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POL260 Power and Legitimacy in British Politics 

2018-19 Academic Year, Semester A 

 

Module Convenor:  Dr James Strong 

Email Address:  j.strong@qmul.ac.uk 

Office:    ArtsOne 2.10 

Office Hour:   Monday 1530-1630 

 

Seminar Tutor: Professor Tim Bale 

Email Address:  t.bale@qmul.ac.uk 

Office:   ArtsOne 2.53A 

Office Hour:    

 

Module overview 

 

POL260 is an intermediate-level module on British politics. Students with no prior 
knowledge of British politics may wish to take POL108: Background to British Politics 

before attempting POL260, but it is not a prerequisite.  

 

POL260 considers the fundamental nature of the politics in Britain, and in particular the key 

questions of where political power resides, and what makes it legitimate. Students will 

consider the imperial, monarchical, institutional and democratic underpinnings of the British 

political system, as well as how studying British politics – an arena often considered 

particularly ‘pale, male and stale’ – from the perspectives of historically under-represented 

racial, gender and class groups can add to their understanding of the more traditional 

depictions of events visible in newspapers and on TV.  

 

Students who enjoy taking POL260 may also wish to consider taking its Semester B 

companion module, POL253: Accountability and Complexity in British Government, though 

this is not compulsory. POL260 provides useful background knowledge for POL373: 

Parliamentary Studies and POL396: British Economic and Social Policy since 1945.   

 

Teaching, assessment and feedback 

 

The formal contact time for POL260 comprises eleven weekly one hour lectures and eleven 

weekly one hour seminars during Semester A. In addition, students are expected to 

complete approximately 8 hours of independent study each week. Independent study time 

should be spent writing assignments, completing background readings, and doing the 

assigned written seminar activity before each seminar. Students should attend all lectures 

and seminars, and should come to seminars prepared to discuss their work.  

 

Students will complete two formal written assignments over the course of the module, 

details of which are set out below. Assignment 1, due at the end of week 7 and comprising 

40% of the module grade, is a 1,500-word review of a recently-published ‘popular’ book on 

British politics. Students should choose a book from the reading list and start reading as 

soon as possible – DO NOT LEAVE IT UNTIL WEEK 6. There are copies in the library, and 
also in the John Smith’s book shop on campus, and on Amazon.  
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Assignment 2, due at the end of week 12 and comprising 60% of the module grade, is a 

2,000-word research essay answering one of a choice of four questions on topics covered 

during the module.  

 

Seminar tutors will provide feedback on each formal written assignment within four weeks 

of the submission deadline. Individual seminar tutors will make clear what precise format 

their feedback will follow, but in each case they will attempt to link their comments to the 

SPIR undergraduate marking scheme for second year modules. Seminar tutors will also offer 

informal feedback in the form of comments in seminar discussions, and will be available to 

discuss student progress in more detail during their weekly office hours. Students are 

strongly advised to make an appointment to see their seminar tutor during office hours at 

least once over the course of the module.  

 

Module schedule 

 

POL260 follows a staggered structure, meaning that you will have a lecture on a topic, then 
a week to do the required seminar activity and further reading for that topic, and then the 

relevant seminar. As not all QM modules follow this approach, I have reproduced the 

module schedule below. Please make sure you come properly prepared for each seminar. 

 

Week Lecture Seminar 

1 The UK as an Imperial Project Introduction to POL260 

2 Race and Ethnicity The UK as an Imperial Project 

3 Gender Race and Ethnicity 

4 Social Class Gender 

5 Writing about British Politics Social Class 

6 Introducing the Constitution Review Essay Feed-Forward 

7 Reading Week 

8 Prime Minister and Parliament Monarchy and Ritual 

9 Conventions Prime Minister and Parliament 

10 Elections Conventions 

11 Researching British Politics Elections 

12 Conclusions Research Essay Feed-Forward 

 

Introductory readings 

 

All students are strongly encouraged to read King, Anthony (2015) Who Governs Britain? 

(London: Penguin) at an early stage in the module. Students – especially those with little or 

no background in the study of British Politics – may also wish to refer to Flinders, Matthew 

et al. (2011) The Oxford Handbook of British Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press) for 

introductions to many of the topics discussed in the module. This is available digitally via the 

QM Library search engine.  
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Topic 1: The UK as an Imperial Project 

 

Lecture (week 1) 

 

This lecture reflects on the nature of the UK as an imperial construct – the product of 

successive waves of English expansion, of Scottish over-stretch and of British imperialism. It 

discusses how the history of the British Empire shapes the contemporary politics of the 

United Kingdom – including its multi-national structure, political economy, demography and 

geography. It points out the domestic diversity, wealth and status, sense of self-importance, 

architecture and national boundaries elements which all, arguably, flow from this imperial 

past.  

 

Seminar (week 2) 

 

Seminar activity: Analyzing an academic argument 

 
Read this: 

 

Barkawi, Tarak, and Shane Brighton. "Brown Britain: post-colonial politics and grand 

strategy." International Affairs 89.5 (2013): 1109-1123.  

 

In one paragraph each, answer the following questions: 

 

 What are the key arguments of the piece?  

 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the arguments the authors make? Refer 
to empirical evidence and points from other readings.  

 What issues can you see with the policy recommendations made? 

 

Further reading 

 

Barkawi, Tarak (2017) Soldiers of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 

Bell, Duncan (2007) The Idea of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press) 

Biccum, April R. "Development and the ‘New’ Imperialism: a reinvention of colonial 

discourse in DFID promotional literature." Third World Quarterly 26.6 (2005): 1005-

1020. 

Brooke, Peter. "India, post-imperialism and the origins of Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ 

speech”, The Historical Journal 50.3 (2007): 669-687. 

Gallagher, Julia. "Healing The Scar? Idealizing Britain in Africa, 1997–2007." African 

Affairs 108.432 (2009): 435-451. 

Kenny, Michael and Nick Pearce (2018) Shadows of Empire: The Anglosphere in British Politics 

(Cambridge: Polity Press) 

Kumar, Krishan. "Empire and English nationalism." Nations and Nationalism12.1 (2006) 

Morgan, Philip D. and Sean Hawkins (2004) Black Experience and the Empire (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press) 

Rushdie, Salman. "The new empire within Britain." New Society 9 (1982): 417-421. 

https://public.wsu.edu/~hegglund/courses/389/rushdie_new_empire.htm  

Shilliam, Robbie. "Ethiopianism, Englishness, Britishness: struggles over imperial 

belonging." Citizenship Studies 20.2 (2016): 243-259. 

https://public.wsu.edu/~hegglund/courses/389/rushdie_new_empire.htm
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Topic 2: Race and Ethnicity  

 

Lecture (week 2) 

 

This lecture discusses the relationship between questions of race and ethnicity and British 

politics. It dissects the dominant ‘race relations’ paradigm, noting its imperial origins and 

evolution over time, identifying the challenges of addressing complex social concerns 

through bureaucracy and picking out particular difficulties – like the extended debate over 

how to address religious discrimination – an issue that disproportionately affected British 

Muslims. The lecture will also consider the challenges of institutional racism – covering in 

particular the Scarman and MacPherson reports on the 1980 Brixton riots and the 1993 

murder of Stephen Lawrence – as well as lingering social, economic and political inequality. 

Finally it will pick out signs of progress in recent years, and note their limits.  

 

Seminar (week 3) 

 
Seminar activity: Comparing academic findings 

 

Read these:  

 

Cowley, Philip. "Why not ask the audience? Understanding the public's representational 

priorities." British Politics 8.2 (2013): 138-163. 

Mansbridge, Jane. "Should blacks represent blacks and women represent women? A 

contingent ‘yes’" The Journal of politics 61.3 (1999): 628-657.  

 

In one paragraph each, do the following: 

  

 Summarize the key arguments made by the two articles. 

 Identify their key similarities and differences. What do they agree about? What do 
they disagree about? Why do they disagree? 

 Which article makes the more convincing argument? Why?  

 

Further reading 

 

Bhopal, Kalwant (2018) White Privilege (Bristol: Policy Press) 

Fisher, Stephen D., et al. "Candidate ethnicity and vote choice in Britain." British Journal of 

Political Science 45.4 (2015): 883-905. 

Ford, Robert and Matthew Goodwin (2010) “Angry white men: Individual and contextual 

predictors of support for the British National Party”, Political Studies, 58:1, 1-25. 

Gilroy, Paul (1987) There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack (London: Routledge). 

Meer, Nasar, and Tariq Modood. "The Multicultural State We're In: Muslims, ‘Multiculture’ 

and the ‘Civic Re‐balancing’ of British Multiculturalism." Political Studies 57.3 (2009): 

473-497 

Meer, Nasar (2008) “The politics of voluntary and involuntary identities: Are Muslims in 
Britain an ethnic, racial or religious minority?”, Patterns of Prejudice, 42:1, 61-81. 

Meer, Nasar (2018) “Race equality after Enoch Powell”, The Political Quarterly, DOI: 

10.1111/1467-923X.12546  

Modood, Tariq (1994) “Political blackness and British Asians”, Sociology, 28:4, 859-876. 



6 

 

Norris, Pippa, and Ronald F. Inglehart. "Muslim integration into Western cultures: Between 

origins and destinations." Political Studies 60.2 (2012): 228-251. 

Puwar, Nirmal (2004) Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies out of Place (Oxford: Berg) 

Shilliam, Robbie (2018) Race and the Undeserving Poor (London: Agenda Publishing) 

Sobolewska, Maria. "Party strategies and the descriptive representation of ethnic minorities: 

The 2010 British general election." West European Politics36.3 (2013): 615-633. 

Sobolewska, Maria, and Sundas Ali. "Who speaks for Muslims? The role of the press in the 

creation and reporting of Muslim public opinion polls in the aftermath of London 

bombings in July 2005." Ethnicities 15.5 (2015): 675-695. 

Storm, Ingrid, Maria Sobolewska, and Robert Ford. "Is ethnic prejudice declining in Britain? 

Change in social distance attitudes among ethnic majority and minority 

Britons." The British Journal of Sociology (2017). 
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Topic 3: Gender 

 

Lecture (week 3) 

 

In this lecture, we’ll begin by talking about how thinking in terms of gender helps us 

understand British politics. We’ll discuss the distinction between gender and sex, and note 

some of the complex issues underpinning both – including questions of how to represent 

the needs and interests of non-binary individuals. We’ll look at the relationship between 

gender and power in Britain, noting that men still dominate key positions, despite 

improvements – especially among MPs. Finally, we’ll consider two related dimensions – the 

way women act as political representatives, and the way women are represented in British 

politics.  

 

Seminar (week 4) 

 

Seminar activity: Debating policy solutions 
 

Read these: 

 

Allen, Peter, David Cutts, and Rosie Campbell. "Measuring the Quality of Politicians elected 

by gender quotas–are they any different?." Political Studies 64.1 (2016): 143-163.  

Lovenduski, Joni, and Pippa Norris. "Westminster women: the politics of presence." Political 

studies 51.1 (2003): 84-102. 

 

In one paragraph each, answer the following questions: 

 

 What are the key arguments for and against using gender quotas to increase 

women’s representation in British politics? 

 What other evidence might affect how people think about this issue?  

 On balance, do you think gender quotas should or should not be used to increase 

the representation of women in the House of Commons?  

 

Further reading 

 

Bird, Karen (2005) ‘Gendering parliamentary questions’, British Journal of Politics and 

International Relaions, 7:3, 353-370. 

Campbell, Rosie, Sarah Childs, and Joni Lovenduski. "Do women need women 

representatives?." British Journal of Political Science 40.1 (2010): 171-194. 

Campbell, Rosie and Philip Cowley (2018) ‘The impact of parental status on the visibility and 

evaluations of politicians’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 20:3, 

753-769.  

Catalano, Ana. "Women acting for women? An analysis of gender and debate participation in 

the British House of Commons 2005–2007." Politics & Gender5.1 (2009): 45-68. 

Childs, Sarah. "A feminised style of politics? Women MPs in the House of Commons." The 

British Journal of Politics & International Relations 6.1 (2004): 3-19. 

Childs, Sarah (2008) Women and British party politics: Descriptive, substantive and symbolic 

representation. (London: Routledge). 

Evans, Elizabeth, and Fran Amery. "Gender and politics in the UK: Banished to the 

Sidelines." European Political Science 15 (2016): 314-321. 
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Kenny, Meryl. "Why Aren't There More Women in British Politics?." Political Insight 6.2 

(2015): 12-15. 

Krook, Mona Lena and Judith Squires (2006) ‘Gender quotas in British politics: Multiple 

approaches and methods in feminist research’, British Politics, 1:1, 44-66. 

Lovenduski, Joni, and Pippa Norris. "Westminster women: the politics of presence." Political 

studies 51.1 (2003): 84-102. 

Lovenduski, Joni. "Feminising British Politics." The Political Quarterly 83.4 (2012): 697-702. 

Mackay, Fiona. "Gender and political representation in the UK: the state of the 

‘discipline’." The British Journal of Politics & International Relations 6.1 (2004): 99-120. 

Norris, Pippa and Joni Lovenduski (1993) “ ‘If only more candidates came forward’: Supply-

side explanations of candidate selection in Britain”, British Journal of Political Science, 

23:3, 373-408. 

Norris, Pippa and Joni Lovenduski (1995) Political Recruitment: Gender, Race and Class in the 

British Parliament (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 

Puwar, Nirmal (2004) Space Invaders: Race, Gender and Bodies out of Place (Oxford: Berg) 

Puwar, Nirmal. "Thinking about making a difference." The British Journal of Politics and 
International Relations 6.1 (2004): 65-80. 

Squires, Judith, and Mark Wickham‐Jones. "New Labour, gender mainstreaming and the 

Women and Equality Unit." The British Journal of Politics & International Relations 6.1 
(2004): 81-98. 
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Topic 4: Class 

 

Lecture (week 4) 

 

In this lecture, we’ll look first at the different ways of defining social class in Britain, a society 

traditionally associated with a particular kind of class consciousness – one rooted in 

traditions of hierarchy, deference and inflexibility bordering on hostility to people with 

‘ideas above their place’. We’ll then look at the challenges of measuring class in a post-

industrial age, in which a simple distinction between manual workers, office workers, and 

people wealthy enough not to need to work fails to reflect reality, and consider what the 

class makeup of British society looks like. Finally, we assess the politics of class in 21st-

Century Britain, including the question of how effective meritocracy is as an ideal, and how 

well-represented different class constituencies are – and, indeed, can be, since MPs are, by 

definition, members of elite. 

 

Seminar (week 5) 
 

Seminar activity: Considering different research strategies:  

 

Read these: 

 

Devine, Fiona, and Marianne Sensier. "Class, Politics and the Progressive Dilemma." The 

Political Quarterly 88.1 (2017): 30-38. 

Evans, Geoffrey, and Jon Mellon. "Working class votes and Conservative losses: solving the 

UKIP puzzle." Parliamentary Affairs 69.2 (2016): 464-479. 

 

Then, in about a paragraph each, do the following: 

 

 Identify the main methods used by these two articles to study the relationship 

between class and power in British politics. What are their similarities, and what are 

their differences? 

 To what extent to the different approaches adopted by these articles reflect 
differences in their authors’ underlying assumptions? Are they, for example, 

answering the same sort of research questions? 

 What conclusions do you draw about the relationship between class and political 

power in Britain from these readings? 

 

Further reading 

 

Allen, Peter, and Paul Cairney. "What do we mean when we talk about the ‘political 

class’?." Political Studies Review 15.1 (2017): 18-27. 

Devine, Fiona, and Helene Snee. "Doing the Great British Class Survey." The Sociological 

Review 63.2 (2015): 240-258. 

Evans, Geoffrey, and James Tilley (2017) The New Politics of Class: The Political Exclusion of the 

British Working Class (Oxford: Oxford University Press). 

Ford, Robert, and Matthew J. Goodwin. "Different Class? UKIP's Social Base and Political 

Impact: A Reply to Evans and Mellon." Parliamentary Affairs69.2 (2015): 480-491. 

Ford, Robert, and Matthew J. Goodwin (2014) Revolt on the right: Explaining support for the 

radical right in Britain (London: Routledge). 
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Franklin, Mark and Anthony Mughan (1978) ‘The decline of class voting in Britain: Problems 

of analysis and interpretation’, American Political Science Review, 72:2, 523-534. 

Heath, Oliver. "Policy Alienation, Social Alienation and Working-Class Abstention in Britain, 

1964–2010." British Journal of Political Science (2016): 1-21. 

Savage, Mike (2015) Social Class in the 21st Century (London: Penguin) 
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Topic 5: Writing about British Politics 

 

Lecture (week 5) 

 

This lecture serves as an introduction to the first formal assignment. We’ll discuss the 

different genres of British political writing – including academic, journalistic, polemical, 

historical and biographical variants. We’ll also talk about strategies for assessing the relative 

merits of these different forms of writing, including how to account for differences between 

perspectives, and the tools of scholarly criticism we can bring to bear from an academic 

standpoint. Finally, we’ll discuss how to write effectively about British politics, and in 

particular how to prepare review essay plans for discussion in week 6.   

 

Seminar (week 6) 

 

Seminar activity: Review essay feed-forward. 

 
Prepare a written plan for your review essay. This should cover: 

 What are the main arguments made by your chosen texts? 

 How do these arguments compare to claims made in the academic literature? 

 On balance, how much insight does your text offer into British politics? 
 

We will discuss your plan during the week 6 seminar. You will gain feedback from your 

peers and your seminar tutor which you can then incorporate into the writing process.  
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Topic 6: The Constitution 

 

Lecture (week 6) 

 

This lecture will introduce the basis of the UK’s uncodified constitution, framing it as an 

absolute medieval monarchy with democratic elements grafted on to the side. We will 

reflect on what having a hereditary head of state means for British politics in light of the 

social considerations discussed in earlier lectures. We will also consider Walter Bagehot’s 

famous distinction between the “efficient” and “dignified” elements of the constitution, and 

the monarchy’s place at the centre of the “dignified” part. We’ll look at what the British 

monarch actually does, including how the role of the monarch is defined and constrained by 

statute and precedent, and how royal power is in fact exercised by the efficient parts of the 

constitution – parliament, the government and the courts. Finally, we’ll consider different 

variants of British republicanism, and discuss the prospects for future reform.  

 

Seminar (week 8) 
 

Seminar activity: Comparing contemporary and classical interpretations 

 

Read these: 

 

Bagehot, Walter (1867) The English Constitution, part three: Monarchy. Available as an e-book 

on Project Gutenberg through the library search engine 

(http://www.gutenberg.org/files/4351/4351-h/4351-h.htm#chap03).  

Rai, Shirin M. "Analysing ceremony and ritual in parliament." The Journal of Legislative 

Studies 16.3 (2010): 284-297. 

 

In about a paragraph each, answer the following questions: 

 

 How do these two writers characterize the role of ritual in the British constitution? 

 Does it matter that Bagehot wrote in the middle of the 19th century? How might his 
analysis need updating for the 21st century? 

 What does Rai’s critical approach add to Bagehot’s more straightforward 

description? 

 

Further reading 

 

Bogdanor, Vernon. "The monarchy and the constitution." Parliamentary Affairs 49.3 (1996): 

407-423. 

Bogdanor, Vernon (1997) The Monarchy and the Constitution (Oxford: Clarendon Press).  

Greenstein, Fred I., et al. "The child's conception of the Queen and the Prime 

Minister." British Journal of Political Science 4.3 (1974): 257-287. 

Mantel, Hilary (2013) ‘Royal Bodies’, London Review of Books, 21 February. 

https://www.lrb.co.uk/v35/n04/hilary-mantel/royal-bodies 

Norbauer, Ryan, and Donley T. Studlar. "Monarchy and the British political elite: closet 

republicans in the House of Commons." Comparative Politics 43.2 (2011): 225-242. 

Rose, Richard, and Dennis Kavanagh. "The monarchy in contemporary political 

culture." Comparative Politics 8.4 (1976): 548-576. 

 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/4351/4351-h/4351-h.htm#chap03
https://www.lrb.co.uk/v35/n04/hilary-mantel/royal-bodies
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Topic 7: Prime Minister and Parliament 

 

Lecture (week 8) 

 

In this lecture, we’ll discuss the nature and structure of the British executive. We’ll consider 

how the government derives from and depends upon the support of parliament, yet often 

finds itself able to get what it wants from MPs. We’ll also reflect on the nature of executive 

power in Britain – including looking at different ways of modelling political power and the 

question of presidentialisation. Finally, we’ll discuss when and how individual leaders matter, 

both in terms of winning and of wielding political power.  

 

Seminar (week 9) 

 

Seminar activity: Comparing arguments 

 

Read these: 
 

Heffernan, Richard. "Why the prime minister cannot be a president: Comparing institutional 

imperatives in Britain and America." Parliamentary Affairs 58.1 (2005): 53-70. 

Russell, Meg, and Philip Cowley. "The policy power of the Westminster parliament: the 

“parliamentary state” and the empirical evidence." Governance 29.1 (2016): 121-137. 

 

Then, in about one paragraph each, do the following: 

 

 Briefly summarize the arguments made by the two articles. Identify what are their 

main points and what evidence they use to support those points. 

 Highlight any similarities between the arguments the articles make. Where do they 
agree? 

 Pick out the key differences between the articles. Where do they disagree? 

 

Further reading 

 

Bale, Tim. "If Opposition is an Art, is Ed Miliband an Artist?: A Framework for Evaluating 

Leaders of the Opposition." Parliamentary affairs: A journal of representative 

politics 68.1 (2015): 58-76. 

Dyson, Stephen Benedict. "Personality and foreign policy: Tony Blair's Iraq decisions." Foreign 

Policy Analysis 2.3 (2006): 289-306. 

Flinders, Matthew. "Shifting the balance? Parliament, the executive and the British 

constitution." Political Studies 50.1 (2002): 23-42. 

Kaarbo, Juliet. "Prime minister leadership style and the role of parliament in security 

policy." The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 20.1 (2018): 35-51. 

Kaarbo, Juliet, and Margaret G. Hermann. "Leadership styles of prime ministers: How 

individual differences affect the foreign policymaking process." The Leadership 

Quarterly 9.3 (1998): 243-263. 

Kelso, Alexandra. "Political leadership in parliament: The role of select committee chairs in 

the UK House of Commons." Politics and Governance 4.2 (2016): 115-126. 

O'Brien, Diana Z. "Rising to the top: Gender, political performance, and party leadership in 

parliamentary democracies." American Journal of Political Science 59.4 (2015): 1022-

1039. 
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Richards, Steve. "Leadership, loyalty and the rise of Jeremy Corbyn." The Political 

Quarterly 87.1 (2016): 12-17. 

Russell, Meg. "Corbyn as an organisational phenomenon: A response to Steve Richards." The 

Political Quarterly 87.1 (2016): 20-22. 

Stevens, Daniel, Jeffrey A. Karp, and Robert Hodgson. "Party leaders as movers and shakers 

in British campaigns? Results from the 2010 election." Journal of Elections, Public 

Opinion and Parties 21.2 (2011): 125-145. 

Stewart, Marianne C., and Harold D. Clarke. "The (un) importance of party leaders: Leader 

images and party choice in the 1987 British election." The Journal of Politics 54.2 

(1992): 447-470. 
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Topic 8: Conventions 

 

Lecture (week 9) 

 

In this lecture we’ll talk about what conventions are, and the role they play in the UK’s 

constitutional order. We’ll then analyze in detail some recent cases involving questions 

about the nature, importance and effect of conventional rules. We’ll look at the Fixed-term 

Parliaments Act of 2011, and the impact it had on the Prime Minister’s ability to manage a 

small parliamentary majority, as well as on the nature of election campaigns, the stability of 

coalition agreements and the question of confidence. We’ll also consider the role of the 

House of Commons in decisions about the use of force, reflecting on whether recent 

precedents have increased parliamentary oversight in this vital area.  

 

Seminar (week 10) 

 

Seminar activity: Comparing policy outcomes 
 

Read these: 

 

Schleiter, Petra, and Sukriti Issar. "Constitutional rules and patterns of government 

termination: The case of the UK fixed-term parliaments act." Government and 

Opposition 51.4 (2016): 605-631. 

Strong, James. "The war powers of the British parliament: What has been established and 

what remains unclear?." The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 20.1 

(2018): 19-34. 

 

Then, in about one paragraph each, do the following: 

 

 Identify the conventions discussed in each piece. Distinguish between conventions 

and laws. 

 Reflect on the strengths of conventions with regard to laws. What is good about 
them? 

 Consider the weaknesses of conventions relative to laws. What is bad about them? 

 

Further reading 

 

Kelso, Alexandra. "Reforming the House of Lords: navigating representation, democracy and 

legitimacy at Westminster." Parliamentary Affairs 59.4 (2006): 563-581. 

Matthews, Felicity. "Inaction and reaction–Coalition government and constitutional reform 

in the United Kingdom." British Politics 10.3 (2015): 308-334. 

Norton, Philip. "The Fixed-term Parliaments Act and votes of confidence." Parliamentary 

Affairs 69.1 (2015): 3-18. 

Schleiter, Petra, and Valerie Belu. "The Decline of Majoritarianism in the UK and the Fixed-

term Parliaments Act." Parliamentary Affairs 69.1 (2015): 36-52. 

Strong, James. "Why parliament now decides on war: Tracing the growth of the 

parliamentary prerogative through Syria, Libya and Iraq." The British Journal of Politics 

and International Relations 17.4 (2015): 604-622. 

Strong, James. "Confidence and Caretakers: Some Less‐Obvious Implications of the Fixed‐
Term Parliaments Act." The Political Quarterly (2018).  
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Topic 9: The Electoral System  

 

Lecture (week 10) 

 

In this week’s lecture we’ll begin by reflecting on the relationship between political 

representation and political legitimacy, considering what representation is and where it 

happens in British politics. We’ll then introduce the electoral system used for general 

elections in the UK – known colloquially as “First-Past-the-Post” and more technically as the 

Single-Member Plurality system. We’ll note how FPTP systematically delivers 

disproportionate political power to the party gaining the most votes in a general election, 

with the result that governments can win significant majorities in the House of Commons 

having secured a minority of the votes, while minor parties gain little or no representation 

despite winning substantial vote shares. Finally, we’ll look at the relative merits of different 

possible alternative systems, and consider why none has yet been introduced.  

 

Seminar (week 11) 
 

Seminar activity: Debating policy solutions 

 

Read these: 

 

Bogdanor, Vernon. "First‐Past‐The‐Post: An electoral system which is difficult to 
defend." Representation 34.2 (1997): 80-83. 

Norton, Philip. "The case for First‐Past‐The‐Post." Representation 34.2 (1997): 84-88. 
 

Then, in about a paragraph, do the following: 

 

 Identify the key arguments for continuing to use First-Past-the-Post for UK general 

elections. What is good about it? 

 Identify the key arguments against using First-Past-the-Post for UK general elections. 
What is bad about it? 

 Identify the main alternative systems the UK could use for general elections. Pick 

one, and list the main benefits it offers over First-Past-the-Post. 

 

Further reading 

 

Gay, Oonagh, Petra Schleiter, and Valerie Belu. "The Coalition and the Decline of 

Majoritarianism in the UK." The Political Quarterly 86.1 (2015): 118-124. 

Henderson, Ailsa. "Satisfaction with democracy: The impact of winning and losing in 

Westminster systems." Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 18.1 (2008): 3-

26. 

Laycock, Samantha, et al. "The UK's electoral reform referendum of May 2011." Electoral 

Studies 32.2 (2013): 211-214. 

Kalitowski, Susanna. "Hung-up over nothing? The impact of a hung parliament on British 

politics." Parliamentary affairs 61.2 (2008): 396-407. 

Matthews, Felicity, and Matthew Flinders. "Patterns of democracy: Coalition governance and 

majoritarian modification in the United Kingdom, 2010–2015." British Politics 12.2 
(2017): 157-182. 
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Norris, Pippa. "The politics of electoral reform in Britain." International political science 

review 16.1 (1995): 65-78. 

Sanders, David, et al. "Simulating the effects of the alternative vote in the 2010 UK general 

election." Parliamentary Affairs 64.1 (2010): 5-23. 
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Topic 10: Researching British Politics 

 

Lecture (week 11) 

 

In this lecture we’ll begin to prepare for your second written assignment. We’ll discuss, first, 

how to go about researching British politics. What sort of questions do researchers ask, and 

why? How do they go about addressing those questions? We’ll then consider how to 

structure your own answer to the research questions set for assignment 2. We’ll talk about 

the key elements of clear expression, logical argumentation, and evidence. Finally, we’ll 

discuss how to present your assignment to get your points across effectively.  

 

Seminar (week 12) 

 

Seminar activity: Research essay feed-forward 

 

Prepare a plan to answer your chosen research essay question: 
 

 Summarize your answer in one sentence. 

 Provide 3-4 reasons for your answer. Show how your reasons lead you to your 

answer. 

 Identify what evidence (both from the literature and empirical examples) you plan to 
use to justify your reasoning.  
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Assignments 

 

Assignment 1: Review Essay (40% of module grade). 

 

Write a 1,500 word review of one of the below books, supporting your analysis using the 

recommended further reading.  

 

Your review should do the following: 

 

1. Summarize the main arguments made in your chosen book. What is the author’s 

primary argument? What secondary arguments do they make?  

2. Assess, with reference to at least 3-4 relevant further readings, the strengths and 

weaknesses of these arguments. Do other sources of evidence support or challenge 

them? How convincing are these different accounts? Does the wider literature 

suggest the author has missed any key points? To what extent does the author’s 

political viewpoint (see below) affect how they use evidence and the types of 
argument they make? 

3. Discuss what your chosen book tells you about contemporary British politics, and in 

particular about this module’s core themes of power and legitimacy. Where does 

power lie? Who has power and how did they get it? What explains the distribution 

of power?  

 

Note: Thanks to the nature of the subject matter covered in this part of the module, many 

(though not all) of the below texts have a left-leaning political slant. If we did this for the 

second half of the module, it would probably be the other way around. In any event, you 

may or may not share the political positions taken by your chosen author. The key thing is 

to try to analyze their arguments as objectively as you can, while recognizing that they are 

speaking from a particular perspective with a particular audience in mind. Do some research 

on who your author is – what prejudices might you expect them to hold? How does that 

affect how you read their writing? 

 

I am categorically not asking you to accept any political stance uncritically. I would like you 

to comment on whether you think your chosen author’s political views have clouded their 

judgement – this is where drawing on academic research can be helpful. Think about to 

what extent your author is making an argument rather than presenting all the evidence. 

Think, also, about what the shortcomings of their argument are – especially if you are 

sympathetic towards their position.  

 

Finally, I should warn that some of these texts (again, not all of them) discuss issues that 

some individuals may find personally upsetting. If you are concerned and would like guidance 

on texts to avoid, please contact (in confidence) the module convenor.  

 

  



20 

 

Books to review (pick one): 

 

Author Title and publisher 

Akala Natives: Race and Class in the Ruins of Empire (London: Two Roads 

Books, 2018) 

Bates, Laura Everyday Sexism (London: Simon & Schuster, 2015) 

Bloodworth, James Hired: Six Months Undercover in Low-Wage Britain (London: Atlantic 

Books, 2018) 

Eddo-Lodge, Reni Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race (London: 

Bloombsury, 2017) 

Ferguson, Niall Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World (London: Penguin, 2003) 

Goodhart, David The Road to Somewhere: The New Tribes Shaping British Politics 

(London: Penguin, 2017) 

Hirsch, Afua Brit(ish) (London: Jonathan Cape, 2018) 

Kwarteng, Kwasi Ghosts of Empire (London: Bloomsbury, 2012) 

Savage, Mike Social Class in the 21st Century (London: Penguin, 2015) 

Shukla, Nikesh The Good Immigrant (London: Unbound, 2016) 
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Assignment 2: Research Essay (60% of module grade) 

 

Write a 2,000 word essay answering one of the below questions, supporting your analysis 

using the recommended further reading. 

 

1. How significant is the UK’s imperial history to its contemporary politics? 

2. Does it matter whether MPs come from the same ethnic groups as their 

constituents? 

3. Is there a ‘gender problem’ in British politics? 

4. What does the British ‘ruling class’ look like? 

5. “Neither truly constitutional, nor a real monarchy”. To what extent does this 

statement accurately describe the British political system? 

6. Is the Prime Minister the master of parliament, or its servant? 

7. How important are constitutional conventions in Britain? 

8. Does the UK electoral system work? 

 
In writing your essay, make sure you do the following: 

 

1. Answer the question clearly, directly and unambiguously, ideally in your opening 

sentence. For example, question 4 is a ‘yes/no’ question. Is your answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’? 

Make it obvious.  

2. Define your terms. In question 8, for example, what does ‘work’ mean?  

3. Show that you have considered other possible answers before reaching your final 

position. What are their strengths? What are their weaknesses? Why, on balance, 

did you choose your position and reject the alternative options? 

4. Draw on relevant further readings to support your analysis. Aim to discuss 4-5 

further readings over the course of your essay. Focus, again, on the strengths and 

weaknesses of the arguments the authors make, and on showing how their 

arguments support your own analysis. 

5. Give specific empirical examples (e.g. what happened? When did it happen? How 

does that support what you are saying?) that back up your arguments.  

6. Write short, active, specific sentences.  

7. Reference all quotations properly. We examine all submitted work using plagiarism-

detection software called Turnitin. It is very good. If you copy material from 

elsewhere (another student, published academic work, a random website) it will be 

obvious and you will get a bad mark. 

8. Submit on time. There’s no way you’ll gain more than 5 marks by spending an extra 

24 hours writing, so there’s no point losing 5 marks by submitting late. If you have 

extenuating circumstances (illness, difficulties at home, etc.) make sure you get 

documentation and speak to the SPIR office about an extension. It’s also worth 

letting your seminar tutor know.  

 

 

 


