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During the 2016 US presidential 
campaign Hillary Clinton famously 

taunted her rival with the words ‘a man you 
can bait with a tweet is not a man we can 
trust with nuclear weapons’. Since Donald 
Trump became president the nuclear issue 
has only grown in prominence.nce.

The ‘Nuclear Club’
Nine countries possess nuclear weapons (see 
Table 1), though they have only been used 
twice, by the USA in 1945. The two bombs 
dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki killed 
over 250,000 people, and forced Japan’s 
surrender from the Second World War. 
They also ushered in a new type of warfare, the 
Cold War (1945–91), in which the superpowers 
avoided direct military confrontation for fear 
of risking nuclear war. Both sides recognised 
that nuclear weapons were too devastating to 
use, even as they raced to develop arsenals that 
could deliver mutually assured destruction 
(MAD) in the event of war.

Nuclear weapons were seen as a guarantee 
of security and prestige: all five permanent 
members of the UN Security Council 
(the USA, UK, France, Russia and China) 
developed them in turn, even though the UN 
has always supported nuclear disarmament.

Less powerful nations also wanted 
nuclear weapons for their security:

 ■ India developed them partly to deter 
Chinese aggression, while Pakistan was keen 
to protect itself from India.

 ■ Israel has never admitted being a member 
of the nuclear club, preferring a policy of 
‘nuclear opacity’, but it is believed to have 
considerable nuclear capability, developed 
to prevent its extinction by its enemies in the 
Middle East.

 ■ In recent years, totalitarian North Korea 
has been carrying out nuclear tests in the hope 
of guaranteeing its survival and preventing 

foreign interference. Despite warnings from 
the USA, North Korea is working to develop 
an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) 
that would threaten the mainland USA and 
Europe.

Non-proliferation
There are 191 signatory states to the 1968 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 
Treaty (NPT), which aims to stop states from 
acquiring nuclear weapons and to persuade 
nuclear powers to disarm. Achieving this has 
proved difficult: there remain over 15,000 
nuclear weapons worldwide.

In February 2017 Donald Trump spoke 
of his desire to increase the USA’s nuclear 
capability, saying, ‘if countries are going to 
have nukes, we’re going to be at the top of the 
pack’. This suggests that the post-Cold War 

Nuclear weapons
trend of reducing nuclear stockpiles could 
be ending, and in March 2017 the USA also 
led over 40 countries in a boycott of UN 
negotiations to ban nuclear weapons.

However, there have been two notable 
non-proliferation success stories: South 
Africa is the only nation to have developed 
nuclear weapons and then decommissioned 
them, and Iran’s burgeoning nuclear weapons 
programme was halted in a controversial 
2015 deal agreed by Barack Obama.

‘Dirty bombs’
Ultimately, the greatest nuclear threat may 
not be from nation states, but from terrorists 
buying black market nuclear material or 
stealing poorly secured reserves. ISIS is 
known to be seeking weapons-grade uranium 
for a ‘dirty bomb’. Added to a conventional 
explosive, this would lack a nuclear blast’s 
destructiveness but would produce significant 
additional casualties from radiation 
sickness, and potentially cause long-term 
contamination of the bombsite, making the 
area unsafe for people.

A new era
Supporters of nuclear weapons argue that they 
ended the era of ‘total wars’ of the first half 
of the twentieth century, ushering in a new 
age of global stability, albeit in the context 
of Cold War. Humanity restrained itself after 
the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki: we 
avoided nuclear apocalypse. Nevertheless, 
today’s geopolitical landscape is more complex 
than the old bipolar order, the threat from 
terrorism and rogue states more prominent, 
and politicians less restrained.

 an introduction to…

Rowena Hammal is KS5 coordinator for 
humanities at Bohunt School.

Table 1 The ‘Nuclear Club’

Year it 
became a 
nuclear power

Estimated 
number 
of nuclear 
warheads

USA 1945 7,000

Russia 1949 7,290

UK 1952 215

France 1960 300

China 1964 260

India 1974 100–120

Pakistan 1998 110–130

Israel Unknown 80

North 
Korea

2006 10

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (estimates for 2016) NB The following 
NATO members are ‘nuclear sharing’ states: 
Germany, Italy, Belgium, Netherlands and Turkey. 
This means that the USA stations a number of 
nuclear weapons on their territory
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John Curtice

In 1970, the equivalent figure was still almost 90%. But by 
2010 rather less than two-thirds of all votes were cast for 
one of the two largest parties, a proportion that only crept 
back up a little, to 69%, in 2015. Even that slight recovery 
masked the fact that, while the Liberal Democrats fell 
back heavily, two other third parties, UKIP and the SNP, 
registered record-breaking performances.

Impact of the EU referendum
The outcome of the 2016 EU referendum, in which the 
UK electorate voted narrowly in favour of leaving the EU, 
seemed set to bolster further the fracturing of British politics. 
The Conservative and Labour parliamentary parties were 

One of the apparently important long-term 
trends in British politics has been the gradual 
erosion of a two-party system that reached 
its height in the immediate postwar period. 

In 1951, nearly 97% of all votes cast across the UK as a 
whole were cast for either the Conservatives or for Labour. 

The June 2017 
general election

John Curtice explains the outcome of the June 2017 general election

Jeremy Corbyn, 
Leader of the 
Labour Party, 
on polling day

Edexcel: UK politics, Voting behaviour

AQA: The politics of the UK, Elections

WJEC: AS Unit 2, Voting behaviour
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internally divided over what Brexit should look like, while 
both sets of supporters had been divided in the way in which 
they voted in the referendum.

UKIP in contrast was clear it wanted a ‘hard’ Brexit 
that prioritised withdrawal from the freedom of movement 
provisions of the EU, while, in accordance with their long-
standing position as the UK’s most pro-EU party, the Liberal 
Democrats called for a second referendum once the Brexit 
negotiations were concluded. Given that Brexit was set to 
become the central focus of British public policy for the 
foreseeable future, there seemed to be every reason why 
voters might opt for the one or other of these relatively 
clear positions rather than continue to support one of the 
two big parties.

In Scotland, which had voted quite strongly 
in favour of staying in the EU, the outcome of 
the EU referendum resulted in a call from the 
SNP for a second independence referendum 
so that an independent Scotland could retain 
closer links with, and indeed membership of, 
the EU. Thus, north of the border the debate 
about independence, which had seemingly helped propel 
the SNP to 50% of the vote in Scotland in 2015, was now 
also back on the boil.

Return of the traditional two-party system?
Yet this was not the way that things turned out in the June 
2017 election. Far from fracturing, the traditional two-party 
system seemed to enjoy something of a revival. No less 
than 82.4% of votes cast across the UK as a whole went 
to a Conservative or a Labour candidate — the highest 
proportion at any election since 1970.

As Table 1 shows, support for UKIP collapsed, that for the 
Liberal Democrats was even slightly below the disastrous 
level to which it fell in 2015, while the SNP also suffered a 
substantial reverse. Just 37% of the vote in Scotland went to 
the SNP, down 13 points on 2 years ago. The Conservatives, 
in contrast, won their highest share of the vote since 1979, 
and while Labour’s tally was only its highest share since 
1997, it represented the biggest increase in support the party 
had enjoyed since 1945.

Not a return to the traditional two-party 
system?
That said, there are two features of the outcome that do not 
fit the model of a return to two-party politics. First, although 
down on 2015, there were still 70 MPs elected for parties 
other than Conservative and Labour. That compares with 
an average of just nine between 1950 and 1970. The House 
of Commons still contains more such MPs than it did at 
any time before 1997. Second, the election failed to deliver 
an overall majority to any party, something that never 
happened before February 1974, even though at 2.5 points 
the Conservative lead over Labour was larger than the lead 

Theresa 
May leaving 
Conservative 
headquarters 
the day after 
the general 
election

THE TRADITIONAL 
TWO-PARTY SYSTEM 
SEEMED TO ENJOY 
SOMETHING OF A 
REVIVAL

Table 1 Result of UK general election, June 2017

Votes (Great Britain) Seats (United Kingdom)

% share Change in % share since 2015 No. of seats Change since 2015

Conservatives 43.5 +5.8 331 –13

Labour 41.0 +9.8 232 +30

Liberal Democrats 7.6 –0.5 12 +4

SNP 3.1 –1.8 35 –21

UKIP 1.9 –11.0 0 –1

Greens 1.7 –2.1 1 0

Plaid Cymru 0.5 –0.1 4 +1

Others 0.7 –0.1 18 0

Turnout 68.8 +2.5 — —

Note: Speaker counted as Conservative.

Sources: Provisional results, House of Commons Library Briefing Paper CBP 7979 and BBC News.
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of the largest party over its nearest competitor 
in four of the seven elections that took place 
between 1950 and 1970.

Evidently the electoral system was not 
operating to keep power entirely in the hands 
of either the Conservatives or Labour as it did 
in the heyday of two-party politics. Instead, 

the outcome required a minority government to seek the 
support of Northern Irish unionists, just as a minority 
Labour government had been forced to do in the 1970s and 
a Conservative one in the 1990s.

A new demographic cleavage: Leave or 
Remain voters
But there are, in truth, other important reasons to question 
the claim that the June 2017 election simply represented a 
return to the two-party politics of the immediate postwar 
era. That was an era during which, as Peter Pulzer famously 
put it: ‘Class is the basis of British party politics, all else is 
embellishment and detail.’ Support for the Conservative 
Party was markedly higher among those in middle-class 
occupations while Labour secured most support among 
those in working-class jobs. That link had already often 
appeared to be weaker at recent elections, and especially so 
during the era of New Labour governments between 1997 
and 2010. But far from strengthening at this election, it has 
weakened yet further and has now been displaced by a new 
demographic cleavage that divides Labour supporters from 
their Conservative counterparts.

Although Brexit may not have occasioned a further 
fracturing of party politics in Britain, it does seem to have 
helped occasion some refashioning of those who voted 
Conservative in the 2017 election and those who backed 
Labour. In calling the election, the prime minister, Theresa 
May, indicated that she was seeking a mandate to pursue the 
kind of Brexit she had set out earlier in the year, that is, one 
in which the UK would no longer implement the freedom of 
movement provisions of the EU and thus would no longer be 
part of the EU single market. In contrast, although Labour 
accepted that the UK was leaving the EU it appeared rather 
more concerned to maintain the UK’s economic links with 
the EU than to control immigration. In any event, those who 
voted Leave swung markedly towards the Conservatives, 
whereas those who backed Remain were more likely to have 
switched to Labour.

This pattern is clearly evident in polling data collected 
just before and just after polling day by Lord Ashcroft. 
According to these data, no less than 60% of those who said 
they voted for Leave in the EU referendum voted for the 

Conservatives while just 25% supported Labour. In contrast, 
only 25% of Remain voters backed the Conservatives, while 
51% voted Labour. More importantly, however, the 60% 
level of support for the Conservatives among Leave voters 
represents as much as a 15 point increase since 2015, while 
the 25% backing for the party among Remain supporters 
represents a 5 point fall. In short, the Conservatives were 
more popular than they had been previously among Leave 
voters, whereas the party lost ground among those who 
had voted Remain. Meanwhile, and in contrast, although 
Labour support increased among Leave voters, at 5 points 
the increase was half that among Remain voters.

These survey data are also backed up by the pattern of the 
election results — at least within England and Wales. Outside 
of Scotland, the Conservative Party performed much better 
in constituencies where Leave were strong in 2016 than 
in seats where Leave were weak. On average Conservative 
support increased by 10 points in constituencies where it 
is estimated that over 60% voted Leave 12 months ago, 
while it fell by 2 points in seats where less than 45% did so. 
In contrast, Labour’s advance was rather greater (12 points) 
in strongly Remain constituencies than in strongly Leave 
ones (9 points). Not least of the reasons for this pattern is 
that the UKIP vote was typically highest in 2015 in seats 
where Leave were strongest in 2016, and according to Lord 
Ashcroft’s data, 57% of 2015 UKIP supporters switched to 
the Conservatives, while just 18% moved towards Labour.

Voting by social grade
Demographically, those who voted Leave had two key 
demographic characteristics — they were typically older and 
they tended to have few, if any, educational qualifications. 
Meanwhile, those with few, if any, educational qualifications 
are more likely to be in working-class occupations. Thus, 
the relative success of the Conservative Party among Leave 
voters suggests the party may well have advanced among 
working-class voters.

Table 2, which shows the level of support for Conservative 
and Labour broken down by the social grade schema 
commonly used in market research to measure social 
class, shows that this indeed was the case. Support for the 
Conservative Party was some 12–13 points higher than 
2 years ago among working class C2 and DE voters while 
it was up by only 4 points among ‘AB’ professionals and 
managers. Conservative support also increased most in 
constituencies with a relatively high proportion of working-
class voters. True, there is no clear link between social grade 
and change in Labour support, but all in all it appears that 
the link between social class and party support in 2017 was 

THOSE WHO 
VOTED LEAVE 
SWUNG MARKEDLY 
TOWARDS THE 
CONSERVATIVES

Table 2 Conservative and Labour support in 2017 and change in support since 2015 by social grade

Social grade % Con Change since 2015 % Lab Change since 2015

AB: professional and managerial 44  +4 35  +7

C1: supervisory/clerical 41  +7 41  +10

C2: skilled manual 44  +13 39  +8

DE: unskilled manual/welfare dependent 34  +12 46  +7

Sources: Lord Ashcroft Polls 5–7.5.15 and 6–9.6.17.
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as the abolition of university tuition fees. But how far these 
patterns were a cause or a consequence of younger voters’ 
support for Labour is more difficult to discern. In truth, why 
so large an age difference emerged in 2017 can be expected 
to be the subject of further academic research in the weeks 
and months to come.

Scotland and the issue of independence
There is one further way in which the two-party politics of 
Britain were not replicated — the very distinctive result in 
Scotland. Not only did the SNP remain the largest party 
north of the border, albeit on a much-diminished vote, but 
in addition, the Conservatives, campaigning strongly against 
an SNP proposal for a second independence referendum, 
advanced more strongly than anywhere else in Britain — by 
14 points — even though no less than 62% of Scots voted 
to Remain in 2016. Electoral politics in Scotland continue to 
be dominated by the issue of independence — an issue with 
which postwar Britain was not concerned at all.

much weaker than we would anticipate from Peter Pulzer’s 
portrayal of Britain’s postwar two-party system.

Old versus young voters
One of the striking features of the 2015 election was that 
support for Labour increased among younger voters, while it 
fell somewhat among older voters. Meanwhile the opposite 
pattern was in evidence so far as the Conservatives are 
concerned. But this time around the age difference in 
political preferences was much bigger. As Table 3 shows, 
around two-thirds of those aged 18–24 voted Labour, while 
some three-fifths of those aged 65 and over backed the 
Conservatives. More generally, among those aged less than 
45 Labour advanced more strongly than the Conservatives, 
while among those aged 45 and over it was the Conservatives 
whose support increased more.

The resulting 40 point differences between the level of 
Labour and Conservative support in the youngest age group 
and that in the oldest age groups are clearly much bigger 
than the 10 point or so differences between those in social 
grade AB and those in the DE group (Table 2). Age, not 
class, was the principal demographic division in voting 
behaviour in June 2017.

Younger voters were, of course, more likely to vote Remain 
than were their older counterparts. But these differences 
between age groups in the strength of the movement to 
the Conservatives and Labour are much sharper than 
can be accounted for by the differences we have observed 
between Remain and Leave voters. Younger voters certainly 
warmed more to Jeremy Corbyn than they did to Theresa 
May and were also more supportive than older voters of a 
number of proposals in the Labour Party manifesto, such 

John Curtice is professor of politics, University of 
Strathclyde.

Table 3 Conservative and Labour support in 2017 and change in support since 2015 by age group

Age group % Con Change since 2015 % Lab Change since 2015

18–24 18  –7 67 +24

25–34 22  –5 58 +19

35–44 30  +4 50 +13

45–54 40  +11 39 +6

55–64 47  +12 33 +5

65+ 59  +13 23 +1

Sources: Lord Ashcroft Polls 5–7.5.15 and 6–9.6.17.

1 Evaluate the extent to which voting in the June 2017 
general election was determined by social class.

2 ‘The most significant factor in determining voting 
behaviour in the June 2017 general election was social 
class.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement

Exam focus 

Young voters 
were more likely 
to vote for Labour
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This is probably one of the most exciting, 
important and significant times to be 

studying politics in the last 50 years. From the 
snap 2017 election, Brexit and the Scottish 
independence movement to Donald Trump 
and the rise of nationalism, you will have a 
much better understanding of the origins, 
meaning and impact of all of these and more 
after studying politics. Whatever you go on 
to do after your A-levels, the analytical and 
evaluative skills and knowledge you will 
develop through this course will be useful.

What prior knowledge is 
required?
It may be that you have very little knowledge 
of British, US and global politics or of 
political ideas. If this is the case it is sensible 
to focus on improving your basic knowledge 
of politics. You need to do this in your own 
time. Do not expect your teacher to do this 
for you — it is not in either your own or your 
classmates’ interest to do this.

Begin by making yourself a set of 
introductory notes on the following areas:

 ■ the difference between right-wing, left-
wing and centrist political ideas

 ■ how the British political system works 
— the executive, legislative and judicial 
branches and the relationship between these 
branches and the devolved assemblies

 ■ how the different forms of election in the 
UK work and what purpose they serve

 ■ the names of all the major figures in UK 
politics, e.g. shadow chancellor

Learn some key terms (Box 1). 

What will I be studying?
If you are studying the 2-year A-level course, 
for most of the first year you will study 
British politics. You will cover UK politics 
and UK government:

 ■ Democracy and participation
 ■ Political parties
 ■ Electoral systems
 ■ Voting behaviour and the media
 ■ The constitution
 ■ Parliament
 ■ PM and executive
 ■ The relationship between the different 

branches of the government, including 
the EU

Towards the end of the first year (unless 
your teacher decides to do this differently) 
you will also start to study the core political 
ideas: conservatism, socialism and liberalism. 
As part of this you will also cover another 
political idea. Your teacher will pick one 
from: anarchism, feminism, nationalism, 
ecologism and multiculturalism. 
However,  you will probably not cover this 
until the second year of your course. 

If you are just taking the AS course 
you will only study UK politics and UK 
government, and will not cover the political 
ideas sections. You will sit two examinations 
at the end of the year. 

In the second year of your course, if you 
are doing the Edexcel specification, you 
will study either the USA or global politics. 
Your  teacher will decide which option to 
choose. However, if you and your classmates 
have any strong feelings about this, it may 
be worth discussing it with your teacher, 
as they may be open to persuasion. It is 
definitely worth finding out if your teacher 
has made a decision yet, as this should guide 
your wider reading and current affairs study 
across your first year. 

A beginner’s guide to following 
current affairs 
In order to make the course a living subject, 
rather than just something in a textbook, you 
need to follow current affairs on a daily basis. 
This will not only make the course much more 
interesting for you, but will also gain you 
marks as you need to give up-to-date examples 
in your exam answers. Pocket is a useful app 
that allows you to download and collect useful 
resources that you can then read, even when 
you are out of a Wi-Fi area.

How will you do this?
 ■ Broadsheet newspapers/newspaper 

websites — the Guardian and Independent are 
still free online, others now have a paywall. 
They are all available as apps. Remember that 
all newspapers have a political stance — they 
are not neutral. 

 ■ Political magazines such as the Spectator, 
The Week and the New Statesman — sign up 
for weekly podcasts.

 ■ Respected politics news websites — the 
BBC is most useful and, by law, must be 
neutral. Get the BBC news app on your 
phone and read the politics section daily. 
It also includes useful explanations of the 
news such as ‘Brexit — all you need to 
know’. Sign up for the ‘Week in Westminster’ 
podcast: www.tinyurl.com/36qsnjh.

 ■ Vice and Buzzfeed can also be really useful 
as long as you ignore the celebrity news.

 ■ On television, watch BBC News at Ten, 
Channel 4 News, Newsnight and Question Time. 
You could also try listening to Radio 4 and 
your local radio station.

 ■ Use twitter to follow your local MP 
and political commentators such as Nick 
Robinson.

Studying politics
A beginner’s guide

Box 1 Key terms to learn

Write an explanation and give a relevant 
political example of each of the following 
terms.

• parliament

• government

• executive

• legislature

• judiciary

• constitution

•  separation of 
powers

• power

• authority

• election

• political party

• pressure group

• political ideology

• politics

• prime minister

• president
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box at the bottom of every page. Google it 
for more details. Table 2 is an example of 
an incomplete set of notes made using the 
Cornell system.

Troubleshooting
Do you fit into either of the following 
categories? If so, help is at hand.

(1) ‘I am already finding this course 
really hard — help!’
Have you followed the advice above — are 
you building up a basic knowledge of the UK 
political system outside of lessons? You should 
also develop a political glossary, making a note 
of every new word you come across. Keeping 
up to date with current affairs — reading the 
BBC Politics webpage daily for example, will 
also help your course to start making sense.

(2) ‘It seems pretty straightforward 
so far, I’d like to develop a wider 
understanding…’
Have you developed your own political 
viewpoint? Read ahead and find out about 
socialism, conservatism and liberalism. 
Which appeals to you? Is there a pressure 

group or a party that you would like to join? 
Can you get work experience with your local 
MP or councillor? What about reading some 
classic politics-related books — 1984 or Animal 
Farm by George Orwell for example, or a 
political biography?

It is also really important to develop your 
knowledge of political history — the key 
turning points in the development of British 
democracy. Make a timelines of events. 
Does your school offer the Extended Project 
Qualification? Maybe that would give you 
the opportunity to develop your knowledge 
of politics further. Finally, find out who 
your MP is and attend an event that they are 
speaking at (www.theyworkforyou.com). 

This is part one of a two-part article. Coming 
up in the next issue: how to answer exam 
questions, the significance of historical 
examples and using textbooks.

Be aware that not all of the news you will 
see on the internet is true — fake news is 
everywhere. Stick to respected websites and 
avoid the tabloids. Wikipedia rejects the use 
of Daily Mail articles as a source, for example. 

For your first year of study you should 
focus on reading about the activities of the 
British government, Parliament and judiciary, 
all elections (including by-elections, council 
elections, devolved assembly elections), 
pressure groups and the Brexit process. 

If your teacher does not provide you 
with one, get a copy of your specification 
and download the sample papers. 
Familiarise  yourself with the content and 
then look out for useful newspaper articles, 
television programmes and so on that you 
can collect, including for the second year 
content. The specification includes a detailed 
and useful glossary, which you can use to 
supplement your own glossary (using the 
correct political terminology is essential). 

Create and regularly update a table of 
recent political events such as those in 
Table 1. The first entry is completed for you.

Starter skills
Do not worry about exam and timing skills 
yet. The most important skill you need to 
start the course is the ability to take detailed 
and useful notes. You must learn how to pick 
out the most helpful points, to summarise 
and add examples. Obviously this is quite a 
personal thing — many students like spider 
diagrams and colour, others use revision cards.

If you are not sure, try the Cornell note-
taking system. This involves creating a wide 
margin in which you write the key headings, 
with more detail on the left and a summary 

Table 1 Some recent political events

Recent political events Significance and links to specification

2017 general election UK Shows the workings and possible failings of the 
2011 Fixed-Term Parliaments Act — it aimed to 
reduce the prime minister’s power by fixing the dates 
of elections, but Theresa May got the two-thirds 
majority in Parliament necessary to overrule the Act.

Brexit referendum 2016

US presidential election 2016

2015 general election UK

Scottish independence referendum 2014

2010 general election and formation of 
coalition government

Table 2 Example of note-taking system

Title: The origins and development of the Conservative Party

Key points and terms
Traditional conservatism and one-nation 
conservatism

New Right conservatism, neoliberal and 
New Right views

Explanation
• A pessimistic view of human nature

• The significance of tradition and institutions

• Organic society — interdependence and the 
role of each individual in the wider community

• Pragmatism — rejection of radical change and 
fixed ideas

Conclusions
Conservatism is a pragmatic ideology that focuses on ‘what works’ rather than being connected 
to a fixed set of ideas. It rejects change, unless it is ‘in order to preserve’. However, the 
Conservative Party is linked to a set of ideas, including neoliberal economics, strict law and order 
policy and limited welfare spending.

Jessica Hardy is a deputy editor of 
Politics Review, teaches at St Francis 
Xavier College, London, and is an 
experienced examiner.
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Anthony J. Bennett

Bligh set sail from England for Tahiti in HMS  Bounty. 
What conceivable relevance can a document dating from the 
days of Pitt and Mozart have in the governance of a twenty-
first century superpower? And how can a document devised 
by 13 states with a population of less than 4 million, 
scattered along America’s Atlantic coast, be expected to 
work in the twenty-first century USA, stretching over six 
time zones and with a population of over 325 million?

The most obvious answer to the question posed here is 
‘yes — of course it works!’ Presidents are elected, laws are 
passed, taxes are collected, money is printed, the nation 
is defended, the courts are independent, the rule of law is 
upheld (mostly) and government works (well, sort of and 
most of the time). But as one digs below the surface, it is not 
difficult to find parts of the US Constitution that really do 
not work. Let us consider seven such parts.

Equal representation of states in the Senate

‘ Article I, Section 3: The Senate of the United 
States shall be composed of two Senators from each 
State… ’

T he US Constitution has been written 
in three distinct phases. First came the 
original seven articles in 1787. To those the 
first ten amendments were added, by 1791. 

The remaining seventeen amendments came in the next 
201 years. Put another way, just short of 80% of today’s 
US Constitution — 6,044 words out of 7,591 — is the 
product of the eighteenth century.

In 1787, when the original document was written, 
William Pitt the Younger was the British prime minister, 
the first ever cricket match was held at Lord’s, Mozart was 
writing his 38th symphony, the first ever secondary school 
for girls was opened — in Sweden — and Captain William 

The US Constitution
Does it work in the twenty-first century?

Anthony J. Bennett argues that the US Constitution works in part  
and when it does not it is not necessarily the fault of the Constitution.  
He also argues that there is a case for significant amendment

Edexcel: Government and politics of the USA, 
The US Constitution

AQA: Government and politics of the USA, The 
constitutional framework of US government

WJEC: A2 Unit 4, Democracy in America

PolRev_27.1_Press_gk.indd   8 31/07/2017   15:14



9www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview

This provision of Article I was written into the constitution 
to protect the rights and the voices of the small population 
states. When the constitution was written, the largest of 
the 13 states was Virginia with a population of just under 
700,000. This made it around 12 times larger than the 
state with the smallest population — Delaware, with just 
under 60,000. Virginia and Delaware were to have an equal 
voice in the Senate.

But at the most recent census — in 2010 — the largest 
state, California, had a population of just under 34 million 
making it 68 times larger than the smallest state, Wyoming, 
with just under half a million. As the disparity between the 
largest and smallest states has grown, so the provision of 
equal representation in the Senate becomes more difficult 
to defend. And in the view of those Americans who live in 
the largest population states, it just does not work any more. 

Today, the 25 smallest states contain just 16.2% of the 
country’s population. So, in theory, if the two senators from 
those 25 states agreed to support a bill — and Vice-President 
Mike Pence concurred — that bill could be passed by the 
Senate against the wishes of the 270 million Americans 
living in the 25 largest states. While that is of course an 
extreme case, it is certainly possible — and not infrequently 
occurs — that bills are passed and nominations confirmed 
by the Senate with the votes of senators who represent well 
under half of the US population. 

The Electoral College

‘ Article II, Section 1: Each State shall appoint…a 
Number of Electors, equal to the whole Number of 
Senators and Representatives to which each State 
may be entitled in the Congress. ’

Because the allocation of senators to states is also used in 
the formula for deciding on the number of votes each state 
shall have in the Electoral College, this distortion in favour 
of the small population states spills over into the presidential 
election. If California were to be awarded electoral college 
votes on the same ratio of electoral votes to state population 
as Wyoming, California should receive not 55 electoral 
votes (as it currently has) but around 200 — 68 times 
that of Wyoming. 

And then there are all the flaws associated with the 
Electoral College that were so much on display in 2016. 
Not only did Donald Trump win by 304–227 in the Electoral 
College despite polling almost 3 million popular votes 
fewer than Hillary Clinton, but also seven electors cast their 
ballots for candidates other than those who won their state’s 
popular votes. Quite clearly, in these ways this provision of 
the constitution is not working.

Advice and consent power in the Senate

‘ Article II, Section 2: [The President] shall have 
Power, by and with the Advice and Consent of the 
Senate, [to appoint] Judges of the Supreme Court ’Article II, Section 2 of the constitution allows the 

president to appoint people to posts within both 
the executive and judicial branches of the federal 
government — including judges of the Supreme 
Court — but only with ‘the advice and consent 
of the Senate’. In an era of bipartisanship and 
cooperation this works well enough. But in today’s 
era of hyper-partisanship, it does not work at all 
well. As a rule of thumb, Republican senators will 

George Washington and the US Constitution

THIS DISTORTION 
IN FAVOUR OF 
THE SMALL 
POPULATION 
STATES SPILLS 
OVER INTO THE 
PRESIDENTIAL 
ELECTION 
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support pretty much anyone nominated by a Republican 
president and oppose anyone nominated by a Democrat. 
The Democrats will do the reverse. In the title of a book by 
G. Calvin Mackenzie, those chosen by the president to fill 
these posts are ‘innocent until nominated’.

In the process leading to the confirmation of Neil 
Gorsuch as an associate justice of the Supreme Court, the 
Senate Judiciary Committee voted 11–9 to recommend 
Judge Gorsuch’s confirmation — all Republicans voted 
‘yes’ and all Democrats voted ‘no’. Four days later, the full 
Senate voted 54–45 to confirm his appointment. The 54 
‘yes’ votes were cast by 51 Republicans plus 3 Democrats 
— all from states that voted heavily for Trump in 2016. 
The remaining 45 Democrats voted ‘no’. One Republican 
was absent. Table 1 shows that there has been a marked 
decline in the one-time tradition of bipartisan support for 
nominations to the Supreme Court.

War-making powers

‘ Article I, Section 8: The Congress shall have 
Power…to declare War. ’‘ Article II, Section 2: The President shall be 
Commander in Chief of the [Armed Forces] of the 
United States. ’

The original draft of the constitution in 1787 provided for 
Congress to have the sole power to ‘make war’. But Congress 
was regarded as too large and would meet too infrequently 
for this to be practical, so the wording was changed to the 
more ambiguous ‘declare war’ leaving the president free, in 
the words of James Madison, ‘to repel sudden attacks’.

The last time Congress declared war was in 1941, and yet 
most post-Second World War presidents have used US troops 
abroad in war-like situations — in Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia, 
Iraq and Afghanistan to name just the most high-profile 
deployments. It is this extension — some would say abuse 

Table 1 Supreme Court nominations

Year Nominee Vote

1986 Antonin Scalia 98–0

1987 Anthony Kennedy 97–0

1990 David Souter 90–9

1991 Clarence Thomas 52–48

1993 Ruth Bader Ginsburg 96–3

1994 Stephen Breyer 87–9

2005 John Roberts 78–22

2005 Samuel Alito 58–42

2009 Sonia Sotomayor 68–31

2010 Elena Kagan 63–37

2017 Neil Gorsuch 54–45

Neil Gorsuch was sworn in as the newest member of the 
Supreme Court in April 2017
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— of presidential war-making powers that is at the heart of 
the debate of the so-called imperial presidency. But whatever 
one’s view on that contentious subject, the constitutional 
checks and balances do not seem to be working.

Gun control

‘ 2nd Amendment: A well regulated Militia, being 
necessary to the security of a free State, the right 
of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be 
infringed. ’The Founding Fathers believed that the ultimate check against 

tyranny was an armed citizenry. But in this amendment, we 
have here a serious issue of constitutional ambiguity. Did the 
framers mean that Americans were to have a collective right to 
own guns related only to the formation of state militias, or 
did they envisage an individual right to own guns?

The wording of the 2nd Amendment is unclear. 
Until  relatively recently, it was the first of these two 
interpretations that held sway. But once the Supreme 
Court weighed in with its decision in District of Columbia 
v Heller (2005) upholding the second interpretation, the 
2nd Amendment has for many — those who want to see 
meaningful gun control legislation — become another 
example of the constitution’s many anachronisms. 

The amendment process
This brings us to the problem of the near impossibility of 
passing any significant amendment. In the past 50 years, 
only one significant amendment has been passed — the 
26th Amendment in 1971, lowering the voting age to 18. 
The 27th Amendment (1992) which forbids members of 
Congress from increasing their salaries until after the next 
congressional election cycle, was proposed by Congress in 
September 1789, but not ratified by the required number 
(three-quarters) of states until 1992.

The amendment process was made deliberately difficult 
so that the constitution would not be subject to frequent 
and trivial amendment. But what we have now is a virtual 
impossibility of ever amending the constitution in any 
substantive way. That means that all the modern-day flaws 
mentioned here — and many others — remain largely 
un-correctable and that is one of the most significant 
reasons to suggest that this 200+ year-old document does 
not really work in the twenty-first century.

The Supreme Court’s power of judicial 
review
Which brings us to our last point — and maybe the most 
significant one. The Supreme Court’s power of judicial 
review is, of course, nowhere mentioned in the constitution 
at all. The court ‘found’ the power in the Constitution 
in 1803 in the case of Marbury v Madison. And from that 
date onwards, the court had the power to declare acts of 
Congress as well as actions of the executive branch — plus 
acts and actions of state governments — unconstitutional, 
and thereby null and void. Thus the Supreme Court gave 
itself this highly significant and wide-ranging power.

There are two points we need to understand 
about this. First, because of this power, most 
constitutional ‘amendment’ in the past century or 
so has come about not by the federal and state 
governments using the formal amendment process 
laid down in Article V, but by ‘interpretative 
amendments’ made by the Supreme Court by 
which the words remain the same, but the court 
gives them new meaning. ‘The Constitution is what 
the judges say it is,’ as Chief Justice Charles Evans 
Hughes famously put it over a century ago. So, based 
on that, one could argue that it does not matter if 
the formal amendment process does not work all that well 
because we have got the court’s interpretative power.

But that raises a second point. True, the Supreme Court 
performs this quasi-amendment function — but should it? 
Justices who believe in the constitution as a living document 
— the principle of a so-called ‘living constitution’ — would 
answer in the affirmative. They  would believe that this is 
exactly what the court should be doing — that it is the court’s 
job to ‘update’ the constitution on abortion, civil rights, press 
freedom, campaign finance, affirmative action and all the 
other myriad of issues that the court rules on these days. But 
those who believe in the principle of so-called ‘originalism’ 
— that it is the job of the court merely to interpret this mainly 
eighteenth century document according to the intent at the 
time of its framers — would answer in the negative. Indeed, 
they would go further — that if you want to change society 
regarding abortion, civil rights and the like, then that is the 
job of legislators, not judges.

Conclusion
So, does the US Constitution work today? Yes, in part it 
does. And sometimes when it does not, it is not so much the 
fault of the Constitution itself as of the spirit of partisanship 
which so pervades US politics today. But there are clearly 
ways in which it does not and there are issues surrounding 
Congress, the presidency and the Supreme Court where 
significant amendment would be beneficial.

THERE HAS BEEN A 
MARKED DECLINE 
IN THE ONE-
TIME TRADITION 
OF BIPARTISAN 
SUPPORT FOR 
NOMINATIONS 
TO THE SUPREME 
COURT

Anthony J. Bennett is a deputy editor of Politics 
Review. The substantially revised Fifth Edition of his 
textbook, US Government and Politics, was published 
by Hodder Education in September 2017.

1 Evaluate the extent to which the US Constitution 
works in the twenty-first century.

2 ‘The US Constitution appears to work but you don’t 
have to look too far below the surface to find parts that 
don’t really work.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement.

Exam focus 

See more on the US Constitution at:  
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
politicsreviewextras

PoliticsReviewExtras
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The UK co nstitution

1215 Magna Carta
The Magna Carta was drawn up over 800 years ago to check the power of the 
English king and to set out the basic rights of his subjects. It established the 
principle of the rule of law.

• Clause 39 declares that ‘no free man shall be imprisoned or deprived of 
his lands except by judgement of his peers or by the law of the land’ and is 
still quoted in the British parliament — for instance, in 2008 in opposition to 
government proposals to detain terror suspects for up to 42 days without charge.

• Clause 40 states ‘to no one shall we sell, delay or deny right or justice’, 
asserting the right to a fair trial and providing the basis for the later Habeas 
Corpus Act which requires legal authority for lawful arrest.

• Clause 61 contains one of the earliest demands for an assembly and an 
expression of the inextricable link between taxation and representation.

1689 Bill of Rights
The Bill of Rights established the sovereignty of parliament and its supremacy 
over the monarch. It sets out the limits of royal power, asserting:

• the requirement for regular parliaments sustained by free elections

• the basic rights of citizens, the primacy of the rule of law and the prohibition 
of cruel and unusual punishment

• the supremacy of Parliament in matters of taxation and legislation

In addition, Article 9 of the Bill of Rights enshrines in law the principle of 
parliamentary privilege, meaning that members can speak freely within 
Parliament without fear of legal action or arrest.

1701 Act of Settlement
The Act of Settlement remains one of the main constitutional laws governing 
the succession to the throne of the United Kingdom.

• It prohibits Roman Catholics from acceding to the throne — a feature which 
has prompted several challenges in recent years.

• In Westminster, recent private members’ bills — introduced in 2004, 2009 
and 2011 — have all failed to repeal or amend the Act.

Key historical documents
Britain’s constitutional arrangements are said to have evolved over many centuries to reflect 
the deepest values and ideals of its people rather than an outdated and artificial construct 
created at a specific point in time. A number of important historical documents contain many 
of the principles that guide Britain’s evolutionary constitutional arrangements to this day
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The UK co nstitution
1911 and 1949 Parliament Acts
• The Parliament Acts asserted the supremacy of the House of Commons over the unelected House of Lords by limiting — and potentially 
bypassing — its legislation-blocking power of veto.

• The 1911 Act limited delay of money bills to 1 month and the 1949 Act made further amendments to limit the overall delaying power of the 
Lords from 2 years to 1 year.

• The amended form of the 1911 Act has been used just four times since 1949. The most recent occasion was in the passing of the Hunting Act 
2004 which prohibited hunting with dogs.

1998 Human Rights Act
• The HRA came into force in 2000 and incorporated the European Convention 
on Human Rights (ECHR) into UK law.

• It enhanced the protection of individual rights in the UK.

• It has become controversial, with some calling for a UK Bill of Rights to 
replace it.

1999 Devolution Acts
• Devolved power from Westminster to new legislative assemblies in Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.

• The 2014 independence referendum in Scotland resulted in a defeat for 
independence but the issue of Scottish independence will not go away.

• Do we now have quasi-federalism and the possibility of the break-up of 
the UK?

1972 European Communities Act

Currently a major source of Britain’s constitutional arrangements lies in the 
form of European Union law. This stems from the European Communities Act, 
which has been amended numerous times to incorporate later legislation — 
such as the Single European Act 1986 and the Treaty of Lisbon 2007. The Great 
Repeal Bill will repatriate European Union law into Britain’s laws as part of 
British exit from the European Union.

See more on historical documents at:  
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreviewextras

PoliticsReviewExtras

Nick Gallop teaches politics at, and is head of, Stamford School.
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On 4 May 2017, six metro mayors (Box 1) 
were elected following the creation of 

these new roles by the Cities and Local 
Government Devolution Act 2016. In many 
ways, the decision by the Conservative 
Party to devolve powers from Westminster 
to metropolitan areas is a curious one.  

A significant step in decentralising power?
It is an admission that Margaret Thatcher got 
it wrong in the 1980s when she abolished the 
seven metropolitan councils that provided 
regional government in the UK in areas 
such as Merseyside, Manchester, Tyne Tees 
and the West Midlands? It is also curious 
as since Thatcher, the polling evidence 
shows that the Tories are notoriously weak 
in metropolitan areas, but the results saw 
four of the six citywide regions electing Tory 
mayors. This  raises the questions: what is 
the purpose of metro mayors and will they 
be a success?

What is the purpose of metro 
mayors?
The creation of metro mayors has to be 
understood in relation to the wider devolution 
debate in the UK (Box 2). When the Labour 
government was elected in 1997, it set about 
introducing a process of devolution into the 
UK, in line with liberal political principles 
of limiting the power of the state by 
decentralising power.

Metro 
mayors

Differing levels of power and responsibility 
have been devolved to Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland while funds have been 
allocated using the Barnett formula. Since 
1997 there has been increasing devolution 
and autonomy for these parts of the UK 
and this has led to concerns such as the 
West Lothian Question, whether the Barnett 
formula is fair and the English Question.

 UK focus on…

Box 1 Metro mayors

In May 2017, metro mayors were elected in 
the citywide regions of Greater Manchester 
(Lab), Liverpool City Region (Lab), West 
Midlands (Tory), Tees Valley (Tory), West 
of England (Tory), and Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough (Tory). Sheffield City region will 
elect its mayor in 2018.

Mayors will have powers and responsibilities 
across the city regions, unlike existing city 
mayors or local council leaders, who only 
make decisions for their local authority. For 
instance, Greater Manchester is made up of 
ten local authorities. 

Box 2 
Powers and responsibilities

In the case of metro mayors, each citywide 
region negotiates its own package of 
powers and responsibilities as well as 
budget with Westminster. Each mayor 
controls an investment fund (£900 m over 
30 years for Greater Manchester), and has 
powers over education, skills, housing and 
planning, and transport. Greater Manchester 
has also negotiated control of a £6 bn 
integrated health and social care budget. 

Andy Burnham, mayor of Greater Manchester
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The English Question asks why there 
has been a process of devolution to Wales, 
Scotland and Northern Ireland but not to 
England, which contains 84% of the British 
population. One answer to this question 
would involve an English Parliament 
controlling domestic policy, with the 
British prime minister and the Westminster 
Parliament dealing only with foreign affairs, 
defence and national infrastructure. However, 
Robert Hazell of UCL points out that this 
solution would create serious problems as 
federal systems with one dominant state do 
not last for long, citing the collapse of the 
West Indies Federation in 1962 after just 
4 years due to the dominance of Jamaica.

George Osborne, the chancellor at the time, 
recognised the problem stating ‘the UK has 
one of the most centralised systems of political 
power of any major country in the world, and 
I think that model of trying to run everything 
in our country from the centre of London 
is broken’. The answer the Conservative 
Party fixed on was metro mayors, citing the 
success of mayors in London and other major 
international cities such as New York and 
Paris. The new mayors and the London mayor 
will represent over 20 million people, more 
than Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
combined, and it is hoped they will stimulate 
local growth and deliver joined-up public 
services. But  will they work?

Will they be a success?
It is hoped that the new mayors will be able 
to deliver the sort of economic resurgence of 
cities like New York under mayors such as 
Michael Bloomberg or Bill de Blasio. Dr  Jo 
Casebourne, writing for the Institute for 
Government blog, argues that the mayors will 
succeed for five reasons:

 ■ As they cover city regions, like Greater 
Manchester, they are working at the right 
scale and size to drive local economic growth 
and improve public services.

 ■ They will be recognised locally, but also 
have a national visibility and this can be seen 
with Andy Burnham in Greater Manchester 
or Steve Rotheram in Liverpool City Region. 
This is backed up by both resigning from 
their roles as MPs to become mayors.

 ■ They can look outwards, attracting 
investment and forging trade links outside 
the UK and the importance of this aspect has 
been increased post-Brexit.

 ■ They can wield ‘soft power’ — it is 
likely that mayors will have better access 
to ministers and senior civil servants than 

ordinary MPs, and far greater than local 
councillors. Mayors should also be able to 
get leading local politicians, business leaders 
and community leaders to work together 
to tackle local issues. For instance, Andy 
Burnham has launched a Homelessness fund 
to end rough sleeping by 2020, and pledged 
15% of his £110,000 salary towards it to get 
the community to work with him. 

 ■ They are the best chance of protecting 
devolution over time — mayors have started 
with powers over housing, transport and 
skills and in Greater Manchester’s case also 
some powers over health and social care as 
well as justice. It is likely these powers will 
increase over time, as we have seen with 
the London mayor, making the mayors 
increasingly powerful and likely to remain a 
key feature of the political landscape. 

Why might they fail?
While it is hoped that mayors will be able 
to play a key role in economic resurgence 
and delivering real, positive change in public 
services, a number of issues still remain:

 ■ Although mayors in New York have seen 
real resurgence, mayors in other US cities, 
such as Detroit, have overseen a period of 
vicious economic decline. The city of Detroit 
filed for bankruptcy in 2013 and its 65th 
mayor, Kwame Kilpatrick, was sentenced to 
28 years in jail on corruption charges.

 ■ Are mayors really able to deliver? 
To deliver, real power and budget is needed. 
As Jon Trickett, Labour shadow communities 
secretary pointed out, ‘the Tories are not 
devolving real power. They’re delegating cuts’. 
It is worth noting that London only controls 
7% of the taxes it raises, while New  York 
controls 50% and so metro mayors will only 
have access to a small budget, with little 
ability to increase it. For instance, the West 

Midlands have been promised a budget of just 
£36.5 m per year for the next 30 years.

 ■ The mayors need to establish their 
legitimacy, by delivering on their promises 
and achieving good electoral turnout, if they 
are to be successful, or they will just be seen 
as a further layer of governance that is a drain 
on public taxes. The initial voting was not 
promising, with turnout ranging from 21% 
in Tees Valley to 29% in Greater Manchester, 
falling short of the local election average 
turnout of 33% in 2016. This shows there 
is much work to be done, although turnout 
in London in 2000 was just 34% but in 
2016 it was 45%, showing that turnout and 
legitimacy can be increased.

The future?
As the six new metro mayors set about their 
new roles, there is a real possibility that they 
are the start of a significant new process of 
decentralising power and bringing devolution 
to England. However, the reluctance of 
Westminster to devolve significant tax-raising 
powers means that metro mayors and the 
London mayor remain a long way behind 
mayors like Bill de Blasio in New York, who 
has powers over taxes on income, tobacco, 
alcohol and property.

Moreover, the metro mayors idea was a 
key project of Cameron and Osborne, yet 
the speeches of both May and Hammond, 
according to Professor Travers of LSE, show 
limited or no mention of mayors, devolution 
or the northern powerhouse. Without the 
political will at Westminster, no matter how 
well the mayors perform, their influence will 
remain limited.  

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

Bill de Blasio, mayor 
of New York, has 
more powers than 
British mayors
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The June 2017 general election results
An analysis of some key 
data from the June 2017 
general election

Turnout and share of votes  
and seats
At 68.7%, turnout in June 2017 increased by 
2.3% to the highest level since 1997 (Figure  1). 
Figures 2 and 3 show that, despite the two 
main parties being over-represented, the June 
2017 result was in line with the proportion of 
votes, with the notable exception of the SNP 
which remains dramatically over-represented 
due to its geographical concentration. 

Figure 4 shows that both the two main 
parties gained at the expense of smaller parties, 
particularly at the expense of the UKIP vote.

Voting by age, education, class 
and gender
Figure 5 shows that, not only did turnout 
increase with age, but so did the tendency to 
vote Conservative. The switch comes at the 
age of 47, with those below more likely to 
vote Labour and those above more likely to 
vote Conservative. 

Figures 6–8 reveal class made less of a 
difference than in the past, but that education 
is a key factor in how people vote, with the 
likelihood of voting Labour increasing 
with education. While the female vote was 
evenly split, men were slightly more likely to 
vote Conservative. 

The two main parties
Figure 9 indicates that June 2017 went against 
the decline in the share of the votes and seats 
won by the two main parties. Although 2017 
saw a dramatic increase in the share of the 
votes won by the two main parties, this did 
not translate into a similarly large increase in 
their total number of seats.

Figure 1 General election turnout, 1992–2017

Figure 2 How people voted (%) Figure 3 How seats were allocated
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Toby Cooper is head of politics at Caterham School and an experienced examiner.

Box 1 Election comparisons

Theresa May won more votes than David Cameron did in 2010 or 
2015, by at least 2.3 million.

At 13.6 million votes, the Conservatives’ June 2017 total was the 
highest number of votes the party had received since 1992 and was 
more than Thatcher’s ‘landslide’ in 1983 and more than the votes cast 
for Blair in 1997.

At 12.9 million votes, Labour’s 2017 total was the highest number of 

votes since 1997, 2 million more than the landslide result of 2001 and 
4 million more than in 2005.

At 42.4%, the Conservative share of the vote was the same as in 1983 
and the second highest since 1979, behind Labour’s 43.2% in 1997.

At 40% the Labour share of the vote was almost 5% more than that 
achieved by Blair in 2001 and, apart from 1997 and 2001, the highest 
share of the vote for Labour since Harold Wilson in 1970. 

Figure 7 Voting and turnout by social classFigure 5 Voting and turnout by age

Figure 8 Voting and turnout by gender

Figure 6 Voting and turnout by education
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Philip Lynch

This article examines these in turn, before exploring the 
divisions within conservatism and the Conservative Party 
over the UK’s relationship within the EU, and the tensions 
within conservatism that Brexit exposes.

Conservative values and Brexit
Conservatism views politics through the history and 
practical experiences of a community rather than through 
abstract principles. Conservatives prefer the known to 
the unknown and are wary of grand schemes and radical 
change. This scepticism leads many conservatives to 
euroscepticism. They oppose the federalist vision of a 
European state that subsumes the nation state, takes over its 
core tasks (e.g.  citizenship, immigration, monetary policy 
and defence), sees supranational institutions become more 
powerful than national ones, and fosters a European identity 
that weakens national identities.

Conservatives regard humans not as atomistic 
individuals but as social beings shaped by the communities 
to which they belong, from family to nation. The nation is 
the most important form of political community, providing 
a shared sense of identity. In the nation state, institutions 

Brexit is closely associated with the Conservative 
Party. The 2016 referendum on membership of 
the European Union (EU) came about because of 
the growth of euroscepticism within the party and 

the loss of Conservative voters to UKIP. Conservative MPs 
far outnumbered those from other parties within the Leave 
campaign, and conservative positions on the free market, 
trade, sovereignty, national identity and immigration were 
prominent. Conservative supporters also outnumbered 
those of other parties among those voting for Brexit. A 
Conservative government then triggered Article 50 and will 
seek to deliver a Brexit acceptable to its MPs and supporters. 

Euroscepticism became the predominant position in 
the Conservative Party because it fits closely with both 
traditional conservative values and those of the New Right. 

Conservatism and Brexit
Philip Lynch explores the conservative case for Brexit  
and the tensions within conservatism that it exposes

Edexcel: Core political ideas, Conservatism

AQA: Political ideas, Conservatism

WJEC: A2, Unit 3, Conservatism
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reflect the historical experiences and character of the 
people. Democracy is also rooted in the nation state: there 
is no European demos (i.e. common people) as citizens 
identify with, and feel loyalty towards, the nation state. 

For conservatives, tradition is a better indicator of the 
worth of an institution than abstract principle. The British 
constitution is credited with providing centuries of political 
stability and ordered liberty. It developed organically, a 
product of gradual, evolutionary change that reflects 
the accumulated wisdom of past generations and the 
character of the people.

Conservatism and the constitution
EU membership challenges the conservative view of the 
British constitution in several ways.

Parliamentary sovereignty
Parliamentary sovereignty is the cornerstone of the 
constitution. It states that Parliament can legislate on any 
subject of its choosing and that this legislation cannot 
be overturned by any higher authority. EU membership 
challenges the supremacy of Parliament because EU law 
has precedence over domestic law. Should the two conflict, 
EU law must be applied, as occurred in the 1990 Factortame 
case when the Merchant Shipping Act 1988 was disapplied.

The rule of law
The rule of law protects individuals against arbitrary state 
power. In the UK, individual rights developed through 
common law rather than being codified in a bill of rights, 
and individual freedom extends to all actions except those 
expressly forbidden by law. By contrast, EU law is codified 
in treaties and conservatives have been concerned by the 
extension of EU competence (i.e. legal responsibility) over 
police and judicial cooperation, immigration and rights. 

Representative democracy
The UK is a representative democracy in which ministers are 
accountable to Parliament and the electorate. Conservatives 
claim that EU membership undermines representative 
democracy. Most EU laws are decided by qualified 
majority voting so national governments are unable to veto 
measures. The UK has voted against the majority position 
in the Council of the European Union more often than any 
other member state.

Ministerial accountability is weakened as ministers 
cannot be held accountable for laws which they opposed 
in Brussels. Democratic accountability is also undermined 
if voters cannot bring about policy change by removing 
the government at the ballot box — and the scope of EU 
policy has expanded significantly. Member states cannot 

act in policy areas where the EU has exclusive competence 
(e.g. trade), and they share responsibility in other areas 
(e.g. working conditions, agriculture, environmental policy).

Unitary state
Federalism is alien to the traditional British constitution in 
which power is centralised in a unitary state. Devolution 
brought the UK closer to the European norm, but 
Conservatives were critical of EU regional policies that 
subdivided England into regional administrative units 
which were not rooted in history or shared identity. 

The Conservative Party and Europe
The Conservative Party’s position on European integration 
has changed dramatically. From being the ‘party of Europe’ 
between the 1960s and 1980s, it then developed a ‘soft 
eurosceptic’ position that supported EU membership but 
sought opt-outs from key EU policies, before adopting a 
‘hard eurosceptic’ position on withdrawal from the EU after 
the external shock provided by the 2016 Leave vote. 

It was under Conservative governments that the UK 
first applied to join what was then the European Economic 
Community in 1961 and then joined in 1973. The party’s 
one-nation conservative leaders, Harold Macmillan and 
Edward Heath, took a pragmatic political view of sovereignty, 
treating it as effective influence and capacity to act rather 
than as ultimate legal authority. By pooling sovereignty with 
other states, the UK would enjoy economic benefits and 
greater influence in world affairs. Conservative governments 
supported an intergovernmental Europe of nation states and 
viewed free trade rather than political union as the end goal 
of the integration process. This focus on economic benefits 
saw Margaret Thatcher cede some sovereignty (e.g. giving up 
the national veto in some policy areas) in order to realise the 
Single European Market.

This pragmatic approach to European integration appeared 
to confirm that the primary concern of conservatism is not 
ideological purity but statecraft — that is, winning elections 
and the art of governing. But Thatcherism was a more 
ideological form of politics than one-nation conservatism, 
and European integration soon challenged the Thatcherite 
formula of the free economy (e.g. free trade and deregulation) 
and the strong state (e.g. state authority, national identity and 
curbs on immigration).

Thatcher’s 1988 Bruges speech, in which she 
opposed plans for economic and monetary 
union (EMU) and political union, symbolised 
the Conservative turn to euroscepticism. John 
Major subsequently secured opt-outs from EMU 
and the Social Chapter in the Maastricht Treaty, 
but an increasing number of Conservative MPs 

Conservatism and Brexit

EU MEMBERSHIP 
CHALLENGES 
THE SUPREMACY 
OF PARLIAMENT
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viewed European integration as incompatible with the 
Thatcherite project. 

Conservative divisions
European integration has long been a divisive issue in the 
Conservative Party. The European integration fault line 
is primarily concerned with sovereignty, and is not the 
same as the traditional economic fault line between one-
nation conservatives (who propose some state intervention 
to tackle inequality) and Thatcherites (who want to roll 
back the state’s socioeconomic role). However, one-nation 
conservatives from Edward Heath to Kenneth Clarke and 
Anna Soubry tend to be more favourable to European 
integration and EU membership than Thatcherites. In the 
1980s, leading Thatcherites were divided over Europe: 
as Thatcher opposed membership of the exchange rate 
mechanism, chancellor Nigel Lawson supported it and 
foreign secretary Geoffrey Howe also favoured EMU. 
Thereafter, Conservative euroscepticism and Thatcherism 
became synonymous.

By the time David Cameron took office in 2010, 
euroscepticism was part of the Conservative Party’s DNA. 
Most Conservative MPs were soft eurosceptics but the 
Eurozone and migration crises, plus Cameron’s failure to 
secure more than limited reforms to the UK’s relationship 
with the EU, bolstered the ranks of hard eurosceptics and 
some 140 Conservative MPs voted for Brexit.

The New Right and Brexit
Both the neo-liberal (free economy) and neo-conservative 
(strong state) wings of the New Right are eurosceptic, 
sharing common concerns about the loss of sovereignty and 
a desire to ‘take back control’. But differences of emphasis 
are evident in their critiques of the EU and visions for post-

Brexit Britain. Neo-liberals like John Redwood and 
Daniel Hannan claim that Brexit will be economically 
advantageous. Theirs is a liberal internationalist 
vision of a global Britain pursuing free trade deals 
with Europe and the rest of the world, while repealing 
costly EU regulations. 

The neo-conservative critique of EU membership 
focused on the threat to the nation state and national 
identity. It regarded increased immigration from the 

EU — via both the free movement of EU citizens and the 
refugee crisis in the Mediterranean — as a threat to social 
cohesion, public services and national security. These neo-
conservative themes were prominent in the rhetoric of the 
then UKIP leader Nigel Farage and Conservative MPs Peter 
Bone and Philip Hollobone. The message on immigration 
from Michael Gove and Boris Johnson was more nuanced, 
presenting Brexit as a means to developing a regime more 
favourable to highly skilled workers from beyond the EU. 

Tensions between conservatism and Brexit
Status quo vs radical change
Although Conservative euroscepticism draws on both 
traditional conservative and New Right ideas, Brexit 
sits uneasily alongside some core conservative values. 
Conservatism prefers gradual change to radical change. 
Brexit, however, is a radical departure from the status quo, 
and a journey to an endpoint that is unclear. It may also 
have profound consequences for the British political system. 
Majority votes for Remain in Scotland and Northern Ireland 
have put an already fragile Union under further strain. 
The Conservative Party has resisted calls from the Scottish 
National Party, and a vote in the Scottish Parliament, for a 
second independence referendum. The status of the border 
between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland will 
be one of the most complex issues in the Brexit negotiations. 

Parliamentary sovereignty vs popular 
sovereignty
The EU referendum also marked a shift away from 
parliamentary sovereignty towards popular sovereignty. 
Conservative eurosceptics had been among the foremost 
defenders of parliamentary sovereignty, berating the loss of 
sovereignty in the EU. Since the Leave vote, they now argue 
that Parliament must respect the popular will — although 
it is stretching this to say that Leave voters expressed a clear 
view in favour of a hard rather than soft Brexit — and not 
put significant obstacles in the way of Brexit.

Populism
Populism has been an important element of euroscepticism, 
notably as expressed by UKIP, and a significant factor in 
the vote for Brexit. It considers society to be separated into 

Boris Johnson 
campaigning 
during the EU 
referendum 
campaign,  
May 2016
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prioritise a significant reduction in immigration. A soft 
Brexit, in which the UK accepts elements of the single market 
framework in return for a comprehensive trade deal, is the 
preferred path for many from the party’s left and pragmatic 
centre. They also wish to maintain many existing EU social 
and environmental standards.

Hard Brexiteers claim that they are pursuing authentic 
conservative values by maximising sovereignty and 
extending the free market. Their critics in the Conservative 
Party accuse them of a dogmatic adherence to these principles 
that risks damaging the national interest. Brexit has, then, 
reformulated debates within conservatism over the role 
of the state in the economy, and whether conservatism is 
characterised by an unyielding defence of core values or by 
political pragmatism.
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Philip Lynch is associate professor in politics at the 
University of Leicester. He is currently working on 
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Brexit process.

1 Explain and analyse the tensions within conservatism 
exposed by Brexit.

2 To what extent do you agree with the view that hard 
Brexiteers ‘are pursuing authentic conservative values’?

Exam focus 

two homogeneous groups, the people and the elite, and 
argues that politics should be driven by the will of the 
people. Populism lacks significant ideological content, and 
can be found on both the left and the right. UKIP and the 
Leave campaign made effective use of populist and anti-
establishment rhetoric, presenting the EU referendum as a 
chance for the people to express their anger about an elite 
that ignored their concerns and did not share their values.

Brexit has bolstered the Conservatives by bringing 
populist ideas and, given the collapse in support for UKIP, its 
voters and ideas into their orbit. But it may prove troubling 
for them as populism runs counter to some core conservative 
beliefs and to conservative statecraft. Whereas conservatives 
believe in hierarchy, elite rule and limited politics, populists 
support popular sovereignty, regard elites as self-serving and 
emphasise identity politics. Conservative pragmatism may 
also prove unpopular with populist voters who have lower 
levels of trust in government than other voters. 

Hard or soft Brexit?
The EU referendum vote has not resolved Conservative 
divisions over Europe, but reconfigured them into a debate 
about a hard or soft Brexit. Many from the New Right seek 
a hard Brexit in which the UK leaves the single market and 
customs union, falling back on trade based on World Trade 
Organization rules in the absence of concessions from the 
EU. Post-Brexit, neo-liberals want to strip away what they 
perceive as excessive regulation, while neo-conservatives 
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YES
It would solve the West Lothian 
Question

The coming into force of ‘English votes for 
English laws’ (EVEL) in 2015 did not resolve 
the West Lothian Question. While  EVEL 
went some way towards establishing a 
discernible political identity for England by 
allowing English MPs the opportunity to 
veto laws which affect England only, there 
is still a long way to go before there is parity 
between England, Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland. This suggests that further 
devolution is essential. 

Critics point to the fact that EVEL does 
not go far enough because when considering 
bills which are applicable to England only, 
English MPs only have the opportunity to 
veto a bill in its initial stages. For a bill to 
become a statute, it still requires a majority 
of affirmative votes from all MPs, including 
those of non-English constituencies, 
thereby allowing elected members from 
the devolved assemblies and parliament 
to vote on bills which affect England 
only. In 2015, Scottish MPs were able to 
block Conservative proposals to lift the 
existing ban on fox hunting by threatening 
to vote down any changed legislation by 
assembling a coalition of MPs sufficient to 
block the proposals. 

Decisions about what qualifies as an 
‘English law’ are decided by the speaker 
of the House of Commons. Thus, EVEL is 
not equal to devolution in the devolved 
assemblies and parliament where they have 
clear competencies and responsibilities, 
and crucially English MPs have no say. 
Therefore, further devolution is necessary 
to solve the West Lothian Question.

It would equalise representation 
across the UK
Currently, Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland have separate forms of representation 

in their respective parliament and assemblies. 
This representative function is vital in a 
representative democracy whereby MPs act 
as a clear link between the people and the 
government. Arguably, to ensure the UK is 
a strong democracy, England should have 
the same level of representation for issues 
which affect England only, whether this be 
managed through Westminster or a separate 
English Parliament.

Members of the devolved parliament 
and assemblies do not represent their 
constituents at Westminster. The absence of 
such a representative function in England, 
places a burden on English MPs in the 
House of Commons to perform a dual role 
— representing both national and ‘English’ 
specific interests. 

It would address the rise of 
English nationalism
Recent years have seen heightened levels of 
English nationalism, not least in light of the 
Brexit referendum. While UKIP’s agenda was 
for the UK to leave the EU, it is predominantly 
considered an ‘English’ party and support 
for Brexit in England could conceivably 
be viewed as an expression of English 
nationalism. Moreover, notions of reclaiming 
sovereignty from the EU from the broader 
‘Leave’ campaign could eventually be charged 
against the regions, especially Scotland, and 
lead to political instability. Therefore, it would 
be pragmatic to introduce further English 
devolution to pre-empt future instability.

Additionally, Brexit has led to the 
different regions of the UK suggesting 
potential special relationships with the EU. 
For example, London voted overwhelmingly 
in favour of ‘Remain’ and it was suggested 
that a special ‘deal’ be sought concerning 
the city. Former Labour prime minister, 
Gordon Brown, recently argued that further 
power should be devolved to the English 
regions to prevent backlashes and social 
divisions following Brexit. This is important 
given that it is anticipated that some 
regions will be worse off following Brexit, 
not least those that receive substantial EU 
investment. Further devolution is therefore 
necessary to help England determine its 
own political destiny.

Should there be further dev olution of power in England?

It has worked where it has been 
introduced in England

Devolution within the UK has grown steadily 
in recent years and has been enormously 
successful, suggesting that further devolution 
is necessary so that future regions can emulate 
these successes. 

Devolution within England does not 
follow a consistent model. Each region has a 
bespoke package of responsibilities and adopts 
different forms, including the creation of 
combined authorities of councils (e.g. Greater 
Manchester), elected mayors and regional 
assemblies (e.g. London Assembly). In total, 
26 deals have been concluded in England for 
English devolution. The success of existing 
systems provides convincing evidence for 
further devolution in England.

 debate

Vicki Clayton and Toby 
Cooper debate the question
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Should there be further dev olution of power in England?

NO
The West Lothian Question is not 
a major problem

Although there is a concern about the West 
Lothian Question, it is not at all clear that 
this is a significant problem. The instances 
where the votes of Scottish MPs have made 
a discernible difference to the outcome of a 
vote on an issue that has been devolved are 
relatively few. Furthermore, with only 59 MPs 
in Westminster, Scottish MPs can only alter 
the outcome if there is significant support 
from English or English and Welsh  MPs. 
The  establishment of further devolution to 
England on the basis of a relatively minor 
problem would be an overreaction, particularly 
at a time when more pressing issues, like Brexit, 
are being discussed. 

The West Lothian Question has been 
addressed by the introduction of English 

Votes for English Laws, which has ensured a 
majority of English MPs can veto an English-
only issue. Although not perfect, this reform 
needs to be given a chance to operate before 
further devolution is considered seriously. 
Even where EVEL was not applied, such as 
over the consideration of an extension to 
Sunday trading laws in England and Wales, 
the defeat was not just down to the votes of 
the SNP, but occurred because several English 
Conservative MPs and the Labour Party 
opposed it, suggesting that the result might 
have been the same in an English Parliament.

England is too large to allow for 
national devolution
With 84% of the UK population, England is 
too large a part of the UK to allow for effective 
English national devolution. England  would 
remain an overwhelmingly dominant voice 
in what remained of the national parliament, 
regularly making the votes of Scottish, Welsh 
and Northern Irish MPs redundant for 
national affairs. Furthermore, the importance 
of England to the national economy would 
mean decisions made by an English parliament 
would have a significant impact on the 
other regions. 

Creating an English parliament would 
lead to a UK that operated more like the 
USSR, with its domination by Russia, rather 
than a more federalised state, like the USA, 
where no single state has the power to 
dominate the national system. Devolution 
was created with the view to giving regions 
like Scotland a chance to administer their 
own affairs to help strengthen the Union by 
acknowledging their relative lack of power 
in Parliament, but such a problem does not 
exist for English MPs and any move towards 
further English devolution would further 
divide rather than strengthen the Union. 

It would undermine the role of 
Parliament
A fundamental principle of the UK constitution 
is the idea of parliamentary sovereignty. 
If  more powers were to be lost in the process 
of further devolution to England, parliament 
would lose its claim to sovereignty as it would 
have little authority over anything beyond 
defence and foreign relations.

With Westminster holding little or no 
power over the vast majority of issues, the 
location of sovereignty in the UK would 
become confused, either being devolved to 
the individual regions, effectively creating 
a loose federation of states or a codified 
constitution would be necessary, with all 
the negatives that would entail. As a key 
argument for leaving the EU was to return 
sovereignty to Westminster, it would be an 
odd step to remove that sovereignty to new 
institutions, not to mention the additional 
costs this would impose. 

Many places in England have 
rejected devolution
Regional devolution, which would be an 
alternative to full English devolution, was 
rejected overwhelmingly in the North East in 
2004, suggesting that the regions of England 
do not want further devolution. In 2012, ten 
cities, including Birmingham and Manchester, 
rejected the idea of directly elected mayors, 
with only Bristol voting to introduce it and 
Doncaster voting to retain it. The fact that 
turnout in many of these referendums was 
low (24% in Manchester and Nottingham) 
gives further evidence that the English are not 
interested in further devolution. 

Manchester is now getting a devolved 
mayor through political agreement, ignoring 
the expressed will of the people from 2012. 
While Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
can claim historic cultural and social cohesion 
and operate as distinct entities, that is not the 
case for the English regions — the people of 
the North East regard themselves as ‘English’ 
or ‘British’ rather than ‘North Eastern’. As 
such, regional devolution tends to be rejected 
as there is no strong sense of regionalism 
in England. This strengthens the argument 
that there should be no further devolution to 
England, as the people do not want it. 

Toby Cooper is head of politics at 
Caterham School and an experienced 
examiner.
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Andrew Heywood

T he term ‘hegemony’ has been employed 
throughout the history of international politics. 
Usually seen to have derived from the Greek 
hegemonia, meaning leader, the term was first 

used to refer to the way in which the dominant city-state 
in ancient Greece was able to assert its authority over 
the wider civilisation as a whole. In its modern usage, 
hegemony refers broadly to the leadership or domination 
of one element of a system over others.

In international or global politics, a hegemon is the 
leading state within a collection of states. Hegemonic status 
is based on the possession of structural power, allied to the 
control of economic and military resources. Rather than 
just relying on the use of force, a hegemon is typically able 
to shape the preferences and actions of other states, and so 
to promote at least a degree of willing consent.

Thinking about hegemony has been crucially 
influenced by the work of the Italian Marxist and 
social theorist, Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), who 
used the term to refer to the ideological leadership of 
the bourgeoisie over subordinate classes. Following 
Gramsci, hegemony is often associated not with a 
dominant state in international or global politics 

Is the USA still a 
global hegemon?

Is China the new hegemon? Andrew Heywood argues that the inevitable 
eclipse of the USA by China may prove to be a delusion and that the 
USA may continue to be a global leader even if it is no longer the 
economic ‘number one’

Edexcel: Global politics, Powers and developments

A HEGEMON IS 
THE LEADING 
STATE WITHIN 
A COLLECTION 
OF STATES

Box 1 Key terms

Asymmetrical war  War fought between opponents 
with clearly unequal levels of military, economic and 
technological power, in which warfare strategies tend to 
be adapted to the needs of the weak, such as guerrilla 
warfare, insurgency and terrorism. 

Isolationism  A policy or political strategy characterised by 
a low level of diplomatic participation in the international 
system, including an unwillingness to join alliances that may 
involve military commitments to other states. Isolationism, 
nevertheless, does not preclude the use of military power.

Neo-liberalism  An updated version of classical liberalism 
and particularly classical political economy. The central 
theme of neo-liberalism is market fundamentalism — the 
belief that the market mechanism offers solutions to all 
economic and social problems. 

Superpower  A power that is greater than a traditional 
great power, a superpower is often said to possess ‘great 
power plus great mobility of power’. The term is usually 
used specifically to refer to the USA and the Soviet Union 
during the Cold War period.

Unipolarity  An international system in which there is 
one pre-eminent state, or ‘pole’. In a unipolar system 
there is one single great power, implying an absence of 
constraints or potential rivals.
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(e.g. the USA), but with a dominant cultural or ideological 
force, such as neo-liberalism (Box 1). However, as we shall 
see, hegemony as a leading state and hegemony as a form 
of ideology are often closely related.

The USA’s rise to hegemony
Global hegemons do not emerge overnight. Instead, they arise 
through a complex and lengthy process of power acquisition, 
which has an objective and a subjective dimension. 
The  objective dimension consists of the accumulation of 
economic and military resources in particular, giving a state a 
potential for domination. However, the subjective dimension 
is no less important. To be a hegemon, a state must possess 
not only the ability to exercise influence or control over 
other states, but also a willingness to project itself on the 
international or global stage. The state in question must 
therefore make a bid for leadership, and this may entail a 
willing acceptance of significant responsibilities. This can be 
seen in the case of the USA’s rise to hegemony (Box 2). 

US hegemony in question
The USA’s rise to hegemony was regularly accompanied by 
doubts about the true extent of US power. Proclamations 
of US decline date back at least to the late 1950s and 
the launch by the Soviet Union of the Sputnik satellite. 
During  the 1970s and 1980s it became particularly 
fashionable to portray the USA as a declining power, facing 
challenges both internal and external:

 ■ The internal challenges included the deepening 
of politico-cultural tensions due to the growth, from 
1960s onwards, of the civil rights movement, an anti-
establishment youth counter-culture and the women’s 
movement, to say nothing about the shock to the national 
psyche of the Watergate scandal of 1974, which led to the  
resignation of President Nixon.

 ■ External challenges included the USA’s effective defeat 
in the Vietnam War, the Iran hostage crisis of 1979–81, 
and, most importantly, the rise of economic competitors 
such as Germany, Japan and the Asian tigers.

Box 2 Key moments in the emergence of US hegemony

The late nineteenth century
The period from the 1870s to about the beginning of the 
twentieth century was a time of rapid economic growth in 
the USA, sometimes dubbed ‘The Gilded Age’. Per capita 
income doubled over the period, and, by 1895, the USA 
had leapt ahead of the UK in terms of manufacturing 
output. Nevertheless, although the USA entered the 
twentieth century as the world’s foremost economic power, 
a deep-seated commitment to isolationism, born out of 
an unwillingness to be drawn into Europe’s rivalries and 
squabbles, discouraged the USA from projecting its power 
on the international stage.

1917
Three years after winning re-election with the slogan ‘He 
kept us out of war’, US President Woodrow Wilson declared 
war on Germany. Arguably, the USA’s entry into the First 
World War marked the beginning of the ‘American century’, 
especially as it was accompanied by an ambitious plan to 
reorder the international system, as laid out before Congress 
by Wilson in his Fourteen Points. However, isolationism 
was not slow to reassert itself, as was demonstrated by the 
refusal of Congress to ratify the Treaty of Versailles (1919), 
which also meant that the USA did not join the nascent 
League of Nations.

1945
By the conclusion of the Second World War, the USA had 
indisputably become a global hegemon. This happened in 
two ways:

• First, the construction, in 1944, of a system of economic 
governance, based on the Bretton Woods institutions — 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trained (GATT), later 
replaced by the World Trade Organization (WTO) — gave 

the USA unrivalled influence over global economic decision 
making.

• Second, along with the Soviet Union, the USA emerged 
from the war as a superpower, possessing (1) a global 
reach, (2) economic and strategic predominance within its 
sphere of influence, and (3) preponderant military capacity, 
especially in terms of nuclear weaponry.

1970s and 1980s
The USA’s decision in 1971 to abandon the system of fixed 
exchange rates, a central feature of the IMF, effectively 
signalled the end of the Bretton Woods system in its 
original form. During the 1970s and 1980s, the institutions 
of global economic governance were reordered around 
the ideas of the ‘Washington consensus’. Based on 
neo-liberalism, this converted the IMF and the World 
Bank to policies such as fiscal retrenchment, tax cuts, 
financial deregulation and privatisation. By creating new 
opportunities for the US economy, the spread of neo-liberal 
ideas and policies from the 1970s onwards has often been 
seen as a means of sustaining, and perhaps reasserting, US 
global hegemony.

1989–91
The collapse of communism, through the Eastern European 
Revolutions of 1989 and the fall of the Soviet Union in 
1991, has often been interpreted as the culmination of 
the USA’s rise to global hegemony. Until this point, US 
hegemony had been constrained by the existence not only 
of a rival superpower but also of a Communist East that 
lay outside US influence. The end of the East–West divide 
left the USA as the world’s sole superpower and created 
the conditions in which the US-led capitalist system could 
develop into a truly global economy. US hegemony was 
therefore reborn as unipolarity.
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The USA nevertheless proved to be remarkably 
resilient, both economically and politically. The 
Reagan administration (1981–89), for example, 
adopted a more assertive and explicitly anti-
Communist foreign policy, which involved military 
build-up against a Soviet Union, while some 
of the USA’s erstwhile economic rivals, notably 
Japan and Germany, started to falter during the 

1980s and 1990s.
However, the notion of US decline has returned with 

renewed force in the early years of the twenty-first century. 
Three issues have attracted particular interest:

 ■ the redundancy of military power 
 ■ the rise of China
 ■ a retreat from the liberal world order

Redundant military power? 
Perhaps the strongest basis for claiming that the USA remains 
a global hegemon is that the US military enjoys a huge lead 
over the rest of the world, and this shows no sign of changing 
any time soon. Reagan’s military build-up in the 1980s was 
followed by the attempt by the administration of George W. 
Bush (2001–09) to deter rivals and extend the USA’s global 
reach by achieving a position of ‘strength beyond challenge’ 
in military terms.

At present, US defence spending is almost three times as 
large as that of its closest competitor, China, and accounts 
for about one-third of all military expenditure globally. 
The USA’s lead in high-tech weaponry and air power is 
particularly notable. As a simple (if crude) indication of 
its military dominance, the USA has ten aircraft carriers 

(although a further nine US ships could also be classified as 
aircraft carriers), while China and Russia have just one each.

Nevertheless, it is questionable whether the global 
military dominance that the USA undoubtedly enjoys 
any longer provides a secure base for its hegemony. This 
is because there is a huge gap between the destructive 
capacity of the US military machine and what it can 
achieve politically. The USA may be the world’s only 
military superpower, but changes in the nature of warfare 
mean that it is unable to wage war with a guaranteed 
likelihood of success.

The forced withdrawals of the USA from Lebanon in 
1984 and Somalia in 1993, and the difficulty of winning 
asymmetrical wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, demonstrate 
how the use of terrorist, guerrilla and insurrectionary tactics 
can thwart even the most advanced power. For example, 
air power alone cannot defeat an enemy such as so-called 
Islamic State, regardless of the number of aircraft carriers 
that may be available to support it. 

China as the ‘new’ hegemon?
The USA is still the world’s largest economy, accounting 
for approximately 25% of nominal world GDP. It also 
accounts for about 32% of world spending on research 
and development, giving the USA an almost unassailable 
technological lead over other countries and ensuring high 
productivity levels. This surely provides the country with a 
sound foundation for the continued hegemony?

However, the economic gap between the USA and the rest 
of the world is fast diminishing. This is due, in particular, to 
China’s remarkable record of sustained economic growth 

THE ECONOMIC 
GAP BETWEEN 
THE USA AND 
THE REST OF THE 
WORLD IS FAST 
DIMINISHING
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dating back to the 1980s, and also to the emergence of 
other developing states, notably India. By 2010, China 
had become the world’s second-largest economy, and if 
current growth rates persist, it is forecast to replace the 
USA as the world’s largest economy some time during the 
2020s. Many therefore draw attention to a historic shift that, 
they claim, is taking place in the world order, as the ‘old’ 
hegemon, the USA, is displaced by an ever-more ambitious 
China, the rising or ‘new’ hegemon.

Nevertheless, the idea of the inexorable rise of China, 
and the inevitable eclipse of the USA, may prove to be 
a delusion. For one thing, having been accustomed to 
the Chinese economy growing annually by around 10%, 
growth rates in China have fallen in recent years to more 
normal levels. This has occurred as China has been forced 
to deal with challenges such as the need for economic 
restructuring to generate growth more from domestic 
demand than from exports, and to find ways of shifting 
from cheap manufacturing to more sophisticated, high-
technology production.

A further factor is that, to date, China’s development 
strategy has focused ruthlessly on sustaining growth and 
prosperity, while seemingly being happy to allow the USA 
to continue to shoulder the burdens of global leadership. 
In this respect, history may be repeating itself. Just as the 
British empire remained the global hegemon until the 

mid-twentieth century, despite having been overtaken 
economically by the USA and Germany, the USA may 
continue to exercise global leadership in a world in which it 
is no longer economic ‘number one’. 

Retreat from the liberal world order?
The importance of the link between US hegemony and 
the liberal world order is difficult to overstate. From  the 
final phase of the Second World War onwards, the USA 
constructed a rule-based international system composed 
of multilateral organisations, a network of alliances and 
partnerships, informal meetings and norms, through which 
its global leadership could be exercised.

Although the Bretton Woods institutions lay at the 
heart of the liberal world order, other key organisations 
included the United Nations (1945) and NATO (1949). The 
chief motive behind the construction of the liberal world 
order was the desire to avoid a repetition of the mistakes 
of the interwar period, when rising nationalism 
and the spread of protectionism contributed to 
the Great Depression and poisoned international 
relations generally.

The USA’s willingness to establish and enforce 
the rules of the new international system derived 
from the fact that, being a hegemon, its interests 
coincided significantly with those of the system 

THE USA’S 
COMMITMENT 
TO THE LIBERAL 
WORLD ORDER 
HAS FALTERED IN 
RECENT YEARS
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Evaluate the extent to which the USA is still a global 
hegemon.

Exam focus 

itself. The USA thus had a crucial stake in the system: by 
ensuring the stability of the world economy, it was attending 
to its own long-term interests (it did not act altruistically). 
However, the system’s survival depended on the willingness 
and ability of the USA, as its central component, to shoulder 
a disproportionate burden of responsibility, in financial 
and other terms. Early examples of this included a major 
loan that Washington gave the UK in 1946, support for 
pro-Western governments in Greece and Turkey in 1947, 
and the implementation, in 1949, of the Marshall Plan, 
through which the USA provided large-scale aid to 
war-ravaged Europe.

Nevertheless, the USA’s commitment to the liberal world 
order has faltered in recent years. This was evident, for 

example, in George W. Bush’s unilateralist approach to the 
conduct of the ‘war on terror’, and especially the decision 
to press ahead with the 1993 invasion of Iraq without 
authorisation from the UN.

However, the most direct and thoroughgoing attempt to 
disengage the USA from the liberal world has stemmed from 
the election of President Trump, riding a tide of populist 
nationalism. By embracing the slogan ‘America First’ in his 
inauguration address in January 2017, Trump embraced the 
narrow sense of the USA’s national interest that appeared 
to leave little scope for global leadership in its traditional 
sense. Although it is too early to assess the significance of 
the Trump presidency, the fact that the president has backed 
this up by bringing into question the USA’s commitment 
to, among other things, NATO and NAFTA has encouraged 
some to proclaim that the ‘American century’ which began 
in 1917 with the USA’s entry into the First World War ended 
100 years later.

How the 
British papers 
reacted to 
Donald Trump’s 
inauguration, 
January 2017
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The introduction of the Human Rights 
Act into UK law in 1998 has spurred the 

debate on rights in the UK. In particular, it 
has led to a number of controversial cases 
which have pitted the rights of individuals 
against those of groups, or even society.

What are individual rights?
Individual rights, simply, are those in which 
the right-holder is an individual, regardless 
of any personal characteristic. ‘Human rights’ 
are a good example of these as they apply 
to everyone, irrespective of race, religion or 
sex. In prohibiting torture, the UK Human 
Rights Act does not make any exceptions. 
These rights are closely associated with a 
liberal democracy in which rights are innate 
and cannot be taken away.

What are collective rights?
Collective, or group, rights are those in which 
the ‘owner’ of a right could be seen as a group. 
This group may share a characteristic, for 
example gay rights, or may be organisational, 
for example workers’ rights. As these 
individuals share a characteristic or belief, the 
‘right’ could be said to apply to them as a 
group. The Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 
2013 could be seen as a collective right of 
the gay community. Many collective rights are 
given by UK law — ‘civil rights’.

So why is there controversy?
In reality, these definitions are often less clear 
cut. Sometimes, by protecting an individual, 
a government or court may infringe on the 
rights of another individual or group.

Example 1
Since attacks such as 9/11 and 7 July bombings, 
the UK government has been concerned to 
prevent further terrorist attacks and ensure 
the safety of UK society, a collective right. 
However, in producing legislation such as 
the 2006 Terrorism Act, allowing for 28-day 
detention without trial, the government 
infringed the individual right to habeas 
corpus, the guarantee of a court trial. This Act 

was controversial in British legal history, but 
also because it placed a higher value on the 
collective rights of society over the individual.

Example 2
Two drivers sued Uber in October 2016 claiming 
they were ‘employees’, not ‘self-employed’ as 
Uber claimed. They were represented by the 
GMB union, speaking effectively on behalf of 
all 40,000 Uber drivers in the UK. While they 
won their case, and therefore won the right 
to holiday pay and the minimum wage, there 
were a number of drivers who were unhappy 
with this ruling, claiming they enjoyed the 
freedom of being considered ‘self-employed’. 
In this case, the ‘collective right’, represented 
by the GMB, effectively suppressed the view 
of some of its individual members to represent 
them as a whole group.

Example 3
A Ugandan man, ‘YM’, was unable to be 
deported from the UK in 2013 for being a 
‘danger to the public and Armed forces’, having 
attended a terrorist training camp. This is one 
of many headline-making cases in which 
the ECHR provision to a ‘right to family life’ 
was used to appeal deportation proceedings 
against suspected terrorists. In this case, the 
man had fathered a number of children in the 
UK since his arrival as a child in 1991.

Example 4
There have also been cases in which the 
collective rights of two differing groups have 
come into conflict. In 2008, a Christian couple 
refused to allow a gay couple to stay in their 
B&B. This court case ended in the UK Supreme 
Court — one side arguing that the ECHR 
allowed them to ‘manifest their religion’ and 
the other claiming it was discrimination. The 
Supreme Court ruled against the B&B, thereby 
upholding the rights of gay people, but arguably 
suppressing the rights of religious people.

Conflicting rights
The line between individual and collective 
rights is therefore blurred and controversial. 

Individual and
collective rights

Not only do they sometimes conflict, some 
political philosophers such as Ayn Rand claim 
that ‘group rights’ do not even exist (Box 1). 
Often, the distinction between individual 
and collective rights has caused tension 
within the UK. This is especially true since the 
Human Rights Act has shored up individual 
rights while a growth of digital democracy 
has allowed the formation and greater access 
of groups claiming their collective rights 
have been infringed. Ultimately, while the 
distinction is reasonably simple on paper, in 
political practice it proves more controversial.

Sarra Jenkins is a politics and history 
teacher at Loughborough Grammar 
School.

Box 1 Do groups have 
rights? (Link to political ideas)

Political philosopher Ayn Rand argued 
that groups have no rights: ‘Any group or 
“collective”, large or small, is only a number of 
individuals. A group can have no rights other 
than the rights of its individual members.’

Box 2 History of key rights 
protection in the UK

1215 Magna Carta guarantees habeas 
corpus (immunity from illegal imprisonment)
1679 Habeas Corpus Act requires a court 
to examine the lawfulness of detention
1953 European Convention on Human 
Rights (ECHR) comes into force
1998 Human Rights Act enshrines the 
ECHR in UK statute law
2000 Freedom of Information Act creates 
public right of access to information
2006 Terrorism Act allows for 28-day 
detention without trial
2009 Supreme Court officially opens and 
becomes highest court in the UK
2016 Investigatory Powers Act allows for bulk 
collection of data, in part without warrant

 distinguish between…
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Philip Norton argues that because 
there has been no coherent view 
of constitutional reform since 1997 
the result is never-ending change 
rather than unfinished business

T he British constitution has proved resilient, in 
large part because it has been adaptable. It has 
undergone not always peaceful change, but, as 
Kenneth Dyson observed, ‘England’s political 

development displayed a remarkable continuity from its 
medieval roots’ (Dyson 1980). Some of the changes have 
derived from times of political turbulence, but since the 
late seventeenth century they have tended to take the 
form of particular events which have had time to become 
embedded in the nation’s constitutional architecture before 
some other major change has occurred.

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw some 
major reforms, ranging from the Reform Acts of 1832 and 
1867, extending the franchise, through to the Parliament 
Act 1911, governing the relationship between the two 
Houses of Parliament, but each was crafted to respond to a 
particular situation and was not implemented at the same 
time as other significant constitutional measures.

Background to post-1997 reforms
European Communities Act 1972
That changed towards the end of the twentieth century. 
There was a fundamental constitutional change at the start 
of the 1970s, with the passage of the European Communities 
Act 1972, making possible the UK’s membership of the 
then European Communities (EC). The extant constitution 

had difficulty assimilating the change, but the measure 
fitted the tradition of a discrete if major reform, not being 
accompanied by other constitutional measures.

Likewise with the Labour government in the latter half 
of the decade, which utilised a UK-wide referendum on 
continued membership of the EC and sought (unsuccessfully) 
to introduce devolution to elected bodies in Scotland and 
Wales. The subsequent period of Conservative government 
(1979–97) saw no major constitutional reform, other than 
the Single European Act, which further extended the policy 
competence of the EC and enhanced the power of the EC 
Council of Ministers and European Parliament. 

From consensus to debate
Change was seen as usually taking place in order to correct 
particular grievances, but within a political system that 
was viewed as basically sound. There were times of stress 
in the system, but nothing that was seen as necessitating 
fundamental and extensive reform. There was a consensus 
that the UK was endowed with a basically effective system 
of representative and responsible government.

All this changed towards the end of the twentieth 
century, when the existing consensus was shattered 
by voices demanding a new constitutional settlement. 
Several coherent, but not necessarily compatible, approaches 
to constitutional change began to be articulated. The most 
radical of these was the liberal approach (Norton 1982), 
which viewed the constitution as having facilitated an over-
centralisation of power — the British state being dominated 
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by what Lord Hailsham had famously characterised in 
1976 as an ‘elective dictatorship’. It advocated a raft of 
constitutional changes designed to fragment power and 
protect the individual. These encompassed a new electoral 
system based on proportional representation, an elected 
second chamber, devolution of powers (or in the pure form 
of the approach, federalism) and an entrenched Bill of Rights.

The debate over the constitution was precisely that, a 
debate, until the return of a Labour government in 1997. 
Under Labour leader John Smith (1992–94), the Labour Party 
had committed itself to a reform of the British constitution. 
Smith had come to the view that the existing framework was 
no longer tenable. He attacked ‘the relentless centralisation 
of power’ that had rendered Westminster ‘dictatorial and 
remote’ (Stuart 2005). The reforms he proposed before his 
untimely death were inherited by his successor, Tony Blair, 
and incorporated in the party’s 1997 election manifesto. 
The  return of the party with a landslide majority of seats 
enabled it to carry out its commitments.

Labour reforms 1997–2010:  
lack of coherence
Principal reforms
The principal reforms implemented by the Labour 
government in the period from 1997 to 2010 were the 
introduction of devolution, the Human Rights Act, and 
House of Lords reform. Powers were devolved to elected 
bodies in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. There was 
also some devolution of power to London, with an elected 
mayor and assembly.

The Human Rights Act 1998 incorporated into UK law 
most of the provisions of the European Convention on 
Human Rights. The Act created a new form of rights-based 
law for the UK and gave an enhanced role to the senior 
courts, which were empowered to issue declarations of 
incompatibility if some law or action was found to breach 
convention rights. There were some especially high-profile 
cases in the field of anti-terrorism law.

The House of Lords Act 1999 removed most hereditary 
peers from the House of Lords, almost halving it in number, 
with the government committed to further reform at a 
later date. There was also the introduction of a right to 
information under the Freedom of Information Act 2000, 
the creation of a Supreme Court under the Constitutional 
Reform Act 2005, the transfer of the power to ratify treaties 
from the Crown to Parliament under the Constitutional 
Reform and Governance Act 2010 (which also put the civil 
service on a statutory footing), the use of, or commitment to, 
referendums (devolution only took place after referendums 
in the affected parts of the UK), and the development of 
the convention that British forces cannot be committed 
to combat abroad without the consent of Parliament. 
The precedent was set in 2003 when Tony Blair sought MPs’ 
approval for committing forces to war in Iraq.

By the time Labour ceased to hold office in 2010, the 
British constitution was notably different from the one 
which had existed in 1997. The changes incorporated the 
most extensive programme of constitutional change seen 

since the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 
However, though extensive, they lacked coherence. It was 
possible to identify how the constitution was changing, but 
not where it was going.

A ‘constitutional unsettlement’
The reforms were disparate and discrete and related to 
no clear approach to constitutional change. The reforms 
embraced by John Smith moved some way towards the 
liberal agenda of the constitutional reform movement 
Charter 88, founded in 1988 on the tercentenary of the 
Glorious Revolution and advocating a new constitutional 
settlement, involving a fragmentation of power and 
protection of rights. However, what the Labour government 
implemented fell short of realising this approach. There were 
two principal reasons for this.

First, it was a product of the Labour Party’s historical 
ambivalence to electoral reform — fearing any new electoral 
system that would potentially deny the possibility of a clear-
cut Labour victory and hence the capacity to deliver on the 
party’s agenda of economic and social reform. The Labour 
government toyed with electoral reform, setting up an 
independent commission on the electoral system (the Jenkins 
Commission), but when the commission recommended 
a variation on the alternative vote (AV+, essentially AV 
in individual constituencies with a regional top-up of 
members), it failed to act. The 1997 election manifesto 
had committed the party to putting the commission’s 
recommendation to the people in a referendum, but the 
promise was never implemented.

Second, and fundamental, was the leadership of Tony 
Blair. He presided over a period of paradigmatic constitutional 
reform, but reform in which he was not engaged, emotionally 
or intellectually. He espoused dispersing power, not least in 
the form of devolution, yet sought to keep power in his own 
hands. He was accused not only of a presidential style of 
government, but of taking his detached presidential style to 
a new level (Norton 2008). He was lukewarm towards some 
of the reforms his government was committed to implement. 
He was not keen on freedom of information and when it 
came to further reform of the House of Lords he made plain 
his aversion to having an elected second chamber.

Blair left it to other ministers, notably the lord 
chancellor, Lord Irvine of Lairg, to deliver on the reform 
proposals. When   Irvine resigned in 2003, there was no 
one who effectively took over his mantle of leadership. 
Blair  articulated no clear view of the constitution he 
believed was appropriate for the UK. There was thus no 
clear goal for government to pursue. The reforms under his 
premiership delivered, in the words of Anthony King, a new 
‘constitutional unsettlement’ (King 2001).

Coalition reforms 2010–15:  
continuing incoherence
Labour’s loss of office in 2010 may have been expected 
to bring an end to the era of disparate and discrete 
constitutional reforms. The formation of a coalition 
government put paid to any such expectation. The partners 
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to the coalition — the Conservatives and the Liberal 
Democrats — took divergent approaches to constitutional 
change. The  Conservatives embraced the traditional, or 
Westminster, approach (Norton 1982), taking the view that 
the constitution was not broken, and the Liberals adhered to 
the liberal approach, taking the view that it was. The result 
was a series of concessions and compromises deriving from 
no coherent approach to change. 

AV referendum
The main constitutional reforms enacted were the 
Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies Act 2011 
and the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act 2011. The first of these 
provided for a UK-wide referendum on a new electoral 
system for parliamentary elections — the alternative 
vote — and for a reduction in the size of the House of 
Commons to 600 and reform of constituency boundaries. 
This was a compromise measure, a nod towards the Liberal 
Democrats’ goal of electoral reform and the Conservatives’ 
wish to make constituency electorates of roughly equal size. 
The referendum, in 2011, resulted in a large ‘no’ vote for AV.

Fixed-Term Parliaments Act
The Fixed-Term Parliaments Act provided for general 
elections to take place on the first Thursday in May every 
5 years, starting with May 2015. This could be over-ruled 
if the House of Commons voted, by a two-thirds majority 
of all MPs, for an early general election, or passed a 
motion of no confidence in the government and within 
14 days a new government could not be formed and gain a 
vote of confidence.

The Act was designed to limit the power of the prime 
minister unilaterally to determine the date of a general 
election. It also had the effect that a prime minister could 
no longer designate a vote of no confidence and threaten 
an election if the vote was lost. The provision for an 
early election was used in April 2017, when the House of 
Commons agreed, by 522 votes to 13, that there be an 
early general election. The effect of the vote was to reset the 
election clock, the next general election after that of June 
2017 to take place in May 2022. 

Conservative reforms since 2015:  
the European perspective
The return of a Conservative government in 2015 was 
different in that it was not so much committed to a range of 
constitutional measures, but inherited a commitment to one 
major change — a referendum on continued membership of 
the European Union. Parliament passed an EU Referendum 
Bill, with the referendum being held in June 2016. 

The outcome — a vote to leave the EU — resulted in 
Parliament passing the EU (Notification of Withdrawal) 
Bill, authorising the prime minister to trigger the process, 
under Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU). 
The  government also committed itself to what it termed 
a ‘Great Repeal Bill’, which would repeal the European 
Communities Act 1972, but keep in place European 
legislation enacted under the provisions of that Act until 
such time as it was decided which provisions to retain, 
amend or remove. The legislation to give effect to such 
decisions is expected to occupy Parliament for several years. 

Conclusion
Whereas the British constitution could be seen as settled for 
much of the twentieth century, the period since 1997 has 
made it anything but settled. Given that change has derived 
from no coherent view of constitutional change, there is 
no obvious end point, no clear constitutional settlement to 
which government aspires. The result is that constitutional 
change is best described not as unfinished — which suggests 
an end point — but as never ending.

1 Evaluate the extent to which the constitutional reforms 
since 1997 are ‘unfinished business’.

2 ‘The constitutional reforms since 1997 have been weak 
and incomplete.’ Analyse and evaluate this statement.
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