54 ADVANCED DEMOCRACIES

GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS IN BRITAIN

GREAT BRITAIN OR LITTLE ENGLAND?

Britain clearly has had one of the most influential and powerful political systems in world history. It wasl
first country in Europe to develop a limited monarchy, achieved gradually so as to maintain stability. Mode
democratic institutions and modern industrialization have their roots in English soil, and English influend
spread all over the world during the 18 and 19" centuries throughout a far-flung empire. At the begirmi‘

of the 20" century, Britain was undoubtedly the most powerful country in the world. Truly the name “Gre
Britain™ applies to its many accomplishments.

Yet many British subjects refer to their homeland affectionately as “Little England.” Perhaps there is some
thing of the “David and Goliath” appeal — the little island that conquered the world! At any rate, the ty
names aptly define Britain’s dilemma in the early years of the 21 century. As a precursor in the developme
of modern democracy, industrialization, and imperialism, it is now a model in the art of growing old grace
fully. Britain has lost much of its empire and has slipped out of the front rank of the economies of westel
Europe, and yet the country is still a major player in world politics.

The world watches as Britain helps define the meaning of progress. Perhaps it is not unilateral — onwar
ever, backward never. Instead, Britain is adjusting to its new reality as one European country among manj
and yet the nation’s influence remains strong. Many believe that regeneration is in the making — politically
economically, and socially — despite the challenges presented by the recent global economic recession.

SOVEREIGNTY, AUTHORITY, AND POWER

Great Britain has the oldest democratic tradition of any country in the world, and as a result, has many sou ¢
es of authority and power that provide stability and legitimacy. This section is divided into three parts:

e Social Compacts and Constitutionalism

e Historical Evolution of National Political Traditions

e Political Culture

SOCIAL COMPACTS AND CONSTITUTIONALISM

The legitimacy of the government has developed gradually, so that today tradition is a primary source d
stability. Like so many other advanced democracies in Europe, traditional legitimacy for many years wa
based on the belief that an hereditary ruling family had the right to rule. Although the tradition includesg
monarchy, the limitation of the king’s power began early, until the power of Parliament gradually eclipse
that of the king by the end of the 17" century. Today most British citizens accept democracy as a basic cont
ponent of their government. With the notable exception of Protestant/Catholic conflicts in Northern Ireland
most British citizens accept a church/state relationship in which the church does not challenge the authori‘.
of the government.

Ironically, the country that influenced the development of so many other modern democracies has never ha
a written constitution as such. Instead, the “constitution” has evolved over time, with important documents
common law, and customs combining to form what is often called the “Constitution of the Crown.”






