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Introduction

W 
elcome to the fascinating world of British politics. Whether you’re a 
student wanting to boost your chances of getting that A grade or just 

want the inside track on the big issues that face not just the UK but also the 
wider world, this is the book for you.

I wrote this book for newcomers and students alike so that you can have a 
one-stop shop to get to know everything you need to know without feeling 
overwhelmed or intimidated. I explain how Britain became the modern liberal 
democracy it is today. Thanks to this book, the next time you hear someone 
say at a dinner table, on the bus or down the pub that ‘politics is all the same’, 
you’ll be able to tell them why they’re wrong, and why politics and politicians 
make a fundamental difference to our lives.

About This Book
To make your reading experience a little easier, British Politics For Dummies 
follows certain rules. For example, every time I use a new term or important 
phrase, I italicise and explain it. The key word or term in a bulleted list is in 
bold so that it stands out. Occasionally, you see text in grey boxes. These side-
bars are full of what I consider interesting information, but they’re not essential 
to understanding the topic at hand, so you can read them or not as you choose. 
I explain everything very clearly and try to avoid political gobbledygook.

When reading a discussion of a particular aspect of politics in one chapter, 
I refer to another chapter when the information there ties into the issue I’m 
discussing. You can turn immediately to that chapter or just tuck the number 
away in your memory and decide to read it next.

Foolish Assumptions
Don’t feel intimidated if you know nothing about politics. This book will bring 
you up to speed, fast. Politics can be complex, and even some seasoned com-
mentators have difficulty grasping some aspects. But before long – after reading 
this book – you’re going to be transformed into a nailed-on political expert.
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Icons Used in This Book
To help you navigate through this book, keep an eye out for the icons – the 
little pictures that sit in the margin. They guide you to particular types of 
information. The icons in this book mean the following things:

	 This icon is unique to this book. Every so often I look in depth at a great politi-
cian or quirky character from past or present. Politics is full of interesting 
people!

	 Politics is chock-full of jargon. Fortunately, this book’s mission is to bust it. 
Whenever you see this icon, you find an explanation of political terms that 
help you understand just what’s going on in the game.

	 This icon is also unique to this book and you won’t see it often. It draws your 
attention to some of the behind-the-scenes stuff that goes on in the cut and 
thrust of daily politics. Here’s the info the media managers in the big political 
parties don’t want you to know!

	 Paragraphs with this icon attached contain information that’s especially useful 
to remember.

	 This icon indicates a technical discussion is underway. You can skip this stuff 
if you want to, because it isn’t necessary for an understanding of the basics. If 
you read it, though, you can boost your political know-how.

Beyond the book
Your dummies reading experience doesn’t stop here – between the covers of 
this book or when it flashes up 100 per cent on your digital e-reader. There is 
a whole extra layer of free online content to entertain and educate you, just 
a click of the mouse or a touch of a tablet away. Here is a brief description of 
this treasure trove of free digital content and crucially where it’s hidden, just 
for you to discover.

	 ✓	Cheat sheet This is bite size text which lets you know some of the key 
points contained in British Politics For Dummies but in an ultra-condensed 
form. Want to impress your friends in the run-up to an election with your 
political knowhow or simply want to grasp one or two key facts? This 
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cheat sheet is there to give you the basics. All dummies books have a 
cheat sheet and they allow readers to quickly refer to a fact without having 
to carry the book around with you or power up the e-reader. Cheat Sheets 
are fast, fun and full of useful info and you can find them at www.dummies.
com/cheatsheet/britishpolitics.

	 ✓	Dummies.com online articles. There is information that I think it is really 
useful for you to have but is not contained in this book. I may be looking 
to expand on a particular point or explain something in ever more detail. 
Perhaps something has happened very recently in British politics and I 
want to let you know more. If you go to www.dummies.com/extras/british-
politics) you will find several articles penned by me which I hope will add 
to your knowhow and enjoyment. For instance, you will find an extra Part 
of Tens just for you. In it I turn the ten great British Prime Minister theme 
on its head and name and shame those who I think are the ten worst 
British PMs in history – and believe me there were some real stinkers. 
In addition, there is a special article on the rise of the UK Independence 
party (UKIP) and what it means for the present and future of British poli-
tics. I have also reflected on the result of the momentous Scottish inde-
pendence referendum and I let you know why I think the result went the 
way it did. Finally, I look at the Presidency of Barack Obama, who assumed 
office riding a tide of international goodwill. I ask whether or not the first 
US black president has been a success or failure? So there’s plenty of 
bonus content to be getting along with – check it out!

Where to Go from Here
Don’t be restricted by the order in which the contents of this book appear. 
This book is designed to be read in several ways. It’s a reference book, so you 
don’t have to read the chapters in chronological order, from front to back. 
Of course, if you want to, you can read it from cover to cover like a novel – 
and there are quite a few heroes and heroines in politics. Alternatively, you 
can pick a topic that you’re doing at school or university or you just want to 
know much more about and read up on it. Or you can just flip through this 
book, and read whatever catches your interest.

But my favourite way of reading this book – and my editor has made sure 
I’ve read it a few times now – is to go to Part I outlining the basics of how 
politics works and then to the sections which interest you or are relevant to 
your studies. Whatever draws you to politics, British Politics For Dummies has 
something for you.

http://www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/britishpolitics
http://www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/britishpolitics
http://www.dummies.com/extras/britishpolitics
http://www.dummies.com/extras/britishpolitics
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	 ✓	What does all the jargon mean? What on earth is a spin doctor? 
(Chapter 7 explains.)

	 ✓	Why is Britain a democracy and not a dictatorship? (Check out 
Chapter 5.)

	 ✓	Who is Black Rod and what on earth does he do? (Turn to Chapter 13.)

	 ✓	What does all the jargon mean? What on earth is a spin doctor? 
(Chapter 10 explains.)

	 ✓	What’s so important about the United Nations Security Council? (Head 
to Chapter 20.)

In short, it’s up to you how you get to know the world of politics!



Part I
Getting Started with 

British Politics

	 For Dummies can help you get started with lots of subjects. Visit www.dummies.com 
to learn more and do more with For Dummies.

http://www.dummies.com


In this part . . .
	 ✓	 Find out all the things you always wanted to know about British 

Politics.

	 ✓	 Discover what is so special about democracy and why politicians 
are considered to be so important.



Chapter 1

Taking in the Political Universe
In This Chapter
▶	Differentiating between local and national politics

▶	Building a very British democracy

▶	Legislating within the parliament

▶	Gauging the strength of the democracy

▶	Scrutinising politicians and the media

▶	Defining Britain’s place in the world

Those who are too smart to engage in politics are punished by being 
governed by those who are dumber.

– Plato, Greek philosopher

P 
lato’s quote highlights one – very cynical – way of looking at the wacky 
(and not so wacky) world of politics. But whatever your view of politics 

(or, for that matter, politicians), one thing’s for sure: the laws made by politi-
cians have a direct impact on your life.

In this chapter I take a speed-of-light trip around the political universe, through 
the town hall, the newspaper rooms, Buckingham Palace and the UK Houses 
of Parliament, to the outer reaches of big international bodies such as the 
European Union and United Nations.

Time to set out on a political journey of discovery!

Understanding the Difference between 
Local and National Politics

How many politicians do you think you can name? Five, ten, twenty? Well, there 
are literally thousands of politicians in the UK and many times that number 
around the globe. The fact that you and I may only be able to name a handful 
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isn’t because we’re not very bright; it’s because most of the politicians out 
there have a very low profile in the public eye. They may be big figures in their 
local community but they don’t make any sort of splash on the national stage.

You can divide politicians into local and national ones. Local politicians get 
to decide what goes on in a particular village, town or city, whereas national 
politicians have a say in the laws that govern all our lives. Politicians who’re 
elected to the House of Commons and the European Parliament are national 
ones because they make laws that apply to the whole country, not just to a 
particular village, town or city.

Here are some of the other key differences between local and national politicians:

	 ✓	National politicians receive a salary from the state, whereas local politi-
cians are volunteers with normal lives and everyday jobs.

	 ✓	The national media, such as national newspapers and television/radio 
networks, covers the actions of national politicians, whereas local politi-
cians gain coverage in local newspapers and on local radio and regional 
television news.

	 ✓	The UK is a highly centralised state, which means that the national 
politicians have lots of power, including the main tax-raising powers, 
whereas local politicians have to do roughly what the central govern-
ment says and have much smaller tax-raising powers.

	 The overwhelming majority of politicians in the UK are local councillors and 
parish councillors, often elected by a few hundred or thousand voters.

	 An election for membership of the House of Commons is called a general elec-
tion, a European parliamentary election is called an election to the European 
Parliament and a local council election is called – guess what? – a local election.

Usually, voter turnout (the percentage of eligible voters actually going to the 
polls to vote) is much higher for general elections than for local or European 
elections. General elections tend to get much greater media coverage and 
voters are more interested in who wins. (Chapter 7 talks about the other factors 
influencing voter turnout.)

Splitting the Difference: The Devolved 
Parliament and Assemblies

The British are noted around the globe for a few things: producing great 
rock music, drinking too much (but let’s not put that one on the tourist bro-
chures!), writing great literature, creating great art and providing a world 
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centre for financial services. But ask any foreigner to name a word that sums 
up Britain and the British, and ‘tradition’ would come fairly high up the list. 
Put simply, we’re not supposed to do change.

But over the past decade we’ve gone in for political change in a big way. The 
Labour government of Tony Blair in 1999 set up the Scottish parliament and 
Welsh and Northern Ireland assemblies.

The big idea was to move some power away from the government in Westminster 
and hand it to the peoples – through an elected parliament or assembly – in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. This process was called devolution and 
some say it’s the biggest constitutional change in the UK for 100 years.

Why introduce devolution? Well, the Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish have 
different identities and traditions, and many in these parts of the UK felt that 
these had been swamped over many hundreds of years by the more popu-
lous English.

Every four years the people of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland get to 
elect who they want to sit in their own parliament or assembly. These repre-
sentatives then make the laws in the policy areas that have been devolved 
from the UK parliament; for example, health care, education or the environ-
ment. Plans are afoot to increase the number of powers devolved to the 
Scottish parliament and Welsh and Northern Ireland assemblies. (For a full 
rundown of which parliament or assembly does what, check out Chapter 17.)

	 Why do the Scottish have a parliament, while the Welsh and Northern Irish 
have an assembly? Well, this situation reflects the number of devolved powers 
that each institution has. A parliament is considered a more important and 
august body than an assembly. So the Scottish, who have more devolved 
powers than the Welsh and Northern Irish, thus have a parliament rather than 
an assembly.

	 In Wales and Scotland, nationalist movements want either greater autonomy 
from the UK or full-blown independence. This nationalism is most developed in 
Scotland. The Scottish National Party became the governing party and used that 
position to call a referendum on whether Scotland should be independent. The 
referendum was held in September 2014, with the Scottish people voting to stay 
within the UK. The result was very close, with 45% of votes cast in favour of full 
independence. In the final few days of the campaign the leaders of the UK’s three 
main political parties – Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat – promised 
the Scottish people even greater devolution (in other words more power for the 
Scottish parliament) should they choose to remain in the UK. This promise won 
the day and now politicians in Westminster are looking at ways of delivering it. 
See Chapter 18 for full details on the great independence debate.
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Evolving to Democracy:  
A Very British Story

Each democratic nation has trodden its very own path to the political system 
it has today. The US democracy was born when rebels beat the British in the 
American Revolution, and the French democracy can trace its roots back to the 
deposition and execution of Louis XVI in 1793 and the revolution that followed.

The UK too has had its fair share of strife – the odd bloody civil war – and has 
even chopped one king’s head off (the singularly useless Charles I). But instead 
of one cataclysmic event, such as a war or revolution, leading to democracy, 
the UK has progressed more gradually to the modern liberal democratic society 
we have today. In fact, the UK is one of only a handful of countries to get rid of 
its monarch (between 1649 and 1660) and then decide to reinstate it.

Put simply, the British prefer political evolution to revolution, and the web 
of government is built up through a combination of laws, traditions and cus-
toms. For example, in legal terms the monarchy is hugely important in the 
British state; in fact, the government itself is there to serve the monarch. 
However, through custom and tradition the monarch actually plays a very 
minor role in the government of the country. Much of the power is vested in 
the hands of the prime minister (PM) and the cabinet.

	 The UK – unlike the US, for instance – doesn’t have a written constitution. 
Instead, the government works through laws, traditions and customs. This situa-
tion is referred to as the UK’s unwritten constitution, which I discuss in Chapter 5.

An unwritten constitution may sound weak and impracticable, but the UK 
system has stood the test of time. In fact, the UK was one of the few major 
European countries not to have seen its democracy suppressed by a dictator-
ship during the 20th century.

Assessing the Health of 
British Democracy

Some experts suggest that Britons are becoming less interested in politics 
and the following evidence does seem to bear that analysis out:

	 ✓	Falling voter turnout: At election time fewer and fewer people are turn-
ing out to exercise their democratic right to vote.
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	 ✓	Falling party membership: The three nationwide major political parties – 
Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat (and by major I mean these 
parties always have Members of Parliament elected) – have seen their 
membership numbers plummet over the past decade. Politicians who 
stand as party candidates rely on help from party members but fewer 
members exist to offer help.

However, evidence suggests that people aren’t bored with politics in itself; 
just with politicians and the main political parties. Some say that media train-
ing and the whips’ control over what MPs say in public have made politicians 
increasingly bland. Smaller political parties like the Green Party and the UK 
Independence Party (UKIP) have done much better at election time in recent 
years, however, while pressure groups and trade unions continue to enjoy 
high levels of membership.

Glancing at the alternatives to democracy
Sitting in a strong democratic country like the 
UK, it’s easy to think that democracy is a given 
around the globe. Surely, everyone must see 
how well it works and can’t live without the 
freedom of speech and personal liberty, the two 
hallmarks of democracy.

But much of the population of the world doesn’t 
live in a democratic state. In fact, a large number 
live under regimes where to be an opponent of 
the government is to risk liberty and even life 
and limb.

China, for example, is the world’s most popu-
lous nation – roughly one in four people on the 
planet are Chinese – yet its people live in a 
one-party state. All the politicians are drawn 
from just one party, so people can only vote 
for the candidates representing it. Ostensibly, 
the party in government in China is commu-
nist, which means it’s supposed to adhere to 
communist ideals such as common owner-
ship of property and a society free of class or 
social divides. However, in reality the Chinese 
Communist Party promotes individual property 
ownership and individual wealth creation (two 

very Western and democratic ideals) as means 
to improve the national economy. In effect, 
China now practises communism-lite.

This situation hints at a fundamental truth of 
political systems around the globe: that nearly 
all of them, to a greater or lesser degree, 
have some measure of what we recognise 
as Western democratic ideals, such as free 
speech and the right to make and spend money 
without huge interference from the state.

A truly democratic society has to guarantee 
freedom of the press and the right to protest, 
as well as hold regular contested elections for 
government office. The UK, fortunately, ticks all 
of these boxes and so can be classed as a fully 
fledged democracy.

Many different forms of government operate 
around the globe, from communist regimes 
to Western democracies. Religious leaders 
even run the show in some countries, such 
as Iran – a system called theocracy. Check 
out Chapter  4 for more on different types of 
government.
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	 The expenses scandal of 2009 was a key factor in undermining public con-
fidence in politics and politicians. A host of MPs had claimed for expenses 
they shouldn’t have and worked the system for all they could possibly get. An 
enormous public furore resulted, which led to scores of MPs deciding to stand 
down as candidates for the next general election. (Chapter 24 covers this 
major political scandal and others to boot.)

Some academics suggest that the way to reverse low voter turnout is to make 
it easier to vote. They probably have a point. At present, electors usually 
have to attend a polling station in person in order to cast their ballot, and 
elections are generally held on a work day. Allowing more postal or online 
ballots would make voting easier and hopefully encourage more people to do 
so. Making not voting illegal is another possible solution to low turnout. In 
Australia, for instance, people who don’t vote are fined. (Chapter 7 has more 
on reversing falling voter turnout.)

Paying Homage to the ‘Mother 
of Parliaments’

Standing at the very centre of British democracy is the Houses of Parliament 
in Westminster, London. This great gothic masterpiece, along with the many 
government ministries within a short walk, is the fulcrum of British political 
life. Many of the big government policy decisions and laws that affect all 
Britons’ lives are made in Westminster by the politicians who work there.

The Houses of Parliament are divided into two distinct parts – the House 
of Commons and the House of Lords. Although they sit in chambers only a 
few hundred yards apart and have both been in existence for centuries, the 
houses are quite different in terms of who gets to sit in them and the powers 
and responsibilities of those who do so. Table 1-1 is a quick guide to some of 
the main differences between the two chambers.

The biggest party – in terms of number of seats – in the Commons forms the 
government, with that party’s leader as prime minister.

Within the UK’s unwritten constitution, the House of Commons is considered 
far more important than the House of Lords because most laws start their 
life there and the government is drawn from members of the biggest party 
in the Commons. What’s more, under the Parliament Act of 1911, the House 
of Lords can only halt a law that has passed through the Commons for one 
year, whereas the Commons can kill laws that have passed through the 
Lords stone dead. Check out Chapter 13 for more on the House of Commons’ 
supremacy in Britain’s parliamentary democracy.
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Table 1-1	 Comparing the Houses of the UK Parliament
House of Commons House of Lords
Members are elected by public vote, 
called a general election.

Members are either appointed by the 
monarch (on the advice of the prime 
minister) or have the right to sit as a 
result of an inherited title.

Laws are proposed, amended and 
voted down by a majority of members.

A majority of members can vote to 
amend or oppose legislation but 
ultimately they can’t go against the 
wishes of the Commons.

Most of the members belong to a par-
ticular political party.

Members stay in place for life and tend 
to be more independent-minded.

	 When many people in the UK and around the world think of the Houses of 
Parliament they don’t picture great debates and dramatic votes on whether or 
not a law should be passed. They probably think about some of the traditions 
of the place, such as splendid set-piece occasions like the monarch’s official 
opening of parliament, the archaic language used by Members of the Lords 
and Commons when addressing one another, and even the tights-wearing and 
sword-carrying of some of the staff! Chapter 13 lifts the lid on some of the 
strange goings on and traditions followed in the UK parliament.

Both members of the House of Commons, called MPs (short for Members of 
Parliament), and members of the House of Lords (called peers) can introduce 
new legislation. However, without the support of MPs, peers have zero 
chance of seeing their legislative proposals become law. MPs have a better 
chance of getting their policy proposals made into law, but only if they belong 
to the biggest party in the Commons. (See Chapter 13 for more on how the 
UK’s complex legislation process actually works.)

Politicians need civil servants to carry out their policies and the UK has one 
of the most extensive and highly trained civil services in the world. The civil 
service has a long history, with members following a well-defined code of 
ethics that’s supposed to guarantee impartiality, integrity and honesty. Check 
out Chapter 15 for more on the inner workings of the civil service.

	 Westminster may be the beating heart of UK politics, but thanks to devolution 
and membership of the European Union (EU), it’s no longer quite as important 
as it once was to the making of laws that actually affect your daily life.
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Introducing the Players in the 
British Political System

Britain’s long-standing democracy relies on the nation’s politicians, judges 
and the monarch. Each of these key figures has jobs to do – big and small – in 
drawing up the laws of the land, running the government of the country, and 
preserving the freedoms of British citizens and the integrity of our democracy. 
The effective working of the British political system is based on co-operation 
between the politicians (elected by you and me), the judges and the monarch.

Here’s a rundown of the big hitters in the British political system and what role 
they play in delivering effective democratic government to some 60 million 
Britons.

Gazing at the political summit: The 
central role of the prime minister
One of the major changes in the UK’s political landscape over the past couple 
of centuries has been the concentration of a great deal of power in the hands 
of one person – the prime minister.

After a general election the monarch asks the leader of the political party 
with the most members elected to the House of Commons to form the govern-
ment of the country. That party leader becomes prime minister, and it’s up to 
him to ensure that the party governs the country and follows the policies his 
party told the electors they’d carry out during the general election campaign.

	 In the run-up to a general election every party publishes a manifesto – a collec-
tion of policy pledges that the leadership of the political party says it will carry 
out, if elected.

In order to be able to govern, the PM has at his disposal lots of powers, such 
as to

	 ✓	Select politicians to be in charge of government departments. I cover 
these ministers and their powers in depth in Chapters 14 and 15.

	 ✓	Draw up a list of potential people for appointment by the monarch to the 
House of Lords.

	 ✓	Chair meetings of the cabinet, which comprises the heads of government 
departments. The cabinet has the say over which legislation is intro-
duced into parliament with the aim of making it into law.

	 ✓	Decide whether the country goes to war and, during wartime, tell com-
manders what to do.


