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Since 1997 British society has undergone a major transition, the long term consequences of which 
are still unclear. The victory of the Labour Party in the general election of May 1997 ended an 
eighteen year period of Conservative rule which had dramatically changed the political landscape. In 
the final Conservative parliament (1992-97) a long series of economic and political crises eroded the 
government’s popularity, leading eventually to the party being buried under Labour’s landslide 
victory. Labour had an unprecedented three terms in office, albeit with a steady erosion of its 
majority over its thirteen years in office. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the financial crisis of 
2008 and the MP’s expenses scandal (even though it affected all parties) continued to undermine the 
government’s standing with the public.  
 
In May 2010 the Labour government was defeated, but no party gained an overall majority. After a 
period of intense speculation and negotiation the Conservative Party, which had the most seats, 
formed a government in coalition with the Liberal Democrats. In May 2015, against all expectations 
the Conservative Party won a narrow overall majority. Since then, two other political developments 
have transformed the political landscape and led to a period of great and continuing turmoil. First, 
the Scottish National Party, which had lost a referendum on Scottish independence in September 
2014, won a huge majority in Scotland, virtually eliminating all its rivals. Secondly, against the 
recommendation of the Prime Minister and his closest cabinet colleagues, in June 2016 the British 
electorate voted in a referendum to leave the EU. The aftermath saw the Prime Minister resign, the 
formation of a new Conservative administration under the former Home Secretary Theresa May, and 
mass resignations from the shadow cabinet, many of whom blamed their leader, Jeremy Corbyn for 
the referendum result. The current state of British politics is even more confused than this outline 
suggests: In order to strengthen her hand in the negotiations with the EU, Mrs May called a snap 
election in June 2017 expecting to win a landslide majority. But she ran a disastrous campaign, while 
Jeremy Corbyn proved an excellent campaigner. The Conservatives lost their overall majority and 
are currently governing with the help of the 10 MPs from the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) of 
Northern Ireland. 
 
Meanwhile, the Brexit negotiations, which are due to end in March 2019, are going very slowly and 
it is still too early to predict with any certainty what the long term consequences of the Brexit vote 
will be, even if the minority Conservative government hangs onto power which is by no means 
certain. Since the two regions where the majority were in favour of remaining in the EU were 
Scotland and Northern Ireland, it is not completely beyond the bounds of imagination that it could 
lead eventually on the one hand to the break-up of the United Kingdom and on the other to the 
unification of Ireland. 
 
This course this semester will start by examining how Britain is governed, both formally and 
informally, and then go on to discuss the key relationships: Britain and its constituent parts 
(England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland); Britain and Europe; Britain and the United States; 
and Britain and the wider world. So far as is possible, in order to encourage participation, 
discussions will be organized in a way which will compare government and society in Britain and 



the United States. Since the alienation from conventional politics that the Brexit vote and the 
election of Donald Trump as President seem to portend, this should not be difficult. 
 
Although this is a seminar not a lecture course, I will start, at least for the first few sessions, with an  
introduction of the broad topic after which students will give short presentations (no more than 30 
minutes) on topics chosen from the list below. A discussion will then follow in which students are 
required to contribute actively. The papers can either be developed from one of your presentations or 
on a relevant topic to be agreed in advance. 
 
Topics 
 
1. Introduction – looking at Britain from the United States. 
 
Part I: An overview of the British political system 
 
2. The British Political System. Discussion question: What are the arguments for and against 
combining the executive and legislature in the British system and the division of powers in the 
American? 
 
3. British political culture: ideology and pragmatism. Discussion question: What are the main 
similarities and differences between British and American political culture. 
 
4 The political agenda in Britain and the United States. Discussion question: What determines 
political priorities in Britain and the United States? Are there important differences? 
 
5 The major political parties in the UK and the US. Discussion questions: Is there a crisis of 
democracy in both countries. If so what is its nature and does it have similar or different causes and 
consequences for British and American society? 
 
Part II issues and relationships 
 
6. The Crisis of the Welfare State. Discussion question: Why is the British Welfare state said to be in 
crisis and why is health reform such a political minefield in the United States 
 
7. Multiculturalism, immigration and security in Britain and the US. Discussion question: Both the 
UK and the US claim to be multicultural nations. Is this claim credible and what are its political and 
social implications?  
 
8. The state of the Union. Discussion questions: What are the implications of the Scottish 
referendum for the rest of the UK and Northern Ireland? And what are the prospects for Irish 
unification? 
 
9. Britain and the United States: a Special Relationship? Discussion question: Is it real or imagined? 
 
10. Britain and Europe: deepening or widening? Discussion question: Is a United States of Europe 
inevitable? What are the implications of Brexit likely to be for Britain and for the EU? 
 



11. Britain and the wider world: post-imperial relations. Discussion question: Does the decline and 
fall of the British Empire have any lessons for the United States? 
 
 
Readings 
Amongst the books that you will find most useful are:  
 Patrick Dunleavy et al. - Developments in British Politics 8 (2006) 

Peter Hennessy - The Hidden Wiring: unearthing the British constitution (1996)  
Peter Hennessy, Distilling the Frenzy, Writing the History of One’s Own Times (2012) 
Bill Jones and Philip Norton – Politics UK (7th ed., 2010) 
Andrew Marr - A History of Modern Britain (2007) 
Tony Judt – Ill Fares the Land: a treatise on our present discontents. (2010) 
 

 
Term papers 
 
The mid- term paper is due on: 
The final paper is due on: 
 


