CITIZENS, SOCIETY, AND THE STATE

In many ways, Britain is a homogeneous culture. English is spoken by virtually all British citizens, and only
about 5% of Britain’s 60 million people are ethnic minorities. For much of British history, the major social
cleavages that shape the way the political system worked were based on multi-national identities, social
class distinctions, and the Protestant/Catholic split in Northern Ireland. In recent years a major cleavage has
developed based on race and ethnicity, with tensions regarding Muslim minorities increasing, as evidenced
in race riots in May 2001 in the northern town of Oldham, and similar disturbances in Burnley, Leeds, and
Bradford a few weeks later. In more recent years, terrorist activities have deepened the divisions, a situation
that many advanced democracies of Europe and North America have faced.

MULTI-NATIONAL IDENTITIES

The “United Kingdom” evolved from four different nations: England, Wales, Scotland, and part of Ireland.
England consists of the southern 2/3 of the island, and until the 16" century, did not rule any of the other
lands. By the 18" century, England ruled the entire island, and became known as “Great Britain.” In the
early 20" century, Northern Ireland was added, creating the “United Kingdom.” These old kingdoms still
have strong national identities that greatly impact the British political system.

e England — The largest region of Great Britain is England, which also contains the majority of the
population. Throughout most of the history of the British Isles, the English have dominated other
nationalities, and they still have a disproportionate share of political power. Today the challenge is to
integrate the nationalities into the country as a whole, but at the same time allow them to keep their
old identities.



62 ADVANCED DEMOCRACIES

e Wales — west of England — became subject to the English king in the 16" century, and has remained
so till the present. Modern Welsh pride is reflected in the flag — the Plaid Cymru — and in the fact
that the language is still alive and currently being taught in some Welsh schools. Even though Wales
accepted English authority long ago, some resentment remains, as well as some feelings of being

exploited by their richer neighbors.

e Scotland — For many years the Scots resisted British rule, and existed as a separate country until the
early 1600s. Ironically, Scotland was not joined to England through conquest, but through intermar-
riage of the royalty. When Queen Elizabeth I died without an heir in 1603, the English throne went 0
her nephew James I, who also happened to be king of Scotland. A century later both countries agreed
to a single Parliament in London. However, Scots still have a strong national identity, and tend to

think of themselves as being very different from the English. The Scots too have their own national

flag, and the Scottish Parliament has recently been revived.

e Northern Ireland — England and Ireland have a long history of arguing about religion. After Oliver
Cromwell won the English Civil War in the mid 17" century, he tried to impose Protestantism on
staunchly Catholic Ireland to no avail. English claims to Irish lands were settled shortly after World
War I ended, when Ireland was granted home rule, with the exception of its northeast corner, where
Protestants outnumbered Catholics by about 60% to 40%. Home rule came largely because of pres-
sure from the Irish Republican Army (the IRA), who used guerilla warfare tactics to convince the
British to allow Irish independence. Finally, in 1949, the bulk of Ireland became a totally indepen-
dent country, and Northern Ireland has remained under British rule, but not without a great deal of

conflict between Protestants and Catholics.
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The British Settlement with Ireland, 1922. In December 1922, after intense guerilla warfare in Ireland, the Irish parliament sitting in
Dublin proclaimed the existence of the Irish Free State, a self-governing dominion which included all of Ireland except the six northern
counties of Ulster, where Protestants outnumbered Catholics by about 60% to 40%. These counties formed Northern Ireland, which still

sent representatives to the British Parliament.






