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This article is essential reading for AS students.  It focuses 
on the following aspects of the specifications:

Edexcel
Unit 2 The prime minister and cabinet

AQA
Unit 2 The core executive

OCR
Unit F852 The executive (mandatory)

Exam context 
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Mark Bennister

heart of government. It is the means by which common 
collective government policy positions are established and 
obliges ministers to support government policy or resign. 
Collective cabinet responsibility is underpinned by secrecy 
whereby cabinet ministers can speak their mind before 
coming to a collective position. The doctrine is of value to 
the prime minister in controlling cabinet colleagues and 
binding colleagues to favoured policy positions.

The way cabinet meetings are organised depends on the 
style and leadership of the prime minister who chairs all 
the weekly meetings. The cabinet meeting is regarded as 
the fulcrum for political discussion and ultimate decision 
making at the centre of government. Yet as cabinet has 
become larger and the demands on the prime minister 
greater, the relevance of this core convention at the centre of 
decision making has come under question. Does the cabinet 
actually function as a collective decision-making body?

Mark Bennister argues that although policy decisions may no longer be taken 
at cabinet meetings, collective cabinet responsibility still serves the important 
purpose of presenting the appearance of unity at the top of government

Theresa May’s 
cabinet during 
a meeting at 
Chequers The cabinet

Is there still collective 
cabinet responsibility? 

Cabinet collective responsibility is a well-
established convention of British politics 
that binds cabinet members together, 
recognising collective decision making at the 
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CABINET MEETINGS CEASED TO BE 
THE KEY DECISION-MAKING BODY OF 
GOVERNMENT SOME TIME AGO
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it became a precursor to the Labour Party’s subsequent 
electoral loss and decline. 

The doctrine is a key tool for prime ministers to exert 
a level of control. In 1977 the then prime minister, Jim 
Callaghan, famously said of it: ‘I certainly think that the 
doctrine should apply, except in cases where I announce that 
it does not.’ With over 130 Conservative MPs also opposing 
David Cameron’s position on the EU referendum, cabinet 
and party management became much more challenging and 
untenable after the vote for Brexit. The fallout for Cameron 
was even worse than for Wilson. He  announced after the 
referendum vote that ‘fresh leadership’ was required to bring 
the opposing elements of the party and government together, 
ending his term of office just over a year after leading the 
Conservatives to victory at the 2015 general election.

Cabinet committees
The formal cabinet under David Cameron had 30 attendees 
(full members plus a few as attendees only).  Under Theresa 
May this has fallen slightly to 27. This is still a large and 
rather unwieldy number — too big to take formal decisions. 
The hard graft of decision making generally takes place in 
cabinet committees (Box 1). 

The Quad
Under the coalition government formal cabinet mechanisms 
were expected to provide stability in an unusual arrangement 
of two parties making up the government, albeit with one 
dominant and one small party. However, the most important 
institution which directed the coalition was not the formal 
coalition cabinet committee, which only met occasionally, 
but the informal Quad.

A decision-making body?
In reality, cabinet meetings ceased to be the key decision-
making body of government some time ago. While the 
convention of collective responsibility still exists, it would be 
unusual for a prime minister to first learn of a disagreement 
with a cabinet colleague at the weekly meeting. Informal 
and formal discussions occur on a regular basis, particularly 
between the prime minister and the key players in the 
cabinet. In addition, a number of cabinet committees 
and subcommittees exist to take decisions further down 
the chain of command. To analyse developments, this 
article considers:

 ■ what happens when differences do become apparent 
in cabinet

 ■ the fluctuating structure of cabinet mechanisms
 ■ the shape of cabinet under Theresa May

Resignations
On the occasions when individual cabinet ministers 
feel a need to break the convention, resignations do 
occur. Individual resignations are generally rare, but 
often significant, as with the resignations of the defence 
secretary Michael Heseltine (1986), the chancellor of the 
exchequer Nigel Lawson (1989), and the deputy prime 
minister Geoffrey Howe (1990), which damaged Margaret 
Thatcher’s leadership, subsequently contributing to her 
fall from office.

In 2003 Robin Cook, then leader of the House but 
formerly foreign secretary, resigned in protest at the decision 
to send troops to Iraq. More recently Iain Duncan Smith 
resigned from the cabinet as work and pensions secretary in 
2016 over the government’s cuts to disability benefits.

‘Agreement to differ’
It is also rare for the doctrine of collective responsibility 
to be formally set aside. In essence the 2010–15 coalition 
government ‘agreed to differ’ on a number of policy areas. 
Back in 1932 there was an ‘agreement to differ’ over tariffs 
within the National Government. However, the most well-
known suspension of collective cabinet responsibility 
came in 1975 when members of Harold Wilson’s cabinet 
were permitted to campaign on competing sides of the 
referendum on the UK’s continued membership of the 
European Community. 

In January 2016 it came as no surprise when David 
Cameron announced a similar arrangement would apply 
during campaigning for the June 2016 referendum on 
whether the UK should remain in the European Union. 
The arrangements, though unusual, enabled the prime 
minister to manage dissent and avoid resignations (though 
not in the case of Iain Duncan Smith). Although only 
seven cabinet ministers campaigned for a leave vote (out of 
23), the spectacle of high-profile ministers such as leader 
of the House, Michael Gove, challenging government 
policy over EU membership was an uncomfortable one 
for David Cameron. The arrangement also stored up 
trouble for a prime minister, keen to reassert collective 
responsibility afterwards. Although Wilson won in 1975 

Box 1 Cabinet committees

• Tony Blair created several of them, but routinely 
bypassed the cabinet structures by preferring more 
informal ad hoc bi-lateral meetings in Number 10.

• Gordon Brown reinvented the cabinet committee with 
his National Economic Council, which was used to steer 
the response to the economic crisis.

• David Cameron signalled his intent on national security 
by setting up a National Security Council which he chaired, 
with his most senior ministers represented and which he 
planned would meet weekly.

• Theresa May created three new cabinet committees 
that she would chair herself on ‘Brexit’, the Economy 
and Industrial Strategy, and Social Reform. She later 
announced another cabinet committee on airport 
expansion. These announcements reflect her immediate 
policy priorities.
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The Quad comprised of the four key senior ministers 
from the two parties:

 ■ Cameron and the chancellor, George Osborne, from 
the Conservatives

 ■ deputy prime minister, Nick Clegg, and financial 
secretary, Danny Alexander, from the Liberal Democrats

The Liberal Democrats were clearly the junior partner 
in the coalition (they had only 22% of cabinet posts; 17% 
of non-cabinet posts; and provided 16% of the coalition’s 
strength in the Commons), but within the Quad both 
parties possessed an equal voice, something which 
overestimated Liberal Democrat strength in comparison 
with their position within the government. 

A return to cabinet government?
There was initially a much trumpeted return to cabinet 
government as cabinet committees seemed to matter much 
more under the coalition than they ever did under Tony 
Blair, where informal decision making and ‘sofa’ government 
were the norm. Under cabinet secretary Gus O’Donnell, the 
mechanisms at the centre of government were ‘coalitionalised’ 
to ensure that decision making ran smoothly.

This reinvigorated the role of the Cabinet Office as a 
central coordinating department. There was a lot less talk of 
the centralisation of prime ministerial power. In the second 
half of the coalition government, both parties found ways 
round the formal mechanisms as traditional informality 
reasserted itself. 

Cabinet reshuffles
The prime minister appoints, dismisses and reshuffles 
cabinet ministers and all government ministers. Tony Blair 
constantly reshuffled his cabinet, conducting personnel 
changes on a regular basis sometimes out of necessity, but 
often to rotate and freshen up his team. 

In coalition, David Cameron had to operate very 
differently from his predecessors. Five spots in his cabinet 
were not in the prime minister’s gift. The portfolios Liberal 
Democrat ministers held were subject to Conservative-
Liberal Democrat negotiation and the subsequent 
agreement of Cameron and the deputy prime minister, Nick 
Clegg. As  such, the prime minister’s prerogative powers 
of ministerial appointment and portfolio allocation were 
restricted under the coalition government. 

David Cameron conducted only a single major reshuffle, 
in September 2012. He used his cabinet patronage powers 
sparingly when leading the coalition government. Senior 
ministers such as George Osborne, Theresa May and Iain 
Duncan-Smith all held their positions until 2015, bringing 
a level of continuity to government. David Cameron did 
freshen up his team in July 2014, ahead of the general 
election. In May 2015, free from the constraints of coalition, 
he was able to appoint a fully Conservative cabinet, 
although a small parliamentary majority of 12 shifted the 
focus to party management (particularly as Conservative 
party divisions over the EU readily came to fore after the 
2015 general election). 

Theresa May’s cabinet
In July 2016 new prime minister Theresa May used her 
patronage powers extensively in a wholesale reorganisation 
of the cabinet in which only four cabinet ministers 
stayed in post.

May also set up three new departments:
 ■ the Department for International Trade
 ■ the Department for Exiting the EU
 ■ the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial 

Strategy (an amalgamation of two old departments: 
Business Innovation and Skills and the Department of 
Energy and Climate Change)

The reorganisation of machinery of government and 
personnel were extensive and demonstrated the challenges 
for the May government in the aftermath of the EU 
referendum vote. 

Key Brexit campaigners were promoted to the sharp 
end of international affairs. Boris Johnson became foreign 
secretary, David Davis secretary of state for Brexit and 
Liam Fox secretary of state for international trade. It was 
not obvious which cabinet minister would take the lead 
in the negotiations with the EU and there was plenty of 
uncertainty over the roles of the various departments. 
Early  differences of approach to the Brexit negotiations 
were evident when May publicly disagreed with Davis’s line 
in September 2016. 

Managing a cabinet made up of remainers and leavers 
will be a particular challenge for the prime minister. 
With Andrea Leadsom, who made it to the run-off against 
May for party leader (before swiftly withdrawing) and 

The queen with 
David Cameron’s 
reshuffled 
cabinet, December 
2012
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Johnson inside the cabinet, May can manage potential 
dissenters from within. Another leading Brexiter, Michael 
Gove, sacked from cabinet by May will need to regroup on 
the backbenches. There is a higher percentage of pro-leave 
cabinet ministers now than under David Cameron, but 
crucially May herself and chancellor, Philip Hammond, 
both campaigned for remain.

It will become ever more important for May to maintain 
collective cabinet responsibility and contain differences 
over negotiating stance on, for instance, single market 
membership and freedom of movement. Ministers have 
however become adept at expressing dissatisfaction and 
disagreement without resigning from cabinet, largely by 
conducting private briefings with favoured journalists. 

Conclusion
Cabinet can become a focal point for a government with a 
small majority, as John Major found in July 1993. With a 
majority of only 18, Major was confronted by a coordinated 
rebellion led by right-wing eurosceptics. In an unguarded 
television interview Major, thinking the microphones were 
off, was asked why he did not sack three of his cabinet 
ministers who were behind the rebellion. 

Major’s answer reveals the challenge for prime ministers: 
‘We don’t want another three more of the bastards out there’, 
exposing the dilemma famously raised by President Lyndon 
Johnson over FBI director J. Edgar Hoover — as Johnson 
said in typically colourful language: ‘it’s probably better 

to have him inside the tent pissing out than 
outside pissing in’.

Collective cabinet responsibility still serves 
an important purpose in presenting at least the 
appearance of unity at the top of government. 
Policy decisions may no longer be taken around 
the cabinet table (if they ever were), but the 
formal gathering of cabinet ministers remains 
a key focal point for the prime minister and 
her chosen ministers. Prime ministerial power 
is contingent not only on the ability of the incumbent 
to manage the often competing individuals around the 
cabinet table, but on the threat that such individuals may 
pose to the prime minister’s authority. The enormity of the 
Brexit negotiations are sure to test the current government’s 
collective will.

Dr Mark Bennister is reader in politics at Canterbury 
Christ Church University.
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answer the following question.

To what extent do you agree that there is still 
collective cabinet responsibility?
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Understanding, interpreting and utilising 
the extract are important elements of 

the examinable skills that are tested at AS. 
The extract — usually a paragraph or two in 
length, adapted from a political textbook or 
article — is referred to in both the 5-mark 
and the 10-mark questions.

Your question selection should be made 
primarily on the basis of the 25-mark 
mini-essay, though the two extract-based 
questions will need to be answered well 
to achieve a high mark overall. Once you 
have selected the questions to be answered, 
set about underlining or highlighting the 
most relevant text within the extract prior 
to beginning your responses. 

5-mark questions
The basics
The 5-mark questions require you to explain 
a term used in the extract. While specific use 
of the extract is not an absolute requirement 
of these questions — you are asked to explain 
a term that is used in the extract, rather than 
using the extract — there is merit in making 
brief reference to relevant content or context.

As a general rule, with just 5 minutes to 
respond to the question under examination 
conditions, do not be tempted to write 

too much. Remember — all the marks are 
awarded for Assessment Objective 1 (AO1) 
so there is no requirement to analyse or 
evaluate your knowledge (Box 1).

A-grade answers
For top-level marks try to ensure that you:

 ■ Provide a clear and precise definition 
using appropriate political vocabulary.

AQA Government 
and Politics

 ■ Make brief reference to the content 
or context of the extract to develop this 
definition.

 ■ Include your own knowledge to develop 
further the explanation, bringing in an 
example, a debate or a controversy.

The overall length of the 5-mark 
response need not be longer than a 
single well-constructed paragraph of 
around 100–120 words.

Response and comments

Extract

‘ In the second half of the twentieth 
century the UK’s uncodified constitution 
came under intense pressure amid 
growing social and economic pressures. 
EU membership and further integration 
led to conflict over the compromising of 
parliamentary sovereignty. The  growth 
in prime ministerial power appeared 
to undermine collegial cabinet 
government; the rise of ‘quangos’ 
and the onset of privatisation blurred 
traditional lines of government 
accountability. The decline of trust 
in politicians and the rise of sleaze 
among them fuelled criticisms of the 
UK’s traditional, informal constitutional 
arrangements — arrangements that 
appeared to have failed to check the 
growth of executive power.’ ’Question

Explain the term uncodified constitution 
used in the extract.

 success at AS

Box 1 Assessment 
Objectives for extract-based 
questions at AS

5-mark responses
• All 5 marks are for AO1 — demonstrating 
knowledge and understanding of relevant 
institutions, processes, concepts and theories.

10-mark responses
• 4 marks are for AO1 (see above).

• 4 marks are for AO2 — analysing 
and evaluating arguments and opinions, 
similarities and differences.

• 2 marks are for AO3 — communicating 
coherently, using a range of appropriate 
political vocabulary. 

Effective use of the extract in 
5- and 10-mark questions
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Student answer

When the key rules and principles 
that govern a state are not set out in 
one single document, the constitution 
is said to be uncodified. While the 
constitution of the USA can be found 
in a single codified document with a 
series of articles, sections and associated 
amendments, the UK constitution is 
drawn from a large number of sources 
from statutes to common law. As the 
extract says, this can lead to a level of 
informality that can blur ‘traditional 
lines of government accountability’ and 
fail to ‘check the growth of executive 
power’. While uncodified constitutions 
are said to be more ‘evolutionary’ in 
nature, they are also more flexible and 
basic rights can be infringed, such as 
the presence of highly restrictive control 
orders within anti-terror legislation. 

Examiner comments
• This is a well-constructed response 

of around 100 words which scores a 
maximum 5/5 marks.

• A clear definition is followed by a few 
carefully selected words from the extract 
placed within context, including own 
knowledge and outlining a controversial 
or debatable aspect.

10-mark questions
The basics
The 10-mark questions require knowledge 
and understanding (AO1) to be included 
with analysis and evaluation (AO2), and 
for the whole response to be communicated 
coherently (AO3) (Box 1). Questions usually 
begin with the words ‘Using your own 
knowledge as well as the extract…’. This is 
then followed by a command, for example, 
to outline and explain two disadvantages 
(e.g. the first-past-the-post electoral system), 

to consider an argument or to differentiate 
between two important concepts (e.g. 
between parliamentary and presidential 
government) (Box 2).

A-grade answers
The examination is testing your ability to 
understand a piece of political writing and to 
use it alongside your own knowledge. In order 
to satisfy these expectations, the extract has 
to be used explicitly within your response. 
That said, remember that the vast majority of 
your response should be based on your own 
words, knowledge and analysis. Try to cover 
the following factors:

 ■ Define all key terms used in the question.
 ■ Follow instructions — for example, are 

you being asked to write about two factors or 
to compare two concepts?

 ■ Use the extract — either specific content 
or wider context — to develop your response.

 ■ Use the words of the question throughout 
your response to demonstrate engagement 
with it.

 ■ Ensure that you satisfy all attainment 
objectives — especially using your own 
knowledge to form evaluative judgements.

Response and comments

Extract

‘ In a political system characterised 
by parliamentary government, the 
prime minister, ministers and the 
government depend on Parliament for 
their support since Parliament, with 
its electoral legitimacy, is the single 
source of authority in the state. All 
government ministers are accountable 
to a Parliament which sits right at 
the centre of the political system. 
Prime minister’s questions take place 
every Wednesday when Parliament 
is in session and are an example of 
the parliament holding the executive 
to account. However, it is broadly 
acknowledged that Parliament’s role is 
not one of challenging and obstructing 
the government. In an era of complex 
and diverse legislative programmes, 
parliamentary government is 
characterised more by its role as 
supporting and sustaining the 
government than undermining it. ’Question

Using your own knowledge as well as the 
extract, identify and explain two differences 
between parliamentary government and 
presidential government.

Nick Gallop teaches politics at, and is 
head of, Stamford School.

Box 2 Sample 10-mark 
questions

• Using your own knowledge as well as the 
extract, identify and explain two arguments 
for replacing the House of Lords with an 
elected chamber.

• Using your own knowledge as well as the 
extract, consider how judicial independence 
is maintained in the UK.

• Using your own knowledge as well as the 
extract, consider the part played by long-
term factors in shaping voting behaviour.  

Student answer

Parliamentary government is one of 
the key principles upon which the UK’s 
constitutional arrangements are based. 
The theory stresses the centrality of 
Parliament within the UK’s political 
system and, as the extract states, it is 
Parliament that provides ‘the single 
source of authority’ for government 
action. Constitutional arrangements 
in the USA, on the other hand, are 
underpinned by the principle of the 
separation of powers. This codifies the 
powers belonging to each branch of 
government along with their ability 
to hold other branches to account. 
The central principle of presidential 
government is that a president 
(unlike the UK’s prime minister) has 
an independent source of authority 
following electoral victory.

Additionally, while members of the UK 
government are all parliamentarians 
by convention, members of the US 
executive cannot be members of the 
legislature — John Kerry resigned his 
Massachusetts Senate seat in 2008 to 
replace Hillary Clinton as secretary of 
state in President Obama’s executive. 
This complete separation of powers 
in the USA’s presidential system 
allows for a highly effective level of 
government scrutiny, ensuring that 
Congress is regarded as one of the 
most powerful legislatures in the 
world, in stark comparison to the 
UK Parliament’s ‘supporting and 
sustaining’ role.

Examiner comments
• This is a well-constructed A-grade 

response which displays a high level of 
knowledge and understanding, analysis 
and evaluation. 

• There is brief, appropriate and explicit use 
of the extract, but the vast majority of the 
answer is made up of the student’s own 
knowledge and evaluation.

Conclusion

If you follow this advice it should help 
you to focus your answers and significantly 
improve your marks in the 5- and 
10-mark questions.
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The Welsh Assembly building in Cardiff

Jonathan Bradbury

How should we judge the success of 
devolution?
The key basis for judging devolution has been its implications 
for the future of the UK polity. Here nationalists and 
unionists have had very different ideas of what success 
would look like. At the same time, cross-community 
supporters of devolution hoped that it would facilitate a 
new politics of inclusivity and participation, as well as 
an end to sectarian divisions in Northern Ireland. Others 
hoped that devolution would deliver stronger economies 
and improvements in public services.

Debating devolution in all of these terms is fruitful and 
is open to many possible answers. The suggestion made 
here is that devolution has been an ideal success for no 
one. It  seems to be the best available option to reconcile 
apparently irreconcilable constitutional positions, while still 
offering plausible hope to those who aspire to social and 
economic change in these parts of the UK. Table 1 outlines 
progress of the devolved institutions.

Nationalism and devolution 
For nationalists, the ideal outcome of devolution was that 
it would act as a stepping stone to secession from the UK 

Devolution in the UK
Has it been a success?

Jonathan Bradbury argues that the success of devolution depends on the 
perspective you take and that it may be too early to judge if it has been a 
success or not

This article is essential reading for AS students. It focuses 
on the following aspects of the specifications:

Edexcel
Unit 2 The constitution and parliament

AQA
Unit 2 Multi-level governance

OCR
Unit F852 Constitutional reform

Exam context 

Devolution of responsibilities from Westminster 
to the Scottish Parliament, National Assembly 
for Wales and the Northern Ireland Assembly 
occurred in 1998–99. All of these bodies have 

now become established features of the UK political 
system and it is reasonable to ask whether they have 
been a success. To answer such a question though is not 
so simple. It depends on which criteria you are using and 
whose perspective you are taking. 
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state. Yet, no nationalist movement has achieved its aim of 
independence so far:

 ■ Sinn Fein has not become the largest party both sides 
of the border in Northern Ireland and Ireland, from 
which position it might hope to dictate terms to the UK 
government for the reunification of Ireland.

 ■ The Scottish Nationalist Party has come the closest 
to realising nationalist dreams with the holding of a 
referendum on independence in September 2014. However, 
this saw a ‘No’ vote triumph with 55% of the vote.

 ■ In Wales, the case for nationalism has appeared weakest, 
with public support for independence commonly less than 
15% and in one poll in 2014 only 3%. 

Even so, Sinn Fein has been the largest party in the 
nationalist bloc in each Northern Ireland election since 
2007 and Martin McGuinness served as deputy first 
minister from then until his retirement due to ill health 
in January 2017. The SNP has formed a single party 
government since 2007, achieving majority status from 
2011 to 2016. In Scotland, defeat in the 2014 referendum 
served only to stimulate desires to make another push for 
‘indyref2’. Even in Wales, Plaid Cymru has had successful 
elections, notably in 1999, and was in government as 
Labour’s coalition partner, 2007–11. 

As a result, devolution has continued to give hope to 
nationalists that the constitutional route to achieving their 
aims is credible. This is in itself important to the acceptance 
of devolution within these political communities. 
In  Northern Ireland, though some disillusionment has 
led to the rise of significant fringe paramilitary activity 
by Continuity and Real IRA, the ceasefires between the 
IRA and loyalist paramilitaries have held. Across Scotland 
and Wales, constitutional nationalism remains dominant 

and there remains a continued belief in the potential for 
devolution to act as a stepping stone to secession.

Nationalism and Brexit
The vote to leave the European Union has added the greatest 
uncertainty to nationalist reflections on whether devolution 
has been a success. Wales voted just as England did to leave  
the EU, and the argument that devolution might one day 
lead to an independent Wales in Europe has received a 
significant blow. In contrast, Scotland and Northern Ireland 
both had ‘Remain’ majorities. This has encouraged the 
SNP to promote a separate Brexit deal for Scotland from 
the rest of the UK which would underpin a sense of its 
growing independence.

Sinn Fein can also legitimately argue that the people of 
Northern Ireland did not vote to reinstall a hard border with 
the Irish Republic which the UK’s withdrawal from the EU 
now threatens. For nationalists then, devolution is still seen 
as a potential springboard from which opportunities, like 
the fallout from Brexit, can be seized to legitimise arguments 
for Scottish independence and Irish reunification. 

Unionism and devolution
For unionists, the ideal outcome of devolution 
was that it would help neutralise pressures 
from nationalist movements and consequently 
stabilise the UK state. Of course that which 
might continue to give hope to nationalists must 
inevitably cause anxieties for unionists. While 
the Union has withheld pressures for ultimate 
breakup, devolution has not settled down the 
territorial politics of the UK — in fact, rather the 
opposite is the case. 

DEVOLUTION HAS 
CONTINUED TO 
GIVE HOPE TO 
NATIONALISTS 
THAT THE 
CONSTITUTIONAL 
ROUTE TO 
ACHIEVING THEIR 
AIMS IS CREDIBLE

Table 1 Progress and powers of the devolved institutions 

Institution Progress and powers

Scottish Parliament • Scotland Act 1998 gave primary legislative powers and income tax varying power, plus or minus 3 pence.
• Scotland Act 2012 led to a minor extension of powers, increase of tax varying power to plus or minus 10 pence, and 
devolution of some minor taxes.
• Scotland Act 2016 extended powers, particularly in relation to transport, energy and social security benefits, and gave 
power to set income tax rates and thresholds, as well as to receive half the proceeds of VAT in Scotland.

National Assembly 
for Wales

• Government of Wales Act 1998 gave secondary legislative powers.
• Government of Wales Act 2006 provided for a referendum on primary legislative powers (passed in 2011).
• Wales Act 2014 gave minor tax powers and a referendum on income tax varying power.
• Wales Bill 2016–17 provides for a reserved powers model, a transfer of further powers — notably in transport and 
energy — and gives income tax varying power of plus or minus 10 pence without need for a referendum.

Northern Ireland 
Assembly

• Northern Ireland Act 1998, based on the Belfast Agreement, created the Assembly, the North South Ministerial 
Council and the British Irish Council, and gave the Assembly power to legislate in transferred matters.
• St Andrews Agreement (2006) facilitated renewal of devolution in 2007.
• Devolution of policing and criminal justice in 2010.
• Corporation Tax Act 2015 devolved power to set corporation tax. 

Policy areas of 
responsibility 
enjoyed by all 
devolved institutions

• economic development
• agriculture, fisheries and forestry
• local government
• health

• social services
• education
• housing
• transport

• planning
• environment
• sport and arts
• tourism

Policy areas of 
key difference in 
responsibility

• Law and home affairs for Scotland.
• Powers over policing and criminal justice for Scotland and Northern Ireland, but not for Wales.
• Variations in tax powers across all three devolved institutions.
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Northern Ireland
In Northern Ireland, such was the perception of nationalist 
gain through devolution that the moderate Ulster Unionist 
Party vote collapsed, to be overtaken by the more hardline 
Democratic Unionist Party. It was only after the DUP’s more 
convincing guarantee to the unionist community that it 
would defend the Union that devolution was successfully 
established from 2007 and the party has provided successive 
first ministers, Peter Robinson and Arlene Foster. Unionists 
though continue to watch Sinn Fein electoral gains nervously.

Scotland
In Scotland, the rise of the SNP has been achieved at 
the expense of the very Scottish Labour Party that had 
introduced devolution. The nadir of Labour fortunes was 
reached when in the 2015 UK general election Labour 
collapsed from its once dominant position to having just 
one seat, while the SNP took 56 of Scotland’s 59 seats. In 
the 2016 Scottish Parliament elections, the SNP was again 
returned to office, albeit as a minority government, and 
Labour collapsed to a humiliating third place.

Wales
In Wales, Labour remains the largest party, but even here 
the potential threat of nationalism has consistently shaped 
its approach. This has included developing the devolution 
settlement to give the assembly more powers and therefore 
outflank competition from Plaid Cymru. The current 2016 
Wales Bill, if enacted, will be the third major Wales Act to 
revise devolution since 1998. 

Devolution as a means to block the 
progress of nationalism?
Nevertheless, unionists have continued to accept 
that devolution is the only credible framework 
within which to fight nationalism. This has been 
acknowledged even by the DUP in Northern 
Ireland, and the Conservatives in Scotland and 
Wales. They opposed devolution in 1998–99 but 
have since keenly engaged with devolved politics 
to block the progress of nationalism. Just as the 

DUP has become the largest party in Northern Ireland, the 
Conservatives have recovered their appeal, becoming the 
official opposition in Scotland in 2016. 

Equally, the Conservatives in UK government since 2010 
have taken a renewed interest in seeking to settle down 
devolution by devolving powers over taxation in Scotland 
and Wales. The objective has been to replace debates about 
territorial claims with more everyday attention to fiscal 
accountability. They have also introduced new procedures 
in the House of Commons to facilitate ‘English votes for 
English laws’, as well as initiatives such as the Northern 
Powerhouse and  English regional spending devolution 
deals. This has sought to address any English resentments 
over devolution. 

In such ways, whatever the irritations about devolution 
helping nationalism, those who support the future of the 
UK polity as a union continue to see devolution as the 
best available option for managing territorial pressures and 
sustaining the Union. 

Unionism and Brexit 
From a unionist perspective the vote to leave the EU has 
brought new challenges, but also confidence about the 
prospects for the UK. The fact that Wales joined with 
England in voting to leave the EU suggests a convergence 
rather than divergence of interests. Even in Scotland, the 
SNP’s push to exploit Brexit to express Scottish differences 
has been accompanied by opinion polls indicating falling 
rather than rising support for independence. Equally,  the 
actor most concerned about a hard border between 
Northern Ireland and the Republic is the Irish government. 
It is deeply aware of the UK as a key focus for exports and 
has strong incentives to oppose any deal that makes the 
border a barrier to free movement.

There is much to play for in the high wire act of negotiating 
Brexit, but unionists can take some heart that majorities in 
all parts of the UK (as well as in Ireland outside it) do not 
appear to see uncoupling from the UK as automatically 
desirable. The apparently careful attention being paid 
by the May government to consulting with the devolved 
governments over Brexit may also represent a return to a 

UNIONISTS HAVE 
CONTINUED TO 
ACCEPT THAT 
DEVOLUTION IS THE 
ONLY CREDIBLE 
FRAMEWORK 
WITHIN WHICH 
TO FIGHT 
NATIONALISM
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Nicola Sturgeon with the SNP 
MPs at Westminster, May 2015
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 ■ Both Welsh and Scottish devolution have been 
accompanied by a transformation in female representation.

Policy processes in all the devolved administrations have 
innovative participatory characteristics. Fiscal devolution 
opens up the potential for party competition and incentives 
to produce greater economic and public service innovation. 
In all of the devolved administrations the experience of 
strategy development during the 2000s, and then governing 
in the context of UK austerity policies since 2010, has 
produced policy learning that may yet lead to improved 
policy performance. 

Devolution as a satisficing success 
We may yet conclude that it is still too early to judge whether 
devolution has been a success. Indeed, devolution may 
ultimately only be judged a success when one vision is 
victorious and becomes widely accepted. This might involve 
one of the following three options:

 ■ the UK being split into separate nation states
 ■ the UK being recomposed as a multinational state, 

possibly under federal arrangements
 ■ stimulating such changes in public attitudes and 

economic fortunes that the politics of territory no longer 
matters

However, none of these nationalist, unionist or 
transformationalist outcomes has come to pass so far. 
If any looked like they seriously might, then the messy 
balances between competing aspirations which devolution 
has achieved so far would be put in doubt. In this context, 
it seems reasonable to argue that devolution can achieve no 
more than to maintain the credibility of all such outcomes 
in the long term, thus gaining the support of competing 
interests for sustaining relatively peaceful, civil and stable 
politics in the short term. 

This is ideal for no one but gives something to everyone, 
including those who live in Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland with a relative indifference to the political struggles 
that surround them. Against these criteria devolution stands 
up reasonably well. It is a satisficing success, that is, one that 
satisfies minimum requirements in the absence of an agreed 
optimal solution. Nowhere is this more palpable than in 
Northern Ireland, but it is true also of Scotland and Wales 
and gives much sustenance for maintaining devolution as 
a relatively unstable but still integral aspect of the UK’s 
future politics. 

Jonathan Bradbury is professor of politics at the 
University of Swansea.

pre-Thatcherite style of consensual unionism that further 
blunts the nationalist cause. 

Democracy, welfare and devolution
When devolution was introduced it was accepted that in all 
parts of the UK, people were likely to continue to argue over 
identity and constitutional futures. However, many who 
supported devolution did so out of aspirations to achieve a 
better democracy, as well as better economic performance 
and public services to improve people’s general welfare. On 
these fronts though, achievements have been much less 
impressive than reformers hoped. 

Sectarian divisions in Northern Ireland have not gone 
away. Peace walls between predominantly Protestant and 
Catholic communities have actually increased. There   are 
many tensions over how to deal with the past, including the 
extent to which those responsible for paramilitary murders 
should acknowledge guilt. The fact that arrangements for 
power sharing require politicians to register as unionist 
or nationalist is also significant. This has perpetuated the 
categories of sectarian division, making it harder to move 
on to a post-sectarian politics. 

Aspirations for devolution to re-energise democracy in 
Wales have hit obstacles. Turnout in Welsh referendums in 
1997 and 2011 were 50% and 35% respectively. No assembly 
election has achieved more than a 46% turnout. While the 
semi-proportional electoral system has allowed other parties 
to win more seats, the strong predominance of constituency 
seats has kept Labour continuously in government since 
1999. In Scotland also the expectation of a new politics of 
collaboration has not been met as the relations between 
the parties are so competitive that there are virtually no 
imaginable coalition arrangements where parties will 
govern together. 

Economic and policy dividends
When it comes to economic or policy dividends, it is striking 
that devolved administrations make relatively few claims on 
what they have achieved:

 ■ In Northern Ireland progress has been slow and for 
much of the period since devolved government was 
stabilised in 2007, the DUP and Sinn Fein have clashed 
over how to respond to the global financial crisis and the 
agenda for public spending cuts.

 ■ In Wales, the economy is the focus of an increasingly 
critical debate regarding both the lack of growth in the 
private sector and its continued branch plant characteristics. 
Labour has focused more on the defence of public sector 
approaches to service delivery rather than what it has 
achieved.

 ■ Even in Scotland, where economic development has 
been stronger, the collapse in the oil price after 2014 has 
blown a hole in perceptions of economic self-sufficiency. 

Nevertheless, enough has been achieved to maintain the 
maxim that with devolution hope still springs eternal:

 ■ Northern Ireland at least has achieved a relatively stable 
peace, which provides the framework for building long-
term change.

11www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview

Using this article and other resources available to you, 
answer the following question.

To what extent do you agree with the view that 
devolution in the UK has been successful?

Exam focus 
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in particular, expanded the numbers who were covered 
by health insurance. The Dodd-Frank Act changed the 
regulation of the financial sector in the wake of the 2008 
crash. And the fiscal stimulus, passed just a month after 
Obama entered the White House, injected $787 billion  
into the ailing US economy. However, because of divided 
government, and bitter Republican hostility to the kind of 
reform measures favoured by most Democrats, there was 
no prospect of winning further landmark measures during 
Obama’s second term.

The difficulties facing the White House were illustrated 
by developments following the sudden death of the US 

Obama’s  
second term 

In his second term was Obama 
the ‘unilateral president’ or 
even an ‘imperial president’? This article is essential reading for A2 students preparing 

for US politics examinations. It focuses on the following 
aspects of the specifications:

Edexcel
Unit 4C Presidency

AQA
Unit 4A The executive branch of government

OCR
Unit F853 The presidency

Exam context 

Success or failure?

Second terms are notoriously difficult for 
presidents. Although re-election is often used as 
a yardstick of success, many of those who win a 
second time quickly lose the political capital that 

they earned from this. The Reagan administration was 
beset by difficulties arising from the Iran-Contra scandal. 
Bill Clinton was impeached and then tried by the Senate.

Divided government
Barack Obama avoided lasting or serious scandal during 
his second term (2013–17). Nonetheless, his administration 
faced major challenges. For the most part, these stemmed 
from divided government. From the beginning of 2015, the 
Republicans held majorities in both chambers of Congress. 
Even before then, during the 113th Congress (2013–15) 
they had held a majority in the House of Representatives 
and could use filibusters to thwart the Democrats’ slim 
majority in the Senate.

The first 2 years of the Obama administration (2009–11) 
had been marked by the passage of landmark legislation. 
The Affordable Care Act reformed healthcare provision and, 
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Supreme Court judge Antonin Scalia in February 2016. 
Scalia had been the guiding light of the conservative right on 
the Supreme Court bench for three decades. Within weeks 
of his death, President Obama nominated Merrick Garland, 
an experienced appeals court judge, to take Scalia’s place. 
Nonetheless, although Garland was politically moderate and 
a far cry from the more radical progressive figures that some 
Democrats hoped to see on the Supreme Court, the Senate 
Republicans blocked his nomination (under the constitution 
the president’s nominees are subject to Senate confirmation). 
Citing the fact that 2016 was a presidential election year, 
the Senate would not hold a hearing or vote on Garland’s 
nomination and he was left in limbo. The court struggled 
on with just eight members. 

Foreign policy
Presidents have traditionally responded to Congressional 
intransigence by turning from domestic policy (where 
Congress has the most power) to foreign policy where, 
under the provisions of the constitution, the White House 
has greater leeway. Obama was no exception.

There were three important changes in foreign policy 
direction during his second term.

A nuclear deal with Iran
In 2015, the USA (together with the other members of the 
UN Security Council plus the European Union) agreed a 

nuclear framework deal with Iran, a country with 
which the USA had had very hostile relations for 
almost two generations. The agreement, which 
was criticised by many Republicans, involved the 
conversion and reduction of Iran’s nuclear facilities 
while at the same time lifting the sanctions that had 
been imposed on the country. 

Climate change
In December 2015, a climate change agreement was made 
under the auspices of the United Nations in Paris committing 
the signatories to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. 
In September 2016, the Obama administration and the 
Chinese government (representing the world’s biggest 
emitters) announced that they would formally ratify the 
Paris agreement. According to a sympathetic commentator: 
‘There’s no question that this historic partnership on climate 
change will be one of the defining legacies of Obama’s 
presidency’ (Phillips 2016).

Rapprochement with Cuba
For more than five decades, since the early days of the Cuban 
revolution, there had been no diplomatic relations between 
the USA and what John F. Kennedy called, at the start of 
the 1962 missile crisis when the world was on the brink 
of war, ‘that imprisoned island’. The USA had furthermore 
imposed an embargo in the hope that the Castro regime 

The Arc de 
Triomphe 
in Paris 
illuminated 
in green to 
celebrate 
the Paris 
Agreement, the 
most ambitious 
climate change 
agreement in 
history

BARACK OBAMA 
AVOIDED LASTING 
OR SERIOUS 
SCANDAL DURING 
HIS SECOND TERM
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would be toppled. Obama’s move therefore constituted a 
180 degree turn. While the White House could not take 
steps that required legislation (again because Congressional 
Republicans were opposed to the move), travel restrictions 
were relaxed and restrictions on trade were eased. 

Other areas
Although these changes were hailed, at least by those who 
supported them, as path-breaking, they should be placed 
in context. The Middle East remained torn and fears of 
terrorism grew. The fundamentals of US foreign policy 
remained in place. There was a reluctance to commit ground 
troops in the light of bitter experiences in Vietnam, Iraq and 
Afghanistan where they had endured heavy losses and been 
unable to make sustained headway. There was however 
a readiness to use air power, particularly in recent years 
as drone warfare has become commonplace. And, as the 
revelations by Edward Snowden made evident, the USA has 
continued to engage in extensive electronic eavesdropping. 
Thus, from a critical perspective: 

‘ On overall foreign policy, Obama has been essentially 
a normal post-Vietnam president, reluctant to 
commit U.S. ground troops and eager to extract 
them from ongoing commitments, but quite willing 
to bomb people considered threatening to U.S. 
interests. And he has defended the prerogatives 
of the NSA and the surveillance state in general. 
(Krugman 2014) ’Trade policy

Although sometimes treated as a subsection of foreign policy, 
the dynamics of trade policy are rather different. Trade 

agreements are legislation and therefore require passage 
through Congress. Because most Republicans favour free 
trade, President Obama was able to score a rare victory in July 
2015, when Congress renewed trade promotion authority.

Trade promotion authority (TPA)
TPA, or ‘fast track’, is essential in trade negotiations with 
other countries because, without it, any trade agreement 
would be subject to countless amendments by Congress 
and the White House could not undertake a serious 
dialogue about trade with foreign governments. In granting 
TPA, Congress agrees that it will consider a trade bill on 
an ‘up or down’ basis without amendments or delay 
through filibusters.

Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
The White House sought TPA because it was seeking the 
passage of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) that would 
open up a free trade area between the USA, Canada and 
Pacific rim countries including Japan (but not China). 
Agreement between the participating countries was reached 
in 2015, but while Obama may have hoped that the TPP 
would have been passed during his second term and thus 
formed an important part of his political legacy, it proved 
to be a highly sensitive issue.

During the 2016 presidential election campaign 
it became increasingly clear that there was little public 
enthusiasm for free trade. Significant numbers of people 
believed that unrestricted trade destroyed US jobs and 
drove down standards of living. Although Republicans 
have for decades been a free trade party, Donald Trump, 
the 2016 presidential candidate, campaigned vigorously 

In 2016 Obama 
became 
the first US 
president to 
visit Cuba since 
1928
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against trade agreements and his opposition formed an 
important part of his overall platform. Hillary Clinton, 
the Democratic nominee, had previously described the 
TPP as the ‘gold standard’ for trade agreements but as her 
presidential campaign continued, she reversed her position 
and became much more sceptical. Given all of this, the 
White House held back from seeking Congressional backing 
for the agreement. 

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 
(TTIP)
The other trade agreement that the Obama administration 
sought was the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP). This would have removed many trade 
restrictions between North America and the European 
Union, but it remained mired in the negotiating process, 
faced opposition on both sides of the Atlantic, and thus 
continued to be a very distant dream.

Domestic policy
Divided government, and entrenched partisanship, create 
almost insuperable barriers when domestic policy reforms 
are considered. Although there were some sporadic signs 
that partisanship was easing in the crafting of budget 
policy, if only because the alternative was a further federal 
government shutdown, there was otherwise no prospect of 
substantive legislation that could win the agreement of both 
the White House and Congressional Republicans.

Executive orders and presidential memoranda
The Obama administration therefore began to make 
increasing use of the instruments that a president 
can employ without Congressional authorisation. 
Executive orders always receive the most attention. These 
are decisions made by a president either on the basis of his 
constitutional powers or on the basis of legislation already 
passed by Congress. However, the Obama White House also 
made use of proclamations, memoranda, ‘determinations’ 
on the basis of particular legislative provisions, guidance 
to officials (sometimes involving a reinterpretation of 
legislative provisions), and most simply, the issuance of 
White House press statements. There are relatively few 
de facto differences between these.

Although not recorded in the same way, the 
198 presidential memoranda that Obama had issued as of 
mid-December 2014 carry the same weight as executive 
orders and outnumber those issued by other presidents. 
Indeed, if executive orders and presidential memoranda are 
added together, Obama has been the most activist president 
since Jimmy Carter (Korte 2014).

Obama moved in areas where the possibility of legislation 
was blocked off. In January 2016, he announced a raft of 
measures including tougher background checks so as to cover 
online sales and purchases at gun shows. The administration 
also sanctioned an increase in the minimum wage for those 
employed by federal government contractors. Much of the 
rapprochement with Cuba considered above was enacted 
through presidential ‘determinations’.

Problems with using presidential memoranda
Nonetheless, because such moves have not been passed 
by Congress and are therefore not enshrined in law, they 
are vulnerable. A future president could, at the stroke of 
a pen, reverse or change them. They are also subject to 
challenges in the courts. The White House used a presidential 
memorandum and the provision of guidance to officials 
responsible for law enforcement to announce that it would 
defer the deportation of, and give employment authorisation 
to, some illegal immigrants such as those who had children 
who were US citizens. Many of the states challenged this 
in the courts, arguing that the president had exceeded his 
constitutional authority. 

Conclusion
Success or failure? What conclusions should be drawn about 
Obama’s second term? The answer obviously depends on 
partisan loyalties. Although some Democrats, particularly 
those who rallied around Senator Bernie Sanders’ bid for 
the presidential nomination, bemoan the lack of further 
reform measures, there were some important changes in 
terms of both foreign and domestic policy. For their part, 
many Republicans believe that Obama’s foreign policy 
initiatives appeased undemocratic regimes and destabilised 
global politics, while they would argue that his domestic 
reforms made ‘big government’ even bigger and choked 
economic growth. 

Having said that, perhaps the most significant feature 
of Obama’s second term was the increasingly creative and 
expansive use of the unilateral instruments available to a 
president who is unable to make headway with Congress. 
Some have talked of the ‘unilateral presidency’. Perhaps 
there is even a case for resurrecting the concept of an 
‘imperial presidency’?
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Using this article and other resources available to you, 
answer the following question.

Was Obama a success or a failure in his second 
term? Give reasons to support your answer.
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US election
On 9 November 2016 Donald Trump secured victory over Hillary Clinton to become 
the 45th President of the United States of America after beating Clinton in key, 
previously Democrat, states including Florida, Iowa, Ohio and Pennsylvania

Who voted for Donald Trump?
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House of Representatives
Every seat in the House was up for election. 
The Republicans held onto their majority in 
the House, despite the Democrats gaining six 
seats. Three former House Democrats won 
their seats back.

Democrats = 194 seats
Republicans = 241 seats

Senate
Despite again holding onto their majority, 
the Republicans lost two seats in the Senate. 
Louisiana will elect its senator next month as 
neither candidate secured the necessary 50% 
of the vote.

Democrats = 46 seats
Republicans = 52 seats
Independents = 2 seats

results

Figure 7 Senate (34 seats up for election)

Figure 6 House of Representatives

The most diverse Congress ever?
• The new Senate will have a record number of 21 women, up from 20. 

• Congress as a whole will see the number of minority women increase to 33 in the House, up 
from 27, and four in the Senate, up from one. The House elected its first Vietnamese-American 
woman, Democrat Stephanie Murphy (Florida) and its first Indian-American woman, Democrat 
Pramila Jayapal (Washington State). 

• The number of women in the House declined from 84 to 83. Overall, the number of women 
in Congress will remain unchanged at 104.

• A record number of 48 African-Americans will serve in Congress (18 of whom are women), 
38 Hispanics and 15 Asian Americans, which is an increase of 5. 

Leadership in Congress
• Senate Republicans voted to keep Mitch McConnell (Kentucky) as the majority leader.

• Democratic senators elected Chuck Schumer (New York) as minority leader, taking over from 
retiring Harry Reid (Nevada).

• Senator Dick Durbin (Illinois) will remain minority whip. Senator Patty Murray (Washington) 
was chosen as assistant Democratic leader.

• In the House, Democrats re-elected Nancy Pelosi as the minority leader.

What happened in the Congressional elections?
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E co-feminism, as the term suggests, is a 
strand of ecologism that has a uniquely 

female focus. Unlike liberal feminists, who 
seek equality with men (i.e. gender neutral), 
eco-feminists seek the liberation of women as 
women with equal status, highlighting solely 
female attributes.

Traditional female values and roles such 
as childbirth, breastfeeding, nurturing and 
managing the domestic arena are central to 
this strand of the ideology. Feminism meets 
ecologism by promoting the view that women 
and nature are inextricably intertwined — a 
form of deep ecologism, with the world as an 
interdependent ecosystem. 

Women and nature
The links between women and nature are 
further developed by the argument that in 
Western society women are treated as inferior 
by men and that nature is treated in a similarly 
inferior manner. Furthermore, Western society 
promotes humans as separate to (rather than 
part of) nature and within both the political 
and personal spheres humans are considered 
to be superior to the natural environment.

Eco-feminists argue that women have 
a physiological connection with nature 
through their practices of birth and childcare. 
Women’s menstrual cycles have been linked 
to the lunar cycle, which is seen by eco-
feminists as further evidence of women’s 
closeness to the forces of nature. Eco-
feminists highlight these connections and 
their theory focuses on how men devalue 
both women and nature. 

Patriarchal dualism
Central to eco-feminism is the concept of 
patriarchal dualism. Historical analysis 
suggests that the oppression of nature and 
women began with the emergence of 
patriarchy over 5,000 years ago. Eco-feminists 
believe that the patriarchal society in which 
we inhabit is based on four interlocking 
pillars — sexism, racism, class exploitation, 
environmental destruction.

Western patriarchal thinking is based on 
‘dualism’, which is a world view that orders 
and shapes the world by dividing it into 
opposed pairs of concepts:

 ■ mind versus body
 ■ spirit versus matter
 ■ male versus female
 ■ culture versus nature

By ordering society thus, superiority is 
ascribed to one of each pair. Female and 
nature are suppressed by male and culture. 
Patriarchal society is therefore responsible for 
environmental destruction. Eco-feminism 
is a transformative ideology, which argues 
that industrialisation and capitalism, male-
led processes, have led to environmental 
destruction, and that the pre-industrial 
world should be both celebrated and 
promoted. Fighting against the threat of 
ecological destruction has become the 
responsibility of women. 

Rejection of the world as a 
mechanical system
Eco-feminists argue then that men tend to 
view the world as a self-contained entity, with 
themselves at the centre and a separate ‘other’ 
containing the rest of the world. By splitting 
the world into discrete units to analyse with 
the self ‘in here’ and everything else ‘out there’, 
a clear hierarchy is developed.

This analytical mindset supports the 
view that the natural world is a mechanical 
system that humans can and do exploit, and 
that the Earth’s resources serve man. Both 
women and the natural world are viewed as 
the ‘other’, and as such they are manipulated, 
controlled and oppressed.

Human rather than male and 
female characteristics
Eco-feminists disagree about whether there 
are male and female qualities that are innate 
to the individual sexes, or whether there are 
simply human characteristics that are common 
to everyone. Most feminists believe that soft 
‘female’ and natural qualities are socially 

Eco-feminism

imposed as part of this patriarchal and dualist 
strategy of oppression. Many eco-feminists 
believe that men have as much potential as 
women to adopt a deeper environmental 
awareness and focus. However, eco-feminists 
would argue that men find it challenging and 
have to work harder to embrace and align with 
these values fully. 

Some difference feminists believe that 
women are more nurturing, peaceful, 
cooperative and closer to nature than men. 
Women-only areas should be established 
so that women can align themselves more 
fundamentally with their ‘feminine nature’, 
so that they are able to create spaces that are 
free of patriarchal influence. Once patriarchy 
has been challenged and overthrown, 
women will be able to reassert their nature, 
creating a harmonious natural world (Box 1). 

 A2 focus on…

Box 1 Eco-feminism quotes

Mary Daly (1928–2010), US radical feminist 
philosopher:

If life is to survive on this planet, there must 
be a decontamination of the Earth. I think 
this will be accompanied by an evolutionary 
process that will result in a drastic reduction 
of the population of males.

Vandana Shiva (1952–), Indian 
environmentalist @drvandanashiva:

We are either going to have a future 
where women lead the way to make 
peace with the Earth or we are not going 
to have a human future at all.

Karen Warren (1947–), US eco-feminist 
philosopher:

‘Mother nature’ is raped, mastered, 
conquered, mined; her secrets are 
‘penetrated’, her ‘womb’ is to be put into 
the service of the ‘men of science’.

Clare Stansfield teaches politics at  
St Francis Xavier College, London.
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Using this article and other resources available to you, 
answer the following question.

To what extent do you agree that David Cameron 
failed as a prime minister?

Exam focus 

This article is essential reading for AS students. It focuses 
on the following aspects of the specifications:

Edexcel
Unit 2 The prime minister and cabinet

AQA 
Unit 2 The core executive

OCR
Unit F852 The executive (mandatory)

Exam context 

20 Politics Review  April 2017

David Cameron, speaking in front 
of 10 Downing Street, announces 
his resignation in June 2016

Neil McNaughton  
and Eric Magee T he prominent Conservative politician of the 

1960s and 1970s, Enoch Powell, once famously 
asserted that ‘all political careers end in 
failure’. When David Cameron announced his 

intention to resign both as Conservative leader and prime 
minister the day after the EU referendum resulted in the 
decision to leave, Powell’s words might have been ringing 
in his ears. It was indeed a dramatic and unexpected 
fall from power. 

Ironically, the man on whose style Cameron had 
modelled himself — Tony Blair — fell from grace equally 
dramatically in 2007. Blair’s great error was to bring the UK 
into the war with Iraq with such disastrous consequences 
for the Middle East and the Western world. Cameron’s was 
a double failure. First, he called a referendum when he really 
did not need to, and second, he led the campaign that could 
not persuade the electorate to stay in the EU.

Until his sudden fall, Cameron’s record as a prime 
minister was decidedly mixed. His government could claim 
several successes and, economically at least, could claim 
to have left the country in better shape than he found it. 
But there were also failures and, in the end, like Blair, he left 
a party who had lost confidence in him.

Cameron’s road to power
The rise of David Cameron is shown in Box 1 (a brief timeline of 
his life and career). Up to a point it was a perfect political story. 

Cameron 
as prime 
minister

A verdict

Neil McNaughton and Eric 
Magee argue that in spite of 
his successes Cameron will 
be remembered as the prime 
minister responsible for Brexit
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Cameron had a successful education at Eton and Oxford, 
worked both in political research at the centre of power and 
then in business and won a safe parliamentary seat. He was, 
though, catapulted into power with little senior experience, 
never having been a minister or a real frontbench spokesman. 
He was also very young when he became prime minister — at 
the age of 44, he was the youngest for nearly 200 years.

What were Cameron’s political ideals?
In many ways David Cameron was a typical conservative, 
pursuing many of the ideals of his predecessors over two 
centuries. Among these traits were the following:

 ■ He maintained an instinct to reduce taxation.
 ■ He sought to reduce the role and size of the state and 

replace many public sector providers with private sector 
enterprises.

 ■ He pursued an active foreign policy in an attempt to 
maintain Britain’s influence and status in the world. 

 ■ He strongly defended the forces of law and order and 
placed a high priority on the security of the state in the face 
of international terrorism.

 ■ He was a unionist who strongly defended the unity of 
the United Kingdom.

 ■ He showed a preference for policies that would unite 
the community rather than divide it.

 ■ He remained suspicious of reform of the political system 
and resisted strong demands for significant constitutional 
reform — for example, of the electoral system and the 
House of Lords.

 ■ Despite his resistance to constitutional reform he did 
accept that society was ready for the liberalisation of laws 
on gay marriage and the strengthening of laws against race 
hatred. In other words, he accepted the natural, organic 
development of a more tolerant and diverse society.

 ■ A defender of property rights, he refused to interfere 
significantly in property markets and saw the inexorable 
rise in property prices as a largely positive development.

In addition to these conservative instincts, Cameron 
sought to define himself in terms of three ideals — the Big 
Society, one nationism and social liberalism.

Big Society
There can be little doubt that David Cameron was inspired 
by the ideas of Edmund Burke (1729–97), who is often 
described as the ‘father’ of conservatism. In his analysis 
of how disorder or dictatorship were to be avoided Burke 
referred to what he called the ‘little platoons’ of society. 
These were local groups of citizens who were politically 
and economically active, maintained social cohesion and 
gave people a sense of identity which could not be provided 
by the centralised state. The little platoons could act as a 
guardian against the excessive power of the state. 

The modern equivalent envisaged by Cameron in the 
current age was to consist of a network of groups such as 
faith groups, community societies, private companies, parent 
organisations and charities. In practice, the modern platoons 
would engage in such activities as setting up new free schools, 
bidding to provide local authority services, campaigning for 
environmental causes, establishing conservation groups and 
setting up charitable trusts to provide subsidised housing or 
social care. By taking responsibility for such activities and 
replacing over-reliance on the state, the theory of Big Society 
is that communities will thrive and opportunity will be 
spread more widely.

One nationism
This has two aspects. One is a determination that the United 
Kingdom should remain together as one single family. In 
practice, this means resisting the influence of nationalism 
which flourishes largely in Scotland. The second is to 
prevent the gap in living standards between the 
prosperous south and the depressed north widening 
further and perhaps to reduce the differences. The 
main practical application of this was the creation of 
a ‘Northern Powerhouse’ (promoted also by George 
Osborne) to improve infrastructure in the north.

Box 1 Timeline of David Cameron’s life

1966 Born in London.

1973–84  Privately educated at prep school and Eton.

1985 Started at Oxford University.

1988  Obtained a first class degree in Philosophy, 
Politics and Economics.

1988–94  Worked in the Conservative Party Research 
Department, from 1991 advising the prime 
minister (John Major), chancellor of the 
exchequer (Norman Lamont) and home 
secretary (Michael Howard).

1994–2001  Worked in corporate affairs (partly as a 
political lobbyist) for media company, 
Carlton Communications.

2001  Won the safe Conservative seat of Witney 
near Oxford and entered Parliament.

2003–05  Served in a variety of minor posts in the 
shadow Conservative government.

2005  Elected Conservative Party leader following 
the Conservative defeat at the 2005 
general election and the resignation of his 
predecessor, Michael Howard. His candidacy 
was supported by Boris Johnson (an old 
school friend from Eton), George Osborne (a 
close political ally) and former Conservative 
leader, William Hague.

2010  After the general election he became prime 
minister leading a coalition government with 
the Liberal Democrats.

2015  Against the odds, he won an overall majority 
in the general election and formed a 
majority government.

2016  Resigned following defeat in the referendum 
on UK membership of the European Union. 
Later he also resigned as an MP and left 
politics.

IN MANY WAYS 
DAVID CAMERON 
WAS A TYPICAL 
CONSERVATIVE
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Social liberalism
Though clearly a conservative, David Cameron was 
something of a liberal where social affairs were concerned. 
He supported the progress in gay rights, exemplified by the 
introduction of same-sex marriage. He also introduced a 
significant increase in the provision of nursery care for pre-
school children. In secondary education he resisted calls for 
the extension of selective grammar schools (which Theresa 
May supports) in his party, preferring to see opportunity 
spread through all schools. 

How far did Cameron achieve these ideals?
Cameron’s critics will argue that, though he paid lip service 
to these three philosophies, he actually achieved little. 
Within 3 years the Big Society idea had withered, Scottish 
nationalism burgeoned, threatening the union, the gap in 
living standards between wealthy and poor widened and 
opportunities for the young continued to narrow. On the 
other hand, his instinct for tolerance and equal rights has 
been borne out by action.

A positive view of David Cameron’s 
premiership
Historian and biographer, Anthony Seldon, presented a 
largely positive review of Cameron’s premiership (Seldon 
2015 and 2016). Among Cameron’s achievements identified 
by Seldon are these:

 ■ He developed a more inclusive vision of Britain than 
any other Conservative prime minister, taking up the cause 
of the gay community, women, ethnic minorities and the 
low paid.

 ■ He brought the Conservatives back into power after 
13 years out of office in 2010.

 ■ He led a coalition government which, it was widely 
believed, could not last long, but which lasted 5 years and 
then won an election outright for his party.

 ■ He succeeded in introducing gay marriage despite 
opposition from within his own party.

 ■ He preserved the commitment that Britain should 
devote at least 0.7% of its national income to overseas 
aid, again despite fierce opposition from the Conservative 
right wing.

 ■ Although he and the chancellor missed their targets in 
government debt reduction, he did succeed in bringing the 
nation’s finances more under control.

We must add to Seldon’s list the fact that Cameron was 
able to shield many families on low incomes from the worst 
effects of the austerity programme introduced to bring down 
government debt. This was done by introducing a much 
increased minimum wage (the ‘living wage’) and acceding to 
Liberal Democrat demands to raise the level at which people 
start paying tax and so take millions of them out of paying 
tax altogether.

In education too, he presided over a period of steadily 
improving standards in schools and successfully introduced 
a free school programme to increase diversity in education 
and to put some power back into the hands of parents.

Seldon also points out that Cameron was a risk taker. 
This seemed to work when he was confronting opposition 
from within his own party, but sometimes failed when it 
came to external forces. The apparent failure of his Libya 
policy and the outcome of the EU referendum are the two 
key examples, explained further below. We should also 
remember that his decision to allow the Scots a referendum 
on independence in 2014 was a major success as the 
result kept the United Kingdom together — for the time 
being at least.

Cameron’s ideas for a Big Society were not successful
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A negative perspective on David Cameron
However, at the same time that Anthony Seldon was praising 
Cameron, historian Selina Todd wrote a rather more negative 
account. Her main criticisms were these:

 ■ Cameron failed to tackle the problem of excessive 
wealth being retained in the hands of a select few.

 ■ Though he won the Scottish independence referendum 
the result has led to greater powers being transferred to 
Scotland, while the EU referendum has led to renewed 
demands for independence, threatening the union.

 ■ His policy in Libya proved to be a disaster almost 
on a scale with Tony Blair’s Iraq adventure. While his 
decision to help anti-government rebels with air power 
was successful in the short term, and the much reviled 
dictatorship of Colonel Gaddafi was brought to an end, 
like Blair and US President George Bush junior in Iraq, 
there was no plan for restoring order in the country and 
the result in both cases has been bloodshed and chaos.

 ■ Above all, his decision to allow a referendum on EU 
membership was an error of judgement, driven not by his 
own conviction but by a desire to gain political dominance 
over his party’s eurosceptic wing and to undermine UKIP.

 ■ He led the ‘Remain’ campaign to defeat.
Two further criticisms can be levelled at Cameron. 

The  first is the failure to meet the government’s targets 
on government debt reduction. The austerity programme 
that has done so much to damage public services, failed to 
achieve its aim, possibly as a result of a reluctance to raise 
taxes. Indeed, David Cameron will be remembered for the 
decline in public services such as the NHS and social care, 
as well as the erosion of many welfare benefits and the near 
collapse in the provision of subsidised housing.

Second, his flagship philosophy of ‘Big Society’ proved 
to be virtually stillborn. Other than the flourishing free 
school programme, little evidence can be found of Big 

Society initiatives. It was an attempt by him to carve out a 
distinct identity. He had seen how successful Tony Blair’s 
‘Third Way’ had been in the 1990s and sought to emulate it.

Conclusions
What does David Cameron’s experience tell us about the 
office of prime minister? As we have seen it has been mixed 
but we can discern a number of consistent themes which 
can inform us about both the extent of and limits to prime 
ministerial power. We can therefore divide these conclusions 
into two sections:

Strengths
 ■ Though he was supported by the chancellor of the 

exchequer and the Treasury, it was clear that the prime 
minister was chief economic policy maker. Cameron was 
determined that the UK would make inroads into public 
sector debt even if this meant a measure of austerity and 
he firmly led the government’s strategy.

 ■ As long as he maintained the support of an inner 
group of ministers (Osborne, May, Gove, Letwin) he could 
dominate government.

 ■ Parliamentary performance was important. Cameron 
learned how to handle Parliament and this gave him great 
authority.

Weaknesses
 ■ Without a decisive parliamentary majority he was 

always in a fragile position. Cameron was forced into 
actions he might not have undertaken had he enjoyed more 
parliamentary support. The prime example was the calling 
of an EU referendum, though his actions in Syria and Libya 
were also constrained by a non-compliant Parliament.

 ■ The prime minister remained vulnerable to events 
outside his control — in particular, Brexit was a totally 
unexpected development. In addition, he found it difficult 
to respond to the overwhelming refugee crisis that emerged 
in 2014.

 ■ Ultimately every prime minister stands alone at the apex 
of government. The PM is responsible for the performance 
of government. So, when the UK voted to leave the EU, 
Cameron could not transfer responsibility to anyone else. 
He had to take responsibility and so he resigned.

Once again, Enoch Powell’s assertion about political 
careers ending in failure has proved to be accurate.

Seldon, A. and Snowdon, P. (2015) Cameron at 10: The 
Inside Story, William Collins.

Seldon, A. et al. (2016) ‘David Cameron’s legacy: the 
historians’ verdict’, Guardian, 15 July: www.tinyurl.com/
hjcra4q
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Good analysis skills are central to 
success in US Edexcel politics (Box 1). 

Many students find analysis demanding, but 
all students can improve. This article shows 
you how to maximise your abilities (and 
marks) in this all-important area.

What is analysis?
Making connections
Analysis can be seen as the relevant 
development of an idea. Analysis also involves 
taking a key point and then unpacking it. 
A better way to think of analysis is making 
connections. The intellectual skill is to 
demonstrate strong connections between 

your own knowledge and the key words of 
the question. Answers which make the most 
sustained and detailed connections with the 
key words score most highly.

All too often, students simply cover the 
most relevant section of their notes, rather 
than applying what they know. If the question 
asks if the electoral college is out of date, for 
example, then you should avoid a general 
outline of the advantages and disadvantages 
of the electoral college. It is important to 
think carefully how the disadvantages 
connect to the phrase ‘out of date’. The phrase 
suggests that in the modern USA the 
electoral college has become undesirable. 

Edexcel US Gover nment and Politics
How to maximise AO2 analysis marks

Some arguments in your notes may be less 
relevant to this specific question or will be 
difficult to apply.

How, why, in what way or to what 
extent? 
Stronger analysis can be gained by delving 
deeper into an issue. This often involves asking 
how, why, in what way or to what extent? 
This  allows greater insight into a particular 
point. If you begin a paragraph by stating that 
the US constitution is undesirable because it 
is vague then it is important to explain exactly 
why this is a problem (and not why it is vague):

 ■ Is this because it allows unelected justices 
to have too much control over the political 
process? 

 ■ Is it because this leaves a lack of clarity 
over its meaning?

 ■ Is it because it is more open to abuse by 
politicians or a threat to democracy?

Which of these problems would you 
emphasise as being the main problem? 
Why? Answering these questions can help 
with analysis. 

In Box 2 there is an example of a 
paragraph containing strong analysis with a 
close focus on the key word of the question. 
Try to identify the different approaches in it 
which lead to good analysis. 

Three ways of improving 
analysis
Using political context
Politics is a dynamic subject in which 
the answer to a given question will often 
depend on the exact circumstances at the 
time. In  considering how powerful the US 
president is, you can discuss a limit (e.g. 
congressional voting or Senate ratification). 
A stronger answer will be able to say in 
which political contexts this is a particularly 
strong (or weak) limit. If the context is one 
in which the president lacks a majority in 
both chambers of Congress this is likely to 
be a major limitation on presidential power. 
Even stronger analysis might go on to argue 

 achieve at A2

Box 1 AO2 assessment: how does an examiner award marks
 

for essays?

Examiners award lots of marks for analytical skills in 45-mark essays (Table 1). While there are 
no separate marks awarded for different assessment criteria for 15-mark questions, improved 
analysis will also help you to achieve higher marks in them. The difference between top-level 
answers and those below is often not down to factual content but the analysis used. 

Table 1 Assessment criteria and mark allocation for 45-mark questions

Assessment 
Objective

AO1 AO2 AO3

Knowledge and 
understanding Intellectual skill Synoptic skill

Communication 
and coherence

Maximum marks  
(45 total)

12 12 12 9

There are two separate AO2 skills both of which are awarded marks for analysis and evaluation:

• AO2 intellectual skill is assessed mainly on the basis of analysis. Evaluation can also be 
assessed when you are being asked to make a judgement about the desirability of a process 
(e.g. should the electoral college be abolished) or the validity of a viewpoint.

• AO2 synoptic skill is a requirement that you show an awareness of different viewpoints. 
This is typically done by outlining arguments on both sides of a debate. 

Note that this does not involve the need to apply liberal or conservative ideologies (although 
where it is appropriate to do so in a given answer, then you can be highly rewarded for 
application of ideologies). In some cases applying ideologies is virtually impossible and can 
result in loss of focus on the key aspect of the question.

It is rare to achieve higher AO2 synoptic marks than AO2 intellectual skill marks. If you only 
cover one side of an argument then you will be restricted in AO2 intellectual skill marks because 
your analysis is clearly limited. In other words, an essay which is two sided, showing different 
perspectives, with strong analysis throughout, will do well in both AO2 skills. The best advice is to 
maximise AO2 intellectual skill marks and allow the synoptic mark to look after itself.
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Edexcel US Gover nment and Politics
How to maximise AO2 analysis marks

that presidents have become weaker in an 
age of polarised parties, suggesting that 
presidents today have become weaker than 
presidents previously.

In both cases, you are making 
comparisons (e.g. between divided and 
non-divided government or between 
different time periods). The paragraph in 
Box 2 gives useful context by showing how 

the GOP field was larger than normal in 
2016, giving a sense of whether or not the 
evidence is typical in recent US history. 

Using distinctions or comparisons 
Analysis often makes use of comparisons 
or distinctions to give greater clarity of 
understanding. This could be done by 
explaining how one word or concept is 

Box 2 How influential are early states in US presidential primary
and caucus elections?

Early states have limited influence because success in early states is only a rough guide to success 
and cannot determine the final result. Later states are free to ignore early results and candidates 
who perform well early on will not necessarily win the contest. Cruz was victorious in the first state 
(Iowa) in 2016 but went on to lose the primaries to Trump. Early states are much more significant 
in determining losers rather than winners, with seven candidates dropping out of the GOP race in 
2016 after just three states. In 2012 it was much harder to see that early states determined a winner 
than in 2016, indicating that 2012 primaries were less significant in influencing later voting. Three 
different candidates (Santorum, Romney and Gingrich) won the first three states, making it difficult 
to know, at that stage, who was the likely winner or even who the main rival to Romney would be. 
Santorum emerged as the main rival to Romney only after around ten states had voted, suggesting 
that the first ten states are more influential than the first three. In addition, it was more difficult for 
early states to determine a GOP winner in 2016 due to the huge field of candidates, with a record 
number of contestants.

Andrew Colclough is head of politics 
at d’Overbroeck’s, Oxford and an 
experienced senior examiner.

Ted Cruz won the Iowa caucus but lost 
out on the Republican nomination

more appropriate than another. In Box 2 
the answer makes a useful comparison 
between losers and winners. It argues that 
it is more appropriate to say that early states 
are influential in determining losers rather 
than winners. A further comparison is made 
between early and very early states. This is a 
particularly strong piece of analysis because 
it has a very strong focus on the key word 
of the question and analyses what is meant 
by early states.

Applying examples
A key aspect of analysis is the application of 
evidence. Rather than simply giving a factual 
account, stronger responses are able to make 
connections between the evidence and the 
key words of the question. The last sentence 
in Box 2 shows a strong approach because 
it relates facts to the question. Very strong 
answers often have few facts only evidence 
sentences — as they weave in connections to 
most sentences. Another analytical technique 
involves comparing examples. By showing 
that the 2012 primaries were less significant 
than the 2016 primaries this paragraph gives 
a sophisticated development of the extent 
of significance. 

What next?
Analysis comes in many different forms and 
can be difficult to master, but there are many 
ways to become an analysis pro.

 ■ First, enhance your skills of analysis 
spotting. Read articles, textbooks and 
especially model answers and identify 
different analytical techniques, highlighting 
and recording them. Go through your own 
answers with a highlighter. How often are 
you applying the above three approaches?

 ■ Second, use past paper questions and 
work out what the key words are. How would 
you apply the information in your notes to 
this specific question?

 ■ Third, practise and gain feedback. 
Understand where you have used analysis. 
Consider ways of packing in more.
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YES
Reversing years of 
discrimination

Against the backdrop of the 1960s civil rights 
movement, it was clear that concrete steps 
were needed to help repair the effects of 
slavery and oppression suffered by the black 
community. Affirmative action was a practical 
way of doing this. As President Lyndon B. 
Johnson explained:

‘ You do not take a person who, for 
years, has been hobbled by chains 
and liberate him, bring him up to the 
starting line of a race and say, ‘You 
are now free to compete with all the 
others,’ and still justly believe that you 
have been completely fair. ’Critics of this position argue that 

affirmative action represents another form 
of discrimination and a colour blind society 
would best be created by focusing on those 
with lower incomes rather than those of a 
particular race. However, such non-targeted 
intervention overlooks the specific obstacles 
which black (and Hispanic) people have 
faced in US society.

Carefully tailored over the years
The scope of affirmative action has been 
readjusted since its inception to make it more 
equitable in practice. This has most notably 
been achieved through a series of Supreme 
Court judgements. For example, in 1978, 
the crude use of racial quotas (whereby a 
certain number of places would be set aside) 
in university admissions was invalidated. 
In 2003, the court ruled that the automatic 
awarding of additional points to university 
applicants of a specific racial group was 
unconstitutional. The effect of these rulings 
is that race may be considered by universities 
but as part of a more individualised, 
fairer process.

Increasing ethnic minority  
presence at top universities

Evidence clearly shows a fall in ethnic 
minority enrolment at top university 
institutions in states where affirmative 
action has been banned. For example, 
Hispanic and black student numbers at the 
University of California, Berkeley, and the 
University of California, Los Angeles, went 
down sharply after the implementation of 
an initiative to ban affirmative action in 
1998. The same trend was seen at Texas’s top 
universities following the end of affirmative 
action in 1997 and, tellingly, the fall was 
only reversed when the state readopted 
affirmative action in 2005. 

Disputing the ‘mismatch theory’
The argument that a student admitted with 
lower grades will struggle at university has 
been debunked in a number of studies. One 
such piece of research is based on a unique 
situation at the University of California where 
a last-minute increase in the budget meant 
that students (of all ethnic backgrounds) with 
lower scores than the admissions cut-off were 
accepted. These students did not fare any 
worse than the rest of their cohort in their 
end of course marks.

This suggests that even if ethnic 
minorities are admitted to university with 
lower scores, they should be able to make 
up the gap. Individual success stories serve 
to highlight this point, such as the rise of 
Justice Sotomayor to the Supreme Court (she 
benefited from affirmative action when she 
was admitted to an Ivy League university).

Promoting diversity
Housing patterns along racial lines in the 
USA have resulted in the creation of schools 
for younger children which lack diversity. 
Affirmative action has helped to remedy this 
situation at the next stage by promoting more 
mixed university and work environments. 
Indeed, Justice Kennedy, usually an affirmative 
action sceptic, came out in support of the goal 
of diversity in his opinion on the Fisher v 

Has af�rmative action b een good for the USA?

University of Texas case in 2016, arguing that 
it was ‘central to [a university’s] identity and 
educational mission’. 

The importance of creating a diverse 
university body was also underlined by more 
than 60 top Fortune 500 companies, including 
Coca-Cola, Microsoft, Nike and Pepsi, in their 
submission during a Supreme Court case on 
affirmative action in 2003 (Grutter v Bollinger). 
Indeed in the same case, the US army even 
argued that a racially diverse body of soldiers 
was critical for providing national security.

More affirmative action is 
needed, not less
We have recently seen a sharp increase in racial 
tensions in the USA and clear evidence that 
ethnic minorities continue to be subject to 
racism throughout society, notably within 
the criminal justice system. Critics argue 
that affirmative action has been part of this 
problem, inflaming tensions between different 
races. However, any intervention which aims 
to entrench diversity in a still divided, socially 
fragile USA would seem to be as essential now 
as it ever was in the past.

 debate

Katie Shapiro is head of politics at 
Highgate School.

Katie Shapiro and Kay Moxon debate the question
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Has af�rmative action b een good for the USA?

NO
Equality was never the goal

Affirmative action was born out of the 
civil rights movement. The aim was always 
appeasement rather reparation for past 
wrongs. Affirmative action offered the illusion 
of reparative justice wrapped up in the rhetoric 
of black empowerment. The ultimate aim, 
and indeed the net result, was to absorb and 
neutralise black demands for equality, not 
to fulfil them. 

The goal was to divide the black 
community rather than to empower them. 
Nixon made a clear delineation between 
‘good blacks’ and the rest. He talked of the 
‘35% of blacks we can do business with’. 
By this he meant those who were, or were 
potentially, middle class.

Consider the areas where affirmative 
action was mainly implemented: college 
admissions, corporate hiring, minority 
business loans, skilled labour unions and 
government office jobs — not really things 
that would help an African American who 
had never graduated from high school. There 
are no racial preferences for hiring healthcare 

workers or kitchen staff. A study by Thomas 
Sowell of the Hoover Institute revealed that 
racial preferences in university application 
primarily benefit minority applicants from 
middle- and upper-class backgrounds. The 
endgame was to include the black middle 
class in the very system that the civil rights 
revolution had sought to overthrow. 

Nixon only ever viewed affirmative action 
as a holding action, to stem unrest. Persistent 
racial inequality is, at least in part, the result 
of affirmative action working exactly as it 
was intended to. Indeed, affirmative action 
and mass black incarceration could be 
viewed as two sides of the same coin: one to 
manage the aspirations of the black middle 
class, the other to contain the anger of the 
black underclass.

Too little too late
By focusing on college admission and the 
jobs market affirmative action programmes 
come too late to achieve genuine cultural 
and social integration. The statistical gaps 
between black and white Americans begin 
from birth — with disparities between 
birth outcomes and infant mortality. These 
gaps become wider with each passing year 
until, by the time of college application, 
they are chasms.

Even given lower entrance requirements, 
disadvantaged black students will struggle to 
keep up with their classes because they have 
not had the benefits of additional private 
tutoring, private music lessons, summer 
language camps and internships that endow 
more privileged children with the hard and 
soft skills that enable them to thrive. If 
affirmative action policies are really to have a 
significant impact at college level then more 
resources need to be devoted to improving 
‘college readiness’.

Lower aspirations
Affirmative action has actually lowered the 
bar of aspiration for the ‘beneficiaries’. If they 
can access the top universities with B grades 
then why aspire to A grades?

Divisive
Affirmative action programmes in university 
admissions have, in many cases, served to 

divide college campuses rather than fostering 
harmony and integration. When other 
students suspect that preferential admissions 
have had an unfair impact they are then 
accused of the very racism that was used to 
justify the affirmative action schemes in the 
first place. Moreover, the achievements of 
those black students who do achieve at a top-
class college can tend to be undermined by the 
stigma of ‘preference’. 

‘Mismatch effect’
A ‘mismatch effect’ occurs within universities 
whereby black and Hispanic B-grade students 
are put into competition with white and Asian 
A-grade students. There is much evidence 
that the B-grade students will have trouble 
keeping up, suffering heavy blows to their 
self-confidence and will end up doing less 
well than if they had gone to more ‘minor’ 
schools for which they were well qualified. 
A University of California study following 
the 1996 ballot initiative outlawing racial 
preferences found that the total number 
of black and Hispanic students achieving 
bachelor’s degrees improved significantly as a 
result of less ‘mismatch’. 

Impractical
Affirmative action is not only unjustified, 
it is increasingly impractical in the USA’s 
multiracial society. One in six Americans now 
marries a person outside of his or her own race 
or ethnicity — the task of who should qualify 
for any racial preference is becoming at best 
subjective and at times somewhat absurd. 

A culture of excuses
Affirmative action has fostered a dependency 
culture within African Americans and stood 
in the way of black communities looking to 
themselves for answers to continued social 
and economic disadvantage. According to 
one expert, black people need to look back to 
strong cultural traditions of ‘self-help, strong 
families and a belief in God’ in order to find a 
way out of their problems.

Kay Moxon is head of government 
and politics at Tonbridge School.
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One of the key constitutional changes 
that has taken place in the UK since the 

end of the Second World War is the growth 
in the political significance of the judiciary, 
due to the increasingly vigorous use of the 
powers of judicial review. This has raised 
the question of whether judicial review risks 
trespassing on the democratic functions 
of the executive and the legislature. The 
whole debate was thrown into the limelight 
with the passage of the Criminal Justice 
and Courts Act of 2015, which Sadiq Khan 
described as ‘an unconstitutional attack on 
the rights of the British people’. 

The controversy has been ramped up 
further with the decision by the High 
Court in November 2016, following a case 
brought by People’s Challenge, that ruled 
against Theresa May and the government 
by stating that the government cannot 
trigger Article 50 without the backing of 
Parliament. In the judgement, the lord 
chief justice, Lord Thomas wrote ‘the most 
fundamental rule of the UK constitution 
is that parliament is sovereign’ and that 
the court did not support the argument 
of the government that it could use the 
prerogative powers to trigger Article 50.

UKIP MP Douglas Carswell described 
the decision as ‘shocking judicial 
activism’ and added that these ‘judges 
are politicians without accountability’. 
The government appealed the decision, 
but in January 2017 the Supreme Court 

ruled that the government cannot trigger 
Article 50 without an act of Parliament 
authorising it to do so.

What is judicial review?
Judicial review is a form of court proceeding, 
in which a judge reviews the lawfulness of 
a decision or action, or the failure to act by 
a public body (Box 1). It is a critical tool 
that allows ordinary people to challenge 
decisions made by public bodies because the 
decision was unlawful, irrational or made 
in the wrong way.

It acts as a vital check on power, 
providing a route to justice to people when 
the public bodies operate outside the law. 
Judicial review has grown in importance 
since the passage of the Human Rights 
Act in 2000. Now judicial review is seen 
as essential to protecting civil liberties, 
the rule of law and establishing the legal 
limits of the power of the executive. 

What are the key grounds for 
judicial review that have had a 
political impact?

 ■ Any action or decision may be unlawful 
if the body making the decision had no 
power to make it, exceeded the powers 
given to it under law or misapplied the 
law. In 2013, the Save Lewisham Hospital 
Campaign took Jeremy Hunt, the secretary 
of state for health, to judicial review over his 
decision to implement cuts at the hospital in 

Judicial review in the UK
the maternity and emergency departments. 
Jeremy Hunt’s decision was quashed as he 
had acted outside his legal powers and in 
breach of the National Health Service Act 
2006.

 ■ If there are clear procedures laid down 
by the law that a public body must follow 
to reach a decision, it can be challenged 
for failure to follow them. In 2013, the 
court ruled in favour of the government 
consultations on the building of HS2. 
The government won on nine points, but the 
High Court ruled against the government 
over the nature of the consultation into 
compensation of householders living along 
the proposed route, saying ‘the consultation 
on compensation was so unfair as to be 
unlawful’.

 AS focus on…

Box 1 Bodies that can 
be judicially reviewed

Decisions made by public bodies in a public 
law capacity (such as government ministers 
and departments, local authorities and 
NHS trusts, chief constables and prison 
governors, maintained schools and school 
governing bodies) can be subject to judicial 
review. If a private company is carrying out 
a public function (e.g. a private company 
running a prison), its actions are governed 
by public law and can be reviewed.

On 24 January 2017 the 
Supreme Court upheld its 
decision that Parliament’s 
consent is required before 
the Brexit process can begin
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 ■ A decision can be reviewed if it is an 
abuse of civil liberties in that it contravenes 
the Human Rights Act. The most famous 
of these is A and others v Secretary of State 
for Home Department in 2004, which found 
that anti-terror laws contradicted the Human 
Rights Act on the grounds that citizens have 
a right not to be detained without trial. 
This decision led to Parliament passing the 
Prevention of Terrorism Act in 2005.

Why is judicial review so 
controversial?
Former Conservative leader and home 
secretary Lord Howard has expressed concern 
about unelected and unaccountable judges 
entering the realm of ‘political’ decision 
making (Box 2). This concern is further 
backed up by the Supreme Court justice, 
Lord Sumption, who has warned that judicial 
review risks trespassing on the proper 
democratic function of government and 
the legislature.

This theme was strongly taken up by 
David Cameron and his justice secretary, 
Chris Grayling during their passing of the 
Criminal Justice and Courts Act in 2015, 
which aimed to limit judicial review. Both 
argued strongly that judicial review was 
hindering the ability of a democratically 
elected government to get things done. 
Theresa May and the government 
clearly feel that this has been the case in 
terms of Article 50.

What are the objections that have 
been raised?

 ■ There has been a ‘huge surge’ in the 
number of judicial review cases in recent 
years, many of which are ill founded or weak, 
taking up judicial time and costing money. 

 ■ The cases are adding delays and costs to 
public services and stifling innovation and 
much needed reform.

 ■ Judicial review has limited the ability of 
the executive to get things done, as we have 
seen in the ruling on triggering Article 50.

 ■ Judicial review has a negative impact on 
decision makers as they are too concerned 
about minimising or eliminating the risk of 
a legal challenge. 

 ■ Chris Grayling argued in an article in 
the Daily Mail that the system had become 
a promotional tool for countless left-wing 
campaigners. 

 ■ Judges are not politicians and so are not 
accountable, yet they are making judgements 
which have wide social and political 

implications. In the wake of the Article 50 
decision, David Davis MP, angered by the 
decision, tweeted ‘unelected judges calling 
the shots…Power to the people’. 

What is the defence of judicial 
review?
The attacks on judicial review have led to 
an equally strong response from those who 
defend its role as a key defence against the 
power of the executive (Box 3). Speaking 
in the debate in the House of Lords, Lord 
Deben, former conservative minister John 
Gummer, stated that ‘it is unacceptable if 
we have a system whereby if the government 
has acted illegally it can’t be brought to 
account in the courts’. From Lord Deben’s 
perspective ‘the British defence of freedom 
is judicial review’.

What are the counter-arguments 
to the points raised by Cameron 
and Grayling?

 ■ The number of judicial review cases per 
year has massively increased from 4,240 in 
2000 to around 15,600 in 2013. However, 
most of these are asylum and immigration 
cases, with the number of civil judicial review 
cases only rising from 1,730 to 2,190 in the 
same period.

 ■ LSE found that judicial review does 
impose costs on public bodies, but this has 
to be balanced against improvements in the 
quality of public administration and the fact 
it helps public bodies to meet their legal 
obligations.

 ■ The threat of judicial review to public 
bodies may be a positive not a negative 
influence. Such a threat led to the transport 
secretary, Patrick McLoughlin, reversing the 
government decision to award the west coast 

mainline rail franchise to First Group in 2012, 
admitting to ‘significant errors’ in a ‘flawed 
process’ for awarding the contract.

 ■ LSE found that only 3% of judicial review 
cases were brought by interest groups between 
2010 and 2012. An example of a recent case 
is the one brought by Asbestos Victims’ 
Support Groups Forum UK in 2014 against 
the Ministry of Justice, when it was ruled 
that the decision by the UK government to 
take substantial sums from cancer sufferers’ 
damages, saving the insurance industry 
millions of pounds, was unlawful.

Conclusion
The arguments put forward by Chris Grayling 
and Lord Deben are crucial here in the 
constitutional context of judicial review. The 
anger of the current and previous government 
towards judicial review reflects the fact that it 
is working to hold the executive to account.

This has more importance as there is a 
widespread perception that Parliament is 
no longer capable of holding the executive 
to account, as clearly expressed by Lord 
Steyn in Jackson v Attorney General, 2005. 
This leaves the judiciary and judicial review 
as the most effective means of scrutinising 
the legality of the government’s decision-
making process to prevent abuse of 
power by the state.

Box 3 What is the 
Criminal Justice and Courts 
Act 2015?

The Act passed in 2015 faced significant 
opposition and the government had to 
amend the final bill considerably. The key 
provisions of the bill are argued to have 
the potential to undermine judicial review 
by deterring applicants from pursuing 
claims and deterring third parties (such as 
charities) from intervening in cases. This is 
down to the increased risks of having to pay 
higher costs and the court’s ability to award 
relief or remedy is now reduced. 

Box 2 What is the 
constitutional position?

In light of the uncodified, and partially 
unwritten, nature of the UK constitution, it is 
clear that the system only works if the three 
branches of government show each other 
appropriate respect. This involves the other 
branches accepting that the judiciary plays 
the role of ensuring government according to 
the law. Judicial review is not about ‘politics’ 
but is limited to lawfulness of government 
action. The courts are not above the elected 
government but are there to ensure that the 
law is above the government. 

Adam Tomes teaches politics at York 
College and is an experienced examiner.

See more on judicial review at: 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
politicsreviewextras

PoliticsReviewExtras
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euphemistically termed ‘fiscal consolidation’, which took 
the form of a mix of spending cuts and tax increases, with 
the balance towards the former. The standard criticism of 
this approach is that — as in the 1930s — taking money out 
of the economy through cuts and tax hikes reduces demand 
and just makes things worse. What is required is Keynesian 
pump priming — that is, spending more. This is the logic of 
the Greens’ anti-austerity position.

Perhaps Green parties are not really ecologists. Students 
of politics are rightly warned not to confuse political parties 
and ideologies, even when they share the same names. 
We return to Green politics at the end, but let us focus first 
on ideology. There are a number of important concepts: 
energy, complexity, problem solving and sustainability. 

Life as an energy problem
All living things depend on energy. Physicists define energy 
in terms of ‘work’: when you pick up a chair the work done 
on the chair is the force required to lift it. The first law of 
thermodynamics states that energy will never be lost from 
a closed system, while the second law is that entropy never 
decreases. In effect, in a closed system life will run down. 
But the Earth is not a closed system; it gains energy from the 

Greens have put themselves at the head of 
anti-austerity movements across the Western 
world. At the 2015 UK general election 
the Green Party manifesto stated that ‘the 

austerity programme has failed, as it did in the 1930s…
most people have seen their living standards fall, while the 
top one per cent have increased their wealth’.

It might be argued that the Greens are concerned with 
distribution rather than growth: it is how the cake is sliced 
and not its size that matters. But it is difficult to redistribute 
wealth against the background of a shrinking economy. 
When the Conservatives came to power in 2010 — following 
the 2008 financial crash — they embarked on what was 

This article is essential reading for A2 students preparing 
for political ideology examinations. It focuses on the 
following aspects of the specifications:

Edexcel
Unit 4B Ecologism

AQA
Unit 4B The environment

OCR
Unit F854 Environmentalism and ecologism

Unit F856 The debate over globalisation and the critique 
offered by ecologism and environmentalism

Exam context 

Ecologism
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sun (Hoffman and Graham 2015). All living things engage 
in metabolic budgeting. For example, if you are starving 
the brain will prioritise energy at the expense of peripheral 
organs (the ‘selfish brain’ theory), and conversely obesity 
entails the storage of excess energy in the fat cells.

Human domination of the Earth may be due to our 
intelligence, which itself depends on having an abnormally 
large brain (seven or eight times what it ‘should’ be for our 
size). It is also expensive in terms of energy consumption. 
The human brain constitutes 2% of the volume of the body 
but requires 15% of the body’s blood, 20% of its oxygen 
and 40% of its glucose. In human evolution a trade-off was 
made whereby the gastrointestinal tract is half the size it 
‘should’ be — this was only made possible by improvements 
in diet, which included cooking food to aid digestion. 

Dietary advances themselves depend 
on intelligence, which culminated 

in the agricultural and — later — 
the industrial revolutions. So 
energy is not just a biological 
issue, but also a political one.

Complexity, 
problem solving and 
sustainability

The agricultural revolution — 
the first of which was experienced 

around 12,000 years ago in the 
Fertile Crescent — brought with it greater 

technological and social complexity. There was 
a rudimentary division of labour. Not everybody 

had to work on the land. But energy and complexity 
are not straightforwardly connected. Theorists of 

complexity used to argue that excess energy — for example, 
food beyond what is required for basic survival — enabled 
the development of more complex societies. However, 
complexity can sometimes drive the search for new sources 
of energy (Tainter 2006).

As Joseph Tainter argues, increasing complexity can be a 
way of solving problems, but there are diminishing returns. 
Both hunter-gatherer and peasant-based societies experience 
underproduction: the working day is surprisingly short and 
there is much leisure and rest time. This is because without 
complex industrialised agriculture there are diminishing 
gains from each extra hour of production. Likewise with 
knowledge: early science was characterised by rather 
general problems and scientists were not highly specialised. 
As scientific enquiry advances so do the complexity of the 
problems and marginal productivity falls (Tainter 2006).

The Malthusian trap
Thomas Malthus (1766–1834) famously predicted that 
population increases geometrically (that is, doubling: 
1, 2, 4…256), while subsistence (energy) grows only 
arithmetically (1, 2, 3…9). Every advance in productivity 
is consumed by population growth so per capita income 
never increases. And without ‘checks’ the population will 
outstrip energy resources, such as food. Inevitably, checks do 

operate. They take the form of ‘positive checks’, such 
as famine, disease and war, and ‘preventative checks’, 
such as self-assumed or imposed population controls. 

Many economists argue that Malthus was wrong 
in his predictions. He failed to see how changes in 
social structures might bring down the birth rate 
while people can at the same time enjoy the benefits 
of increased productivity. Other economists say that Malthus 
was right about some parts of the world, but not others. But 
there is another way of interpreting Malthus, and it goes to 
the heart of the question of whether ecologists are committed 
to a reduction in living standards. Malthus was not predicting 
what would happen with population growth, but rather he 
was posing a challenge: population growth might outstrip 
energy resources, so how is a society going to respond? It is a 
problem-solving question. 

Solutions to problems
Tainter argues that there are three possible consequences of 
stretched energy resources (Tainter 2006):

 ■ societal collapse
 ■ resiliency and recovery through simplification
 ■ sustainable problem-solving based on increasing 

complexity subsidised by new resources 
Drawing on historical case studies he identifies collapse 

with the Roman empire, simplification with the early 

ENERGY IS 
NOT JUST A 
BIOLOGICAL 
ISSUE, BUT ALSO 
A POLITICAL ONE

An etching 
by George 
Cruikshank of the 
Malthusian view 
of an overcrowded 
London of the 
future
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Byzantine recovery of the early fifth century, and complexity 
with Europe (continuing into the present).

The Romans tried to solve their energy challenges 
by creating ever more complex bureaucratic structures, 
including punitive forms of taxation. The Byzantines 
retrenched and simplified, thus cutting their costs. 
The Europeans from the Renaissance onwards engaged in 
seemingly costly military competition, but it drove global 
expansion and the discovery of new sources of energy. 

In England forests were cleared to provide energy, but this 
was a finite resource and so coal was mined. When shallow 
seams had been exhausted deep mines were required, but 
these easily flooded, and so steam power was required to 
pump the water out. And steam powered the Industrial 
Revolution. The potential exhaustion of fossil fuels — 
combined with war technology — led to the development 
of nuclear energy. 

Some interesting conclusions can be drawn from the 
ideas of complexity and sustainability (Tainter 2006):

 ■ Sustainability is about problem solving, not consuming 
less.

 ■ Complexity is a primary problem-solving tool.
 ■ There can be diminishing returns to complexity — 

it can become ineffective.
 ■ Sustainability may require more consumption of 

resources, rather than less: you have to be able to afford 
sustainability.

Complexity versus simplification
Ecologists are often characterised as small-is-beautiful, 
simpler-is-better, back-to-the-land type of people. But many 
are advocates of alternative — ‘renewable’ — sources of 
energy. Attempting to find alternative sources of energy is 
complexity rather than a simplification strategy. 

The difficulty that the UK and other industrialised 
countries face is the problem of diminishing returns on 
energy exploitation. Ecologists rightly identify fossil fuels 
as limited resources which are increasingly difficult to 
extract (and that is putting aside concerns about global 
warming). The North Sea is now the most expensive oil 
basin in the world to drill and the decommissioning costs 
are estimated at £30–60 billion until the 2050s (Financial 
Times). The answer seems to lie with renewables, but there 
are downsides (Box 1).

Green politics
Few Green politicians are brave enough to tell the voters 
that living standards must fall if our society is to be 
ecologically sustainable. One problem is that it is easier to 

Box 1 Renewables: the costs 

Renewables are often less easily exploited than fossil fuels 
and actually require non-renewable sources of energy to 
produce them: wind turbines have to be built and moved into 
place; as such they already embody energy before they begin 
producing it. In addition, they are less reliable than traditional 
energy sources and can be detrimental to the environment.

Charles Franks of the Brookings Institute calculated 
the costs of different forms of energy. Costs include 
capital (time and cost of building a plant), intermittency 
(unreliability) and emissions. A cost-benefit analysis shows 
that in the cases of wind and solar the costs outweigh 
the benefits. Hydro is efficient. Nuclear has huge capacity 
costs — it is expensive to build a nuclear power station 
— but it yields considerable benefits in terms of avoided 
emissions. Gas is also cost-effective.

Source: adapted from ‘Sun, wind and drain’, The Economist,  
26 July 2014: www.tinyurl.com/opx6dmg

A Budget-day 
protest against 
cuts and 
austerity, 2014
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Using this article and other resources available to you, 
answer the following questions.

1 Should we accept a drop in living standards?

2 Was Malthus right in his predictions?

3 Will new technology — ‘complexity’ — solve our 
energy needs?

4 Are ecologists hypocritical in advocating zero or 
negative economic growth?

Exam focus 
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forego something you never had than give up something 
you possess. Another is that reductions in living standards 
are likely to have a disproportionate impact on the poorest 
in society. Even if the poorest do not lose more in absolute 
terms they may lose a higher proportion of their income 
and even if they do not lose a higher proportion, the welfare 
impact of a lost pound is greater the lower down the pay 
scale you are. It is hard to imagine a scenario in which the 
wealthy suffer more than the poor as a result of a per capita 
reduction in living standards. Since Greens tend to position 
themselves on the left this is not a sound political strategy.

Green voters and supporters may be guilty of hypocrisy 
and self-deception. Green movements emerged in the 1960s 
and 1970s and drew their support disproportionately from 
young, public sector professionals. ‘Post-materialist’ values 
motivate support for ecologism: quality of life issues are more 
important than rising income and career status (Hoffman 
and Graham 2015). This contrasts with their parents’ 
generation who lived through the Second World War and 
experienced postwar rationing. However, post-materialist 
attitudes presuppose the existence of material goods.

But politics is more than electoral or leadership cycles 
— as the fate of the Roman empire testifies. At a deeper 
level ecologists will have to confront the choice between 
the Roman and the Byzantine options: to continue down 
the road of complexity as a problem-solving mechanism or 
to retrench and simplify. The latter will inevitably entail a 
reduction in living standards. 
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First-past-the-postFirst-past-the-post
Not fit for purpose?

‘The present system has clearly broken 
down. The results produced are not 

fair… In many cases they do not secure 
majority representation, nor do they secure 
an intelligent representation of minorities.’ 
This was Winston Churchill, writing about 
first-past-the-post (FPTP) in 1909, but his 
words are still relevant today.

Not everyone agrees: defenders of FPTP 
praise its ability to produce strong majority 
governments that can be held accountable 
by the electorate. They cite FPTP’s simplicity, 
and the strong MP-constituency link, as 
reasons to preserve it. Some praise the way 
in which the requirement to win a plurality 
of votes has kept extremist political parties 
excluded from British politics. However, the 
2010 and 2015 general elections highlighted 
the problems of FPTP, leading to louder calls 
for a change of voting system.

Are governments held to 
account?
The argument that FPTP allows the electorate 
to hold a government to account based on 
its manifesto breaks down in the face of the 
2010 hung parliament result, following which 
the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats 
crafted the coalition agreement (with the 
Liberal Democrats famously jettisoning 
their manifesto commitment not to increase 
university tuition fees). In the 2015 election, 
in constituencies such as Oxford West and 
Abingdon (where Labour stood no chance of 
winning and a Conservative incumbent faced 
a Liberal Democrat challenger), voters were 
effectively unable to hold the government to 
account by voting for the opposition. 

Do voters really have a choice?
FPTP appears simple. However, for voters 
wishing to choose other than the two main 

parties within a constituency, it 
is bewilderingly complex. How should 
Tory voters in a marginal SNP/ Labour
seat in Scotland cast their vote? Is there 
any point in voting at all if you support 
Labour, or the Greens, but you live in a safe 
Conservative seat? Research by the Electoral 
Reform Society suggested that almost 
3 million people planned to vote tactically 
in 2015. FPTP therefore does not give voters 
a proper choice.

Is the MP-constituency link a 
problem?
The strength of the MP-constituency link is 
called into question by the 331 MPs elected 
without an absolute majority in 2015. 
Although the ability to choose between 
individuals rather than simply parties is an 
important part of British politics, it is not 
unique to FPTP. The single transferable vote 
(STV) proportional system offers the same 
feature and is already in use in elections to the 
Northern Ireland Assembly.

Does it affect small parties 
adversely?
While FPTP does protect our democracy from 
extremist parties, it also prevents all small 
parties from gaining ground, regardless of 
their appeal to voters. This is fundamentally 
anti-democratic, as demonstrated by UKIP’s 
2015 result, in which 3.8 million votes 
produced one seat in the House of Commons. 
In contrast, the Conservatives won three times 
more votes but 331 times more MPs.

Furthermore, political extremism does 
not simply manifest itself through discrete 
political parties. The ‘broad church’ parties 
required by FPTP are vulnerable to radical 
factions. This is shown by the Conservative 
leadership’s long battle with eurosceptics, 

while  
Jeremy Corbyn’s  
leadership has divided the Labour 
Party, and exposed the frailties of FPTP by 
leaving the UK without an effective opposition.

Does FPTP distort the nation’s 
politics?
‘Safe’ seats are virtually ignored in elections, 
as parties craft their policies to appeal to 
floating voters in crucial ‘marginals’. FPTP 
exacerbates the political differences between 
the UK’s nations, which saw victories for four 
different parties for the first time in 2015 
(Conservatives in England, SNP in Scotland, 
Labour in Wales, Democratic Unionist 
Party in Northern Ireland). This hides the 
significant levels of support for parties across 
the UK. For example, Labour won 36.9% 
of the vote in Wales, 31.6% in England and 
24.3% in Scotland.

In a multi-party system, Britons need 
their voting system to reflect their priorities. 
In 2015 a third of voters chose a party other 
than the Conservatives or Labour. Given that 
the voting system was so prejudiced against 
‘other’ parties, the real levels of support for 
these parties are likely to be much higher. 

The last two elections have emphasised 
the problems with FPTP, but its greatest 
injustice lies further in the past. Ironically, 
Winston Churchill became the greatest 
beneficiary of the system when he won the 
1951 general election with 26 more seats 
than Labour, but 250,000 fewer votes.

Rowena Hammal is KS5 coordinator 
for humanities at Bohunt School.
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