16 now would be an act of political partisanship.
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Prisoner voting
In the UK, prisoners are not entitled to vote. This is because they are regarded as having 
renounced the rights of citizenship for the duration of the time that they are incarcerated. 

l The question of whether prisoners are being denied a fundamental human right 
gained some publicity in two cases brought by John Hirst against the British 
government. Hirst’s claim, that although he was in prison he should be allowed 
to vote, was dismissed by the courts in 2001, but in 2004 the European Court of 
Human Rights declared that the blanket ban on prisoner voting was contrary to 
Article 3 of the First Protocol of the European Convention on Human Rights, 
which ‘provides for the right to elections performed by secret ballot, that are also 
free and that occur at regular intervals’. The British government was, therefore, 
in defiance of the European Convention on Human Rights.

l Pressure groups such as Liberty and the Howard League for Penal Reform 
support prisoner voting. However, unlike voting at 16, there has been very little 
public pressure for a change in this law. When the issue was debated in the House 
of Commons in 2011 it also gained cross-party condemnation, with 234 MPs 
against prisoner voting and only 22 in favour.

The Hirst cases raised significant issues concerning the extent to which the British 
government can act in defiance of the European Court of Human Rights. Since 
2004 this had been a constant source of friction with the court and so, in 2017, 
the government offered to allow the small numbers of prisoners on day release the 
right to vote in order to resolve the problem. This concession generated little public 
interest, which suggests that prisoner voting is unlikely to produce the sort of public 
enthusiasm necessary for the law to be changed.

Compulsory voting
Although voting is optional in the UK, 22 nation states have introduced some form 
of compulsory voting in order to ensure that voting rates are as high as possible. 

l The first country to introduce compulsory voting was Belgium, in 1892. It is an 
accepted part of Belgian life and in the 2014 federal election turnout was 89%. 

l Australia has required citizens to vote in national elections since 1924. In its 2016 
federal elections, 91% of those eligible voted. 

Supporters of compulsory voting argue that because it ensures that such a high percentage 
of the electorate engage in the democratic process, the outcome has enhanced legitimacy. 
In recent years voting has significantly decreased in many liberal democracies, so 
compulsory voting would address this pressing problem.

However, compulsory voting is also highly controversial since critics claim that 
it gives the state too much power to coerce its citizens. Some radical campaigners 
such as Russell Brand have even argued that the decision not to engage at any level 
with the voting process can be a powerful political statement of disapproval. In the 
2017 French presidential runoff, for example, there was no socialist candidate, so the 
decision not to vote for either Emmanuel Macron or Marine Le Pen could have been 
an informed political decision.SA
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In focus 

Is compulsory voting necessary to increase voter turnout? 
In 2015, David Winnick (Labour MP for Walsall North, 
1979–2017) raised the need for compulsory voting in the 
House of Commons. According to Winnick, ‘If we want our 
democracy to flourish, common sense dictates we should do 
what we can to get far more people to participate in elections 
than do at the moment.’ The fact that just 44% of 18- to 
24-year-olds voted in the 2010 general election seemed to 

provide a powerful case for reform. However, according to 
Ipsos MORI, in the 2017 general election, 64% of this age 
group voted. This is the highest turnout by young people since 
1992 and suggests that if politicians provide radical enough 
alternatives people will be more likely to vote. However, this 
large increase is still at least 25% below national voting in 
Australia. 

Debate

Should voting be made compulsory?

Yes
l Voting is a civic responsibility like jury service. If citizens 

are not required to fulfil the duties of citizenship then the 
principles of civic society are undermined. 

l Political apathy is a problem in many liberal 
democracies. In the 2016 US presidential election, just 
58% of the electorate voted. In the 2017 UK general 
election, turnout was 68.7% (in 1992 it had been 
77.7%). Limited numbers of people voting can undermine 
the legitimacy of the result, especially if turnout falls 
beneath 50%. 

l Those not voting are often from ethnic minorities, the 
poorest in society (D and E voters) and young people. This 
means that political decision making often favours older 
and wealthier voters. Compulsory voting would mean that 
politicians would have to be responsive to all shades of 
political opinion. 

l Compulsory voting does not have to force people to make 
a choice. In Australia, for example, the voter can spoil their 
ballot if none of the candidates appeals to them. They must, 
though, attend a polling station. 

l The legal requirement to vote can have an important 
educative role. If people have to vote, they will be more 
likely to inform themselves of the political choices open  
to them.

No
l The public has the right to choose whether or not to vote 

in an election. It is up to politicians to mobilise public 
enthusiasm by providing reasons to vote. Compulsory voting 
could, therefore, remove the incentive for politicians to 
engage with the public.

l The votes of politically disengaged citizens will carry 
less weight than the votes of those who take their civic 
responsibilities seriously. Random voting could undermine 
the legitimacy of the result. 

l Compulsory voting is based on coercion, which is alien to 
the British political system. Voting is a civic right but it is not 
a duty such as the payment of taxes. 

l According to liberal political theory, the extension of the 
power of the state over the individual ought to be resisted 
since it limits our right to act in the way we wish. The British 
state has traditionally intervened as little as possible in 
the liberties of its citizens. Nation Citizenship Service, for 
example, is voluntary. 

l Not voting can be a positive decision to register 
dissatisfaction with the candidates or the process. Only 
25% of the electorate voted for police commissioners in 
2016, which may indicate that voters regard the post as 
insignificant. Forcing the public to vote for a choice they 
disagree with is an infringement of civic rights.
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Pressure groups and other influences 
The UK is a pluralist democracy, which means that political power and inf luence is 
widely distributed so that different groups can compete to inf luence the government 
in their favour. Therefore, as well as voting in elections, members of the public can 
participate in the political process by supporting pressure groups or becoming involved 
in online campaigns. Think-tanks, corporations, lobbying firms, professional bodies and 
religious movements can also put pressure on the government to act in a certain way, 
although they are not referred to as pressure groups.

Table 1.10 explains how pressure groups are categorised.

Table 1.10 Pressure group categorisation

Sectional/interest Cause/promotional

Sectional pressure groups represent 
the interests of a particular group within 
society. For example, the Muslim Council of 
Britain specifically represents the interests 
of British Muslims and the National 
Union of Students (NUS) represents the 
interests of students. They therefore lobby 
government on behalf of these clearly 
defined social groups

Cause pressure groups promote a 
particular issue. Pressure groups such 
as Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace 
are cause pressure groups because their 
members are united by their shared interest 
in protecting the environment. Members of 
cause pressure groups can be drawn from 
across society

Insider Outsider

An insider pressure group has privileged 
access to government decision making. 
The British Medical Association (BMA) 
represents doctors and so possesses 
specialist information which governments 
will wish to consult. The Howard League for 
Penal Reform is an impartial organisation 
which can supply the Home Office with 
important information concerning prison, 
policing and youth crime

Since outsider pressure groups do not 
possess access to political decision 
making, they need to achieve influence in 
other ways. This means that they have to 
gain the attention of the government by 
winning public support. The Gurkha Justice 
Campaign, for example, was an outsider 
group which achieved residency rights for 
Gurkhas who had served in the British 
military because of its high-profile campaign

How do pressure groups achieve success? 
Insider status
Insider status can be vital in the success of a pressure group. If political decision 
makers decide that it is to their advantage to consult with a pressure group then 
the group’s inf luence will be guaranteed. As a result of their specialist knowledge, 
groups such as the British Medical Association (BMA), the Confederation of British 
Industry (CBI) or the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) will all be called on by 
governments. Since the administrations of Tony Blair (1997–2007) all governments 
have been keen to advance the rights of gay people and so, it could be argued, groups 
such as the LGBT Foundation are also achieving insider status as vital sources of 
information.

Whether a pressure group can claim insider status can also be determined by 
political circumstances. In the 1970s, trade unions in Britain were so powerful 
that Jack Jones, the general secretary of the Transport and General Workers’ Union 
(TGWU) was often called ‘the most powerful man in Britain’ for the inf luence he 
wielded with prime ministers. Given the growing significance of environmental 

Key term

Pluralist democracy In a 
pluralist democracy political 
influence is dispersed 
among a wide variety of 
elected and non-elected 
bodies, ensuring that there 
is fair and transparent 
competition between rival 
groups for influence. 
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issues, contemporary politicians have become more likely to consult environmental 
groups for specialist information. Friends of the Earth, for example, is now regularly 
contacted by the Scottish government on its environmental strategy. Michael Gove, 
as environment secretary, has also been congratulated by the chief executive of 
Friends of the Earth, Craig Bennett, ‘for listening to the experts’ when deciding to 
ban bee-harming pesticides. 

Stretch and challenge

The smoking debate
Action on Smoking and Health (ASH) was established in 1971 and its 
campaigns have achieved significant successes such as banning smoking in 
enclosed workplaces, pubs and restaurants, removing displays of tobacco from 
the point of sale and introducing plain packaging with explicit images of the 
harm that tobacco can do. These successes have been facilitated by research 
by the BMA on the risks of smoking and the support of Parliament for stronger 
restrictions. In 2014, for example, a ban on smoking in cars containing children 
passed the House of Commons by 376 to 107 votes.

ASH has been considerably more successful than its main adversary  
FOREST (Freedom Organisation for the Right to Enjoy Smoking). What factors 
best explain the comparative success of ASH and the more limited success  
of FOREST?

l The political bias of the government will also determine which pressure groups 
are able to claim insider status. Trade unions which contribute funds to the 
Labour Party will be more likely to exercise insider inf luence during a left-
wing Labour government than during a Conservative government. Conversely, 
pressure groups which represent big business, such as the Institute of Directors, 
or ones which emphasise small government, such as the Taxpayers’ Alliance, will 
be more inf luential during a Conservative administration.

l Wealthy pressure groups which seek to access decision-making bodies will run 
offices as close as possible to those points of access. Brussels and Strasbourg are 
therefore full of the offices of powerful lobbying firms which seek to inf luence 
EU policy, while in the UK powerful pressure groups will often base their offices 
in key points of access such as London. The independent decision-making power 
of the London mayor also means that London is a prime point of contact for 
pressure groups. The devolution of decision-making powers has further meant 
that groups such as Friends of the Earth and ASH run offices in Edinburgh and 
Cardiff. The CBI has offices in leading commercial centres across the UK.

Other means of achieving success

l Other pressure groups seek to inf luence government by taking their case 
directly to the public. This can be because, like Greenpeace, they are reluctant 
to engage too closely with government since this could compromise their 
principles. It can also be because they do not have the necessary funds to 
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directly lobby decision makers and so focus on mobilising support through real 
and online campaigns and high profile media events. Celebrity endorsement 
can provide an especially effective way of generating positive media coverage. 

l Social media provide new opportunities for pressure groups to engage with the 
public. Groups such as Amnesty International, Oxfam and Friends of the Earth 
all appreciate the importance of having a considerable internet inf luence since 
this is where people increasingly access and spread ideas. Facebook, Twitter and 
hashtag campaigns provide a valuable way of keeping the public informed of a 
pressure group’s activities and its website will usually provide opportunities to 
donate and sign online petitions, as well as up-to-date information on getting 
involved in national and regional campaigns. 

l This way of mobilising public support has been called a ‘clickocracy’, since 
the internet enables the public to engage with pressure groups purely online. 
38 Degrees, for example, was established in 2009 and provides a forum for its 
members to quickly choose and launch their own online campaigns. Its slogan 
is ‘People, Power, Change’ and it can focus public attention on local issues such 
as protecting green spaces or on national campaigns such as encouraging the 
government to introduce a drinks-container recycling scheme.

l Some pressure groups can choose to engage in civil disobedience in order to  
achieve their aims. This is a risky strategy, but it can create immediate publicity and 
even give rise to so much disruption that the government decides to back down or 
negotiate. In 1867, riots in Hyde Park demanding the extension of the franchise 
quickened the pace of parliamentary reform. In March 1990, the extraordinary 
violence of the poll tax riots in Trafalgar Square further undermined an already 
weakened Margaret Thatcher, contributing to her resignation in November and 
to her successor, John Major, swiftly abandoning the tax. 

l Trade unions can, of course, deploy industrial action. The National Union of 
Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers (RMT) has, for example, called strikes 
in order to try to stop the introduction of driver-only operated trains which 
would jeopardise the jobs of conductors, as well as, the union argues, jeopardising 
passenger safety.

In focus 

The UK and the Syrian refugee crisis
The way in which David Cameron’s government changed its attitude towards taking Syrian 
refugees demonstrates how a combination of factors can lead to a sudden change in policy. 
Until 2015, government policy was not to admit significant numbers of Syrian refugees to the 
UK. Criticisms by pressure groups such as Amnesty International had done little to change 
government policy. However, when shocking images were broadcast across the media of a 
Syrian boy, Aylan Kurdi, drowned on a beach in Greece, this provoked outrage from MPs, 
religious leaders and council leaders eager for the government to provide a moral lead. As 
many as 4 million people signed an e-petition and the Daily Mail demanded action. So great 
was the pressure that Cameron announced the UK would take 20,000 refugees by 2020, 
stating ‘Britain is a moral nation and we will fulfil our moral responsibilities.’
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Examples of successful pressure group campaigns 
Table 1.11 outlines the aims and campaign strategies of two UK pressure groups.

Table 1.11 Two successful pressure groups

Pressure group Aims Campaign strategy 

The Gurkha Justice Campaign
Gurkhas are Nepalese soldiers who have 
traditionally served in the British military. 
Only those who retired after 1997 were 
granted the right to live in Britain

The group was set up 
to extend the right to 
live in Britain to all 
retired Gurkhas

Popular actress Joanna Lumley provided the 
Gurkha Justice Campaign with powerful celebrity 
endorsement. Her leadership of a large delegation 
to present a petition signed by 250,000 to Downing 
Street generated highly positive media coverage and 
her constant pressure on the government of Gordon 
Brown created so much negative publicity for it that 
the government decided to grant equal rights of 
residency to all Gurkhas

Hillsborough Family Support Group/
Hillsborough Justice Campaign
On 15 April 1989, 96 Liverpool fans lost 
their lives at Hillsborough football stadium 
when they were crushed to death in the 
overcrowded and fenced-in stadium. It 
was the worst sporting disaster in British 
history. The families and survivors claimed 
that the tragedy had been caused by 
appalling crowd control by the South 
Yorkshire Police, but police blamed 
hooliganism and a verdict of ‘accidental 
death’ was recorded

The group was set 
up to demand a 
reopening of the  
case and to achieve 
justice

Pressure groups representing the families of 
the Hillsborough victims endorsed an e-petition, 
which gathered 130,000 signatures, demanding 
full disclosure of all relevant documents to an 
independent enquiry. The success of the e-petition 
created intense media interest, and government 
support of full disclosure contributed to a new 
inquest in which a verdict of ‘unlawful killing’ was 
reached, opening the way for the prosecution of 
those in charge of policing on the day
Enthusiastic sporting and celebrity support for 
the families of the victims, as well as lobbying by 
Liverpool MPs and campaigning by the Daily Mirror, 
all contributed to the reopening of the case

Why are some pressure groups more 
successful than others? 
A useful mnemonic to understand the factors that contribute to 
pressure group success is RIPE: 

l Resources 
l Ideological compatibility with the government 
l Popularity 
l Expertise

A pressure group does not have to fulfil all of these criteria in order 
to be successful. However, it will have to demonstrate at least one 
of them if it is to achieve its objectives. For example, Migration  
Watch UK cultivated links with Theresa May’s government because 
of their shared commitment to reducing immigration into the UK. 
The expertise of the BMA provides it with guaranteed insider 
status under any government, while the considerable resources 
of the Conservative and Labour Friends of Israel enable them to 
cultivate inf luence at Westminster. The popularity of the Gurkha 
Justice Campaign persuaded the Brown government to provide all 
Gurkhas with the automatic right of British residency.

However, if a pressure group does not fulfil any of these criteria 
then it is unlikely to be successful. Plane Stupid has opposed a third 
runway at Heathrow, and Stop HS2 opposes the new high-speed 

The way in which Joanna Lumley was so closely 
associated with the Gurkha Justice Campaign 
shows how celebrity endorsement can be useful in 
helping a pressure group to secure its objectives
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rail link between Birmingham and London, but both have failed because they have 
not been able to persuade the government that they have a powerful enough case 
or significant enough support. Table 1.12 illustrates why some campaigns are more 
successful than others.

Table 1.12 A successful and an unsuccessful pressure group campaign

Successful Unsuccessful

Surfers Against Sewage
Drinks-container recycling 

• Surfers Against Sewage’s ‘Message in a Bottle’ campaign 
demonstrated growing public outrage at the way in which 
disposable plastic containers are blighting coastlines. 
Every day only half the 38.5 million plastic drinks 
containers bought are recycled

• Other environmental groups such as the Council for the 
Preservation of Rural England also campaigned on the 
issue, as well as 38 Degrees, and in 2018 the government 
announced that it was going to introduce a deposit return 
scheme for all plastic, metal and glass containers

• The success of this campaign was helped by the way in 
which the facts were objectively presented together with 
viable solutions to the problem. The cause was further 
helped by the way in which Prime Minister Theresa May 
and Environment Secretary Michael Gove were keen to 
move forward on the proposals and the way in which 
countries like Germany had shown success was possible

Stop the War Coalition
War against Iraq 2003 

• In 2003 the Stop the War Coalition organised the 
biggest demonstration in British history, in which as 
many as a million people marched through London to 
protest against Tony Blair’s support for an American-
led invasion of Iraq

• Although the march was peaceful, was addressed 
by prominent anti-war activists such as Tony Benn, 
and made a powerful impact on the public, it did not 
change the policy of the government

• The lack of success of this campaign was because 
Blair was committed to the overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein and, when Parliament voted on the 
justification for war, the Conservatives supported the 
government, giving Blair a substantial majority of 179. 
Therefore, Blair was safely able to ignore the protests 
and preparations for war continued

In focus

The Occupy Movement
Sometimes it can be difficult to decide if a pressure group has achieved 
its goals. From 2011 to 2012, global sit-ins by the Occupy Movement 
were organised to protest against the inequalities of global capitalism. 
In London a major sit-in was organised outside St Paul’s Cathedral, 
which gained a significant amount of media attention. However, the 
protestors’ aims were criticised for being incoherent, ideologically 
extreme and unachievable, and protesters were moved on as a result 
of a court order. Supporters of Occupy have pointed out that its radical 
political programme created a powerful new critique of capitalism 
which has had an especially strong resonance with young people. This 
may have contributed to the 9.5% swing to Labour in the 2017 general 
election on its ‘For the Many, Not the Few’ manifesto.

From October 2011 to February 2012, an Occupy camp outside St Paul’s 
Cathedral focused public attention on inequality in the UK
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Case studies of pressure groups
Fathers4Justice
Fathers4Justice campaigns to change the law on behalf of fathers’ rights in cases 
of divorce or separation. Founded in 2001 by Matt O’Connor, the organisation 
initially gained public attention through a number of high-profile stunts, often 
with a superhero theme. One member of Fathers4Justice scaled Buckingham Palace 
dressed as Batman and another climbed a crane dressed as Spiderman. In 2004, in 
its most high-profile exploit, two activists hurled purple f lour bombs at Tony Blair 
during Prime Minister’s Question Time.

Seeking to maintain the momentum of the campaign, later stunts became ever 
more outlandish and self-defeating, such as a naked protest in Marks and Spencer 
on Oxford Street, while one campaigner, Tim Haries, was given a 6-month jail 
sentence for spray painting ‘Help’ across a portrait of the Queen in Westminster 
Abbey — a shocking piece of vandalism. During his sentencing, Haries’ supporters 
hurled abuse at the judge and Haries subsequently went on hunger strike.

These failures have meant that in recent years Fathers4Justice has focused more on 
engaging with the public through the positive use of social media and is trying to distance 
itself from violence and civil disobedience. Its website still has a ‘superhero’ theme, but 
the emphasis is now more on the personal and social importance of a child having 
a meaningful relationship with his or her father and on generating popular support 
through emotive images and news reports. It also focuses on providing advice on how 
to contact your MP and opportunities to sign online petitions and join online forums.

The group is still dogged by negative publicity. However, the way it is now 
attempting to campaign in a more sophisticated fashion demonstrates how the 
tactics, and possibly the fortunes, of a pressure group can change.

Liberty
Liberty exposes discrimination, highlights infringements of the Human Rights Act 
and fights attempts by the government to restrict civil liberties. It does this in a wide 
variety of contrasting ways, which gives it considerable inf luence in the political 
process. Like many outsider pressure groups, it engages directly with the public 
through online campaigns. The director of Liberty, Martha Spurrier, also regularly 
puts forward the case for civil liberties through the media.

However, Liberty also appreciates the importance of inf luencing decision makers. 
Therefore, like professional lobbying companies, Liberty works closely with like-
minded MPs such as David Davis and Tom Watson, and Lords such as the former 
director of Liberty, Baroness Chakrabarti, to encourage cross-party support for civil 
liberties. It has encouraged MPs to oppose the introduction of identity cards and 
has campaigned to ensure that Brexit does not jeopardise any of the civil liberties 
enshrined in EU law. To this end it lobbied MPs in all parties to demand a ‘People’s 
Clause’ in the repeal legislation underwriting all existing EU human rights legislation.

Liberty publishes reports and engages in consultative exercises in order to ensure 
that Parliament is fully informed about how legislation does or could affect civil 
liberties. These range from issues such as extradition, asylum and immigration to 
the right to take industrial action.

In addition, Liberty has launched judicial reviews in cases where it believes that the 
government has exceeded its powers and acted ultra vires (beyond its authority). 
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For example, in 2017, Liberty challenged the legality of the Investigatory Powers 
Act on the grounds that the European Court of Justice had declared its ‘general and 
indiscriminate’ approach to private individuals’ data to be illegal. 

Two other pressure groups
l Human Rights Watch monitors the extent to which governments around the 

world protect the human rights of their citizens. Its regular reports highlight 
abuses and its British office has focused on issues such as the extent to which 
government counterterrorism strategies conf lict with civil liberties. Following 
the Grenfell Tower disaster, Human Rights Watch has also investigated the 
extent to which the civil liberties of those living in social housing have been 
compromised by inadequate safety standards.

l Stonewall is committed to ‘acceptance without exception’. It focuses on 
lobbying Parliament to legislate to protect the rights of LGBT people and has 
helped to change the law so that gay people can serve in the military, as well as 
giving couples the same adoption rights as heterosexual couples. It is currently 
campaigning to ensure that laws ending discrimination of LGBT people are 
observed and that prejudice and intolerance are challenged.

Lobbyists, think-tanks, business and professional 
bodies 
In addition to pressure groups, a number of other bodies seek to inf luence 
government. Think-tanks such as the right-wing Adam Smith Institute or the 
more left-wing Fabian Society work with the Conservative and Labour parties to 
develop policy. When he was leader of the Conservative Party, Iain Duncan Smith 
established the Centre for Social Justice in order to better advise his party on the 
problems faced by the most disadvantaged in society. Chatham House provides 
highly respected impartial analysis of global politics, which politicians consult, and 
Demos is a cross-party think-tank specialising in the development of social policy. 
Such groups contribute useful insights and ideas to the political debate and so play 
an important part in the political process.

More controversially, major corporations and lobbying firms seek to inf luence 
decision making by cultivating links with politicians. Powerful companies, such as 

Stonewall deploys a variety 
of methods to achieve its 
objectives: lobbying MPs and 
generating publicity through 
rallies, demonstrations and 
high-profile media events

Key terms

Think-tank A group 
established in order to 
generate ideas. Political 
parties work closely with 
like-minded think-tanks in 
order to develop policy.
Lobbyist Lobbyists 
represent the interests of 
a particular group or cause 
and seek to influence 
politicians in its favour.
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Apple and Google, as well as the major interests such as banking, digital and media 
will all try to be as closely involved in the decision-making process as possible in 
order to advance their interests. In the same way, the Church of England, academic 
bodies such as universities, and the Office of Fair Trading (which protects the rights 
of consumers) will also seek to inf luence political debates which inf luence them.

Lobbying firms can also represent the interests of groups in society who are prepared 
to pay for their services. They have thus been criticised for enabling powerful 
interests to try to buy inf luence. In 2015, two former foreign secretaries, Jack Straw 
(Labour) and Malcolm Rifkind (Conservative), were secretly filmed offering to 
‘provide access for cash’ to key political and diplomatic figures for a fake firm. 

l Malcolm Rifkind told the fake company that he could provide ‘useful access’ 
to every UK ambassador in the world. He added that his usual fee per day was 
‘somewhere in the region of £5,000 to £8,000’.

l Jack Straw told the company that he operated ‘under the radar’ and had previously 
used his contacts and inf luence to change EU rules for a company which paid 
him a salary of £60,000 a year.

Lobbyists respond that they are necessary to democracy because they broaden the 
debate so that all sides are heard. Two examples may illustrate this:

l The Raptor Alliance, which represents pigeon fanciers, is a tiny organisation 
whose members argue that the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds has 
been so successful in protecting birds of prey that they are now killing off 
racing pigeons. Unable to gain public recognition, lobbyists have made their 
cause known in Parliament by encouraging the establishment of an All Party 
Parliamentary Group for Pigeon Racing and in 2018 organising the first Lords 
versus Commons pigeon race since 1928. After the event, the chairman of the 
group, Chris Davies MP, commented, ‘The race was a huge success and we are 
delighted with the support already shown throughout Parliament.’ During Prime 
Minister’s Question Time, Theresa May even agreed to sponsor a bird.

l Lobbyists have also put forward the interests of gin drinkers. Since the Gin Act 
1751, small-scale production had been forbidden in order to stop bootlegging. 
However, in 2008 lobbyists succeeded in having the Gin Act repealed and now 
boutique gin is becoming one of the UK’s most enterprising new exports.

Rights in context

Human rights and civil liberties 
As human beings we all possess the same universal human rights, such as the rights 
to life and liberty. However, it is not always possible to enforce human rights and 
so they are often referred to as a form of ‘soft law’. Civil liberties are the rights that 
individuals possess in relation to the nation state and so are legally enforceable and 
represent ‘hard law’. 

Since the UK does not possess a codified constitution, the rights of British citizens 
have been determined and protected through constitutionally significant landmark 
events such as the signing of Magna Carta. In addition to this, judges have defined 
the nature of our civil rights in important common law cases, so setting a judicial 
precedent to be followed in future disputes. Specific Acts of Parliament have further 
developed the rights that UK citizens enjoy. 
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Therefore, the rights of the British public have traditionally been negative or residual 
rights. This means everything that is not expressly forbidden belongs to our rights, 
which means that they are not set out in one single document. Instead they derive from 
our rights as citizens and key constitutional and legal events such as the following: 

l Magna Carta 1215 This provides the foundation for British civil liberties by 
stating that the law should be impartial and that no freeman should be convicted 
of a crime unless he had been fairly tried. 

l Bill of Rights 1689 By accepting the Bill of Rights, William III agreed to 
govern with the consent of Parliament, thereby establishing the principle of a 
constitutional monarchy bound by the law. 

l Somerset v Stewart (1772) Lord Mansfield stated that slavery within the UK 
was illegal since it had not been legislated for by an Act of Parliament and was 
unsupported by the common law. In his judgement he stated, ‘It is so odious, that 
nothing can be suffered to support it, but positive law.’ This far-reaching decision 
set the precedent for the elimination of slavery within Britain.

l Entick v Carrington (1765) In a case involving trespass, Lord Camden lay down 
the principle that government officials ‘cannot exercise public power unless such 
exercise of it is authorised by some specific rule of law’. In short, the government 
can only act according to the law protecting the rights of citizens from despotic rule. 

l Representation of the People Act 1928 This established the principle of 
universal suffrage in the United Kingdom.

The development of a rights-based culture since 
1997 
Since Tony Blair became prime minister in 1997, the approach towards British civil 
liberties has changed. Rather than primarily relying on common law decisions and 
constitutional conventions, there has been a greater emphasis on the codification of 
what the positive rights of British citizens are. 

Human Rights Act 1998 
Although the UK was fully involved in the drafting of the European Convention on 
Human Rights in 1950, it did not accept that the convention would be binding on 
British courts. However, in 1998 the Human Rights Act was passed, which incorporates 
the European Convention fully into British law. The Act entered into force in 2000. 
As a result, British citizens now possess a clear statement of their civil liberties, which 
is enforceable in British courts. Before the Human Rights Act came into force, UK 
civil liberties were grounded in specific statute and case law. This meant that the rights 
that British citizens could claim were not widely known or understood. The Human 
Rights Act is significant because it clearly establishes the positive rights that we are all 
equally eligible for, such as the right to life and the right to a fair hearing.

Freedom of Information Act 2000
This established a ‘right of access’ to information held by public bodies so long as 
it does not compromise national security. The Act, which came into force in 2005, 
provides the public with the opportunity to know more about the way in which 
public bodies such as the National Health Service operate, as well as being able 
to access information held about them. The MPs’ expenses scandal in 2009 was 
exposed because journalists were able to demand access to this information because 
of the Freedom of Information Act. 

Anti-slavery seal by 
prominent abolitionist Josiah 
Wedgewood, 1787
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Equality Act 2010
Although a number of Acts of Parliament have legislated in favour of equality, such 
as various Race Relations Acts and the Equal Pay Act 1970, it was not until the 
Equality Act 2010 that an Act of Parliament established equality before the law for 
all citizens. This Act consolidates existing legislation and states that in public life 
discrimination is illegal in nine recognised areas: 

l Age
l Disability
l Gender reassignment 
l Race 
l Religion or belief 

l Sex 
l Sexual orientation 
l Marriage and civil partnership 
l Pregnancy and maternity 

Civic responsibility and the restriction of civil liberties 
As well as having rights, citizens also have responsibilities that can be enforced by 
law, such as paying taxes and serving on a jury. Other responsibilities are not legally 
enforceable, such as voting, but they are expected of citizens.

The public does not have the right to act in whatever 
way it wants and freedoms can be restricted if these 
are likely to endanger the collective good of society. 
This is most likely to happen when there is a threat to 
national security. Following the terrorist attacks on 
New York and Washington DC, in 2001 and London 
in 2005, a number of Acts of Parliament were passed 
to protect the public from further attack.

l  The Anti-Terrorism Crime and Security Act 2001 
gave the government the legal power to imprison 
foreign terrorist suspects indefinitely without trial.

l  In 2005, the Serious Organised Crime and Police 
Act limited the right of protest outside Parliament 
and created a new offence of inciting religious hatred.

l  The Terrorism Act 2006 extended the time terrorist 
suspects can be held without charge to 28 days and 
made ‘glorifying terrorism’ a crime.

l  In 2016, Parliament passed the Investigatory Powers 
Act, which authorises the retention of personal 
electronic data and its access for law enforcement.

In focus

Identity cards
Post-9/11 concerns about terrorism convinced the Blair 
and Brown governments of the need to introduce identity 
cards. In 2006, the Identity Cards Act was passed, which 
created identity cards and a national identity register which 
would store information about citizens. Alan Johnson, 
Brown’s home secretary, demonstrated his support for 

the scheme by allowing his photograph to appear on an 
official specimen identity card to publicise the initiative. 
But in 2010, the coalition announced that the Act would 
be repealed in order ‘to reverse the substantial erosion of 
civil liberties under the Labour government and roll back 
state intrusion’.

Terrorist attacks, such as the 2005 London bombings which 
killed 52 people, have been used to justify the restrictions of 
civil liberties in order to protect the collective rights of society
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The balance between collective and individual rights 
There is naturally going to be tension between our rights as individuals and the 
need to protect the wellbeing of the community, and governments need to balance 
the needs of both. Especially since the terrorist attacks on New York, the Iraq War 
and the rise of extremist terrorist groups, a number of civil liberties groups, such as 
Liberty, have argued that the balance has shifted too far away from the individual to 
the government and that this has led to the erosion of civil liberties. 

The Human Rights Act is important in providing people with greater protection by 
defining the positive rights to which they are entitled. 

l In 2004, senior judges declared that the way in which foreign terrorist suspects 
were being held by the government was ‘discriminatory’ according to the 
European Convention on Human Rights. In the face of this legal challenge, the 
government released the detainees from Belmarsh Prison.

l Attempts by the government to deport Abu Qatada, an Islamist preacher who 
had entered the UK illegally, to face trial in Jordan were stopped for 8 years 
on the grounds that the evidence used against him might have been acquired 
through torture. This would have breached Articles 3 (freedom from torture) 
and 6 (right to a fair trial) of the Human Rights Act and Abu Qatada was not 
deported until 2014 when Jordan pledged that no such evidence would be used 
against him. 

l In 2010, the Supreme Court declared that homosexuality could provide grounds 
for claiming asylum in the UK if the claimants were from countries where 
homosexuality was persecuted. Dismissing the argument that they could hide 
their sexuality, Lord Hope stated, ‘To compel a homosexual person to pretend 
that his sexuality does not exist or suppress the behaviour by which to manifest 
itself is to deny his fundamental right to be who he is.’

How effectively are civil liberties protected in the UK? 
Although the Human Rights Act has provided judges with significantly more power 
in protecting civil liberties, it is no different from any other Act of Parliament in 
that it can be suspended or repealed. It does not therefore represent a higher law, 
as would be the case if the UK had a codified constitution. As a result of this, 
Parliament remains the supreme law-making body and so can still enact legislation 
even if it conf licts with the European Convention on Human Rights on the 
principle that no parliament can bind its successor. For example, even though the  
Blair government accepted the release of the Belmarsh detainees following  
the High Court ruling, it quickly introduced legislation to keep them under close 
surveillance through control orders. 

This means that judges have less power to protect the civil liberties of UK citizens 
than is the case for judges in liberal democracies which have a codified constitution 
and where judges can strike down legislation if it conf licts with the law of the 
constitution.

Therefore, civil liberties pressure groups are especially important in alerting the 
public to any erosion of their civil liberties, as well as raising awareness of the 
ways in which minorities may still be discriminated against. Liberty, for example, 
campaigns to increase public consciousness of ways in which the civil liberties of 
minorities might be challenged through, for example, the powers of surveillance 
contained in the Investigatory Powers Act.
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It is important to appreciate that, as the representative of the public interest, 
Parliament itself can protect civil liberties.

l In 2005, the Blair government’s attempt to increase the time that a terrorist 
suspect could be imprisoned to 90 days was defeated in the House of Commons 
by 323 votes to 290, with 49 Labour MPs voting against their government.

l In 2008, the Brown government’s attempts to increase the number of days’ 
detention to 42 days from 28 days was defeated in the House of Lords and the 
proposed legislation was subsequently shelved.

l The coalition in 2010 committed itself to the repeal of identity cards as an 
infringement of civil liberties.

However, the ferocity of terrorist attacks on big cities in the UK has also been used 
to justify the restriction of civil liberties. When he was mayor of London, Boris 
Johnson admitted, ‘I’m not particularly interested in this civil liberties stuff when it 
comes to these people’s emails and mobile phone conversations. If they are a threat 
to our society then I want them properly listened to.’

The argument that governments are undermining civil liberties is rejected by 
many politicians, who argue that some restrictions are necessary in order to protect 
the collective good of the nation. Also, the fact that only a few Acts, such as the 
introduction of identity cards, have generated much public outcry suggests the 
public may well accept that their collective good does require limitations to be put 
on their individual liberties.

A British Bill of Rights?
A number of Conservative politicians, including Theresa May, have signalled that 
they favour replacing the Human Rights Act with a British Bill of Rights. This is 
because the European Convention has been accused by Philip Hollobone MP of 
favouring ‘the rights of bad people over the rights of good people’. A British Bill of 
Rights could also provide a clearer statement of the responsibilities which the 
individual owes to society as well as explicitly recognising parliamentary sovereignty 
over what constitutes a right. 

Summary 
By the end of this chapter you should be able to answer the following questions: 
➜ What is representative democracy and what are its advantages and disadvantages? 
➜ What is direct democracy and what are its advantages and disadvantages? 
➜ What evidence is there to suggest the UK is suffering from a participation crisis? 
➜ What are the key milestones in the development of British democracy? 
➜ In what ways could UK democracy be further improved? 
➜ In what ways might the franchise be further extended and why is this controversial?
➜ How convincing is the case for compulsory voting? 
➜ How do pressure groups and other collective organisations access influence? 
➜ Why are some pressure groups/collective organisations more successful than others? 
➜ What is the significance of the distinction between individual and collective rights?
➜ How effectively are human rights protected in the UK? 
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Practice questions

Source-based question

Using the source, evaluate the view that direct democracy should be used more frequently in 
the UK.

In your response you must: 
l compare and contrast the different opinions in the source
l examine and debate these views in a balanced way
l analyse and evaluate only the information presented in the source (30)

Evaluative questions 
1 Evaluate the extent to which the UK is suffering from a participation 

crisis. You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a 
balanced way. (30) 

2 Evaluate the extent to which UK democracy is in urgent need of 
reform. You must consider this view and the alternative to this view 
in a balanced way. (30) 

3 Evaluate the extent to which the tactics they deploy are the most 
important reason for the success or failure of pressure groups  
and other collective organisations. You must consider this view and  
the alternative to this view in a balanced way. (30)

Direct democracy mechanisms, such as referendums, e-petitions, consultative exercises 
and recall votes, reinforce the fundamental principle of democratic self-governance, provide 
a check on the tendency of representatives to become disconnected from their electors, 
and can enhance the popular legitimacy underpinning key political decisions.

The days of representatives seated in national capitals making policy in relative 
isolation has been supplanted by a world where citizens can instantly communicate 
with elected leaders through online petitions, blogs, tweets and Facebook posts. 
Social media empowers citizens to organise and advocate. Results such as ‘Brexit’ are 
important examples of citizens expressing their viewpoints, and indeed educating their 
representatives on their visions regarding their countries’ futures.

However, direct democracy is riddled with problems that obstruct the goals it seeks to 
achieve. When direct democracy is used, turnout is generally low and so calls into question 
the legitimacy of the result. There is also the danger that special interest groups or 
lobbyists, who specialise in certain issue areas and who have a broader political agenda, 
will spend lavishly on direct democracy initiatives. A lack of public understanding and the 
spread of misinformation can also have devastating consequences, not just in terms of the 
political result, but also for societal relations. 

Source: adapted from an article published by the International Institute of Democracy 
and Electoral Assistance, 21 November 2016
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