‘Is it reasonable to describe the modern UK as a fully democratic state?’
Introduction: What is democracy and its history in Britain
Britain is a nation with a double-barrelled government system, a representational democracy and a largely dormant constitutional monarchy. But what extent is the UK a democratic state? In this essay I will be exploring elements within modern UK politics that may lower the democratic ‘value’ of the UK. I should state the definitions of these forms of government that I intend to use in this essay: 1) democracy, according to the chambers dictionary (1999:431) is when the supreme power lies in the people, whether that be through the people themselves or officers voted in to represent them. Representational democracy is the latter in which the public votes for local MPs to represent their interests in parliament (Britpolitics no date). 2) A monarchy on the other hand is a sole head of state, usually if not always an inherited title (p.1039), with a constitutional monarchy involving a monarch who must abide by a constitution – written or not (BML 2014).
Before delving into the extent of democracy in Britain, we must first face the historical context of democracy in Britain. For the majority of our past, we have been a monarchy – the land being entwined with King Arthur, not Prime Minister Arthur. Since Boudica of the Iceni, to Æthelstan, to Elizabeth I and Victoria, we have been defined by our monarchs. Even today, Britain still has a royal family with global acclaim. With such a historical and cultural tie with monarchy, how did we eventually become a democracy? 
It is tempting to ascribe these traits to Athenian democracy or the Roman republic – however these examples were barely prototypes of the democracy we are familiar with; voting power was reserved for free citizen men only (Orrieux & Pantel 1995:153-154, Beard 2015:188). Alternatively, some would argue that it was the Magna Carta (1215) that marked the first emergence of democracy in Britain (MCT 2011, Eleftheriou-Smith 2015). I would argue that it was more a feudal reformation than a democratic innovation; it has far more ancestry with our constitutional monarchy than our present democracy. It should also be noted that Kings of the time were expected to act in a just and rational manner and that to act against the people would brand a ruler a tyrant (Jones 2004). Perhaps the peasants revolt in 1381 could be considered a step to democracy (The History Classroom no date), but the trust the peasants had in the young King Richard II and his efforts to curb the Barons war-profiteering shows the revolt to be another feudal reform (Jones 2004) – this time the barons being put into check by the king, whereas the Magna Carta was almost the direct opposite. Instead of looking for the roots of democracy in completely different worlds to ours, let us instead jump to the 18th century and onwards, where we can see the beginnings of democracy. Though it began in the late 1700s, the slavery abolition movement reached peak momentum in the onset of the 19th century and would contribute to the notion of egalitarianism with such rallying cries of “Am I not a man and a brother?” (Kaye 2011). The French Revolution (late 1700s) would itself plant the ideas of populist representation, leading to the influential Rights of Man by Thomas Paine (Mather 2014, Paine 2017). The path to democracy in Britain was certainly less bloody than the French Revolution, but that does not mean there was not struggle and tragedy. One such tragedy was the Peterloo Massacre (Manchester, 1819), in which pro-representational/pro-democratic protesters were attacked by armed veterans of the Napoleonic Wars (The PMC 2019). The great charter reforms in the mid-1800s were arguably the beginning of modern democracy and although the Chartists initially failed, they would set an unstoppable momentum for male suffrage across the nation (Roberts 2011, Living Heritage no date) – its literal sister movement would also find its footing soon after in the late 19th century. Just like the movement for universal male suffrage, the suffragettes initially met great challenges, but the role of women in the crucial war industry of World War 1 finally gave that last push towards universal suffrage for all (Palmowski 1997:587).
First past the post: Obsolete relic or logistic reality?
Currently in British democratic procedure, we use ‘first past the post’ as the system of determining won seats in general elections (ERS 2017). This has been criticised as a hindrance to democracy by Channel 4 News’ video ‘Is Britain REALLY democratic’ (2017), their argument being that as all a party needs to do to win a seat is simply have a majority vote, leading to wasted votes, which in turn may coerce some voters into strategic voting – is it really the will of the people if they are funnelled into voting for the strongest parties? It is well noted that Britain is largely alone in this this mechanic, with much of the democratic world mostly using proportional representation (Channel 4 News 2017, ERS 2017). As with all alternatives, there are always going to problems that accompany the advantages. Proportional representation may lead to fewer majorities for all parties and more coalitions, as well as increased upkeep in political spending (Times Colonist 2016). This may be more appealing to some as it creates a more balanced and ideologically diverse governmental body, but it is important to remember that if the legs of a starfish were to move in opposite directions the body would tear apart; proportional representation may result in more rifts in parliament and with greater consequences.
Of course, the best way to determine whether ‘first past the post’ makes the UK less democratic is with democracy itself: polls seem to indicate that proportional representation is rising in popularity (Make Votes Matter 2017, Stone 2015). It is to be stressed, however, that to change one thing will often require the changing of other elements to accommodate. Such changes could be the re-evaluation of what is counted as a majority, or even the redrawing of whole constituencies.
Compulsory Purchase: Public works at the expense of individual or communal sovereignty? 
Though known by different names and legal procedures (eminent domain, expropriation, land acquisition) compulsory purchase is a worldwide legal phenomenon that involves the lawful acquisition of land by the government. The land must be deemed in the interest of the public and (in UK law) the property owner(s) must be compensated (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2004). This may seem like a necessary sacrifice for the whole to live in comfort, but it is all too easy to apply the vague term of ‘public interest’ without really considering what it actually means for those who lose much more than can be replaced with a lump sum. 
The greatest example of the undemocratic nature of compulsory purchase was the flooding of Tryweryn Valley. A tense moment in Welsh-English relations as Liverpool claimed the need for a water reservoir, and it had not been the first time an English city had made such claims (Fisk no date). There was clear push back from the Capel Celyn community, with near unanimous opposition from Welsh MPs at the time (Shipton 2015, Lloyd 2015). Whether the city did need the water or that the compensation was adequate is not the point of discussion today; Capel Celyn’s desire to keep their land was ignored to the point of major concern, and could be equitable to the mass displacement of indigenous groups in the Americas during the 1800s. If democracy in the modern UK is meant to represent vulnerable groups, then it has certainly been hindered by compulsory purchase as seen in the fight for Tryweryn Valley. 
Ultimately, there will be projects that are genuinely needed by large groups of the public, and it could be argued that it would be undemocratic to ignore the needs of the greater public for the sake of smaller groups. However, this begs the question of who made the claim on the Tryweryn Valley, the desperately parched citizens of Liverpool or the council advised by third party industries (Shipton 2015)? Herein lies the threat that compulsory purchase has on democracy, its weakness to corruption. Something that should be executed on a ‘need to have’ basis is at great risk of becoming ‘want to have’; is the layman going to take it any further than accepting it for part of ‘the greater good’? Japan on the other hand has some of the most relaxed compulsory purchase laws when compared to other nations such as the UK. Though German (2010) argues that Japan’s compulsory purchase laws are a too weak, I argue that the UK should adopt a similar standpoint; after all, how can a nation be called democratic if the people cannot choose to live in legally owed property?
The unelected in a democratic world: The Monarchy and The Lords 
It is not surprising that the most common topic on the extent of British democracy should be the unelected roles in government. Arguably they are dregs of an old system that directly opposes the principles of modern democracy. The House of Lords seems as though they could be fitted into this undemocratic bracket of British government, after all they have the power to write laws and block/veto bills from the house of commons all while being unelected into their positions (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2020, Parliament no date). In an interview with Channel 4 News, the Earl of Selborne gave an interesting counter perspective (Channel 4 News 2019): though he took quite a middle-ground stance on the House of Lords, he made a good point that lords, unlike House of Commons MPs, do not have to worry about re-elections and gaining votes. This allows them much more freedom to tackle issues that may be unpopular in the voting sphere. This echoes back to a fable of Socrates about democracy: the doctor, who harms the patient for the benefit of their health and the sweet seller, who gives treats in exchange for votes (The Book of Life no date). Ultimately this speaks for the justification of the House of Lords in that we want laws to be written not for the pleasure of the nation, but for the good of it. It could even be said that the House of Lords could benefit democracy in this way, as some disadvantaged groups could appeal to a Lord to represent them in the way a ‘sweet seller’ MP may avoid doing. This is admittedly a hypothetical scenario, and it would be disingenuous to claim that the House of Lords does not have some troubling tendencies – most notably expenses scandals (Channel 4 News 2019).
We now move onto the monarchy in Britain, which perhaps seems like the highest antithesis to democracy. After all, how could ultimate power rest with the people and with a monarch at the same time. In an interesting article by Philip Blond (2010), he suggests that the mixing of power between a monarchy and democracy helps stabilise both systems. He continues to say that nations with both systems tend to be more successful and wealthier than nations that do not. Blond also draws the connection that the rise of Fascist and Communist dictatorships coincided with nations that had removed their monarchies. This said, it is important to understand that this is not always the case: Spain’s monarchy is infamous for its history of corruption charges (ACN Madrid 2018), and it would be naïve to suggest that Britain’s monarchy is immune to similar abuses of power – at the time of writing Prince Andrew is currently facing controversy over sexual abuse charges (BBC 2019). Ultimately, we must also not forget that democracies can also become corrupt and being less or more democratic does not mean that a country is less or more vulnerable to corruption.
Concluding discussion
Is it reasonable to describe the modern UK as a fully democratic state? For this to be even considered we must first understand the high subjective and diverse nature of democracy; for one voter, a policy may be just, for another it may be a step towards tyranny. Is it even possible to become fully democratic? It is already nigh impossible to meet this on a subjective level with every citizen, but what costs and turbulence would we face should we change even a small element of UK society and government? As discussed with the possible replacement of ‘first past the post’, what that may mean for the future of democratic processes in the UK. Perhaps this may even weaken UK democracy in an unexpected way; change does not come without (possibly unnecessary) compromise. While on the topic of compromise, when it comes to compulsory purchase, there seems to be very little compromise on behalf on the law when it comes to the forceful acquisition and inherent displacement of people. This could easily be considered extremely undemocratic as seen in the case study of Tryweryn Valley, but also raises questions as to whether the modern UK is a fully capitalist state, as this is a clear opposition to private property rights. Oppositions and paradoxes may not always be a negative occurrence either, as the unelected positions of the Royal Family and the House of Lords could well be the counterweight for the political public and the House of Commons. Not forgetting, of course, the possibility of abuses of power and capitol within these unelected elements. 
Where does this leave the debate? It is important to recall Harold Macmillian’s quote “You’ve never had it so good”. As broad a statement as it is, it can apply to this debate that in terms of quality of life and stability, Britain holds a high position – perhaps this is due to our current system? To be fully democratic (if it is possible) may not be the ideal that we so highly hold. For example, Australia is perhaps more democratic by implementing compulsory voting (Evans 2006) by adding more power to the public (whether they like it or not). At the same time, what right does the state have to impose any penalty on exercising personal sovereignty? Instead of giving a fine (no matter how small) the UK could instead give a small incentive (no matter how small) for voting, increasing the democratic power of the public while not infringing on individual sovereignty. It is also unwise to think about democracy as an inherent good, perhaps it is a trait that is born from ‘western’ bias. A critical Brule Sioux folk story points out that “Whoever wins, we Indians always lose” (Deer 1984:403) and compares elections to dogs smelling each other’s rears (Deer 1984:403-404). The ancient Maya lived in an extremely hierarchal society and yet, their culture lasted far longer than any democracy, both old and new – a telling sign of a stable culture (Lucero 1999:213)? Orwellianism, of which is often (and rightly) associated with the Communist Regimes of the USSR and Mao’s China did raise its head in the US in the form of McCarthyism (History.com Editors 2009); British cultural figures including John Cleese and Steven Fry both warn that rising enforcement of political correctness may also lead to an Orwellian society (Big Think 2016, The Rubin Report 2016). This topic is worthy of a debate in of itself. 
Though an interesting and worthwhile topic, rather than asking whether the modern UK can be considered a fully democratic state, what is more important in my opinion is asking whether the modern UK is a fully liberal society; where there are free societies, healthy democracies follow. 
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