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‘I have a dream . . .’ – the most famous line in perhaps the most famous political speech ever made. Even if most people (me included) cannot recite the rest of the speech, most people know that Martin Luther King Jr spoke those words, and we know the central role he played in making the dream come true, as Black Americans finally won civil rights, including the precious right to vote.

Martin Luther King Jr gave his life to his cause, assassinated aged just 39 by a racist murderer determined he shouldn’t succeed. I was 11 years old, and his death is one of my earliest political memories. Barack Obama was not even born, yet when he was elected America’s first Black President in 2008, he acknowledged the role Martin Luther King Jr and various Civil Rights activists played in getting him there. And King’s memory is celebrated in the US every year with a national holiday. Legacy!

I didn’t have the same experiences as King. But his speech inspired me to dream about how I wanted to be part of making the world a better place. 

I want this book to play a part in firing you up to appreciate why politics matters, the differences for good and bad that it can make, why it can be fun . . . and above all, why it affects us all – whether we realise it or not.

To get this country’s politics in better shape, you will need to play a part. That means, at a minimum, being interested. Better still, being engaged and involved. Best of all, thinking about whether the political path might be one that YOU want to take. I hope this book helps you understand what that might mean, and why it matters.

In fact, I hope that one day in the future, the person who is then Prime Minister of the UK posts a photo of a dog-eared copy of this book on an app that does not yet exist, with the comment: ‘This is the book that inspired me to get into politics.’ Why not? Someone must be Prime Minister and I am telling you . . . whoever you are, wherever you live, whatever your background, maybe it could be you.





ARE YOU READY TO TALK POLITICS? 
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‘POLITICS ARE TOO SERIOUS A MATTER TO BE LEFT TO THE POLITICIANS.’

CHARLES DE GAULLE, FORMER PRESIDENT OF FRANCE, RESPONDING TO FORMER BRITISH PRIME MINISTER CLEMENT ATTLEE’S OBSERVATION THAT ‘DE GAULLE IS A VERY GOOD SOLDIER AND A VERY BAD POLITICIAN’.
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CHAPTER 1
 
POLITICS MATTERS

WHAT IS POLITICS?

Politics means different things to different people. I covered politics as a journalist for a decade, then worked in politics on the frontline for another decade as spokesman and strategist for Tony Blair, who was Prime Minister between 1997 and 2007. I have never stood to be an elected politician myself – the time was never right, either because I was doing another job in politics at that moment, or because of other pressures in my life. But I have done a mix of politics and media ever since, and the way I define politics is:

POLITICS IS HOW PEOPLE AND COMMUNITIES MAKE THE DECISIONS THAT AFFECT THE ISSUES OF CONCERN TO THEM.

That is a broad definition. With good reason. Because there are many ways of people and communities coming together; many different important issues to discuss; and many ways of reaching decisions.

WHERE DID THE WORD ‘POLITICS’ COME FROM?

We can thank the Greek philosopher Aristotle. He was born in 384BCE – almost 2,500 years ago – and one of his most important works, Politiká, addressed different approaches to government. 

WHAT IS A GOVERNMENT?

There are many kinds of government, and different systems of democracy, which I shall discuss later, but generally when we speak of ‘the government’ we mean the people who are responsible for running a country, and the systems on which they rely to do so.
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WHY SHOULD WE CARE ABOUT POLITICS?

The decisions made in politics have an impact on us, whether we like it or not. So surely it makes sense to try to have a say in those decisions, to try to have an influence on them? We can’t all be Prime Minister. But we can all play a part in politics. I want to help you work out what that might mean for you. 

POLITICS AFFECTS US ALL

If I listed all of the things that are decided by politicians, and especially by the government, I would need a lot more than these two pages. I’d need whole books. But here are a few of the big issues you might care about, and where politics plays a major role.

EDUCATION
 

	How much money is spent on schools.

	What and how you learn.

	How much you should pay for university.

	How much teachers earn.



ENVIRONMENT


	How to keep air, seas and rivers clean.

	How to meet climate targets to help the planet.



HEALTH AND WELFARE


	How many doctors and nurses there are and how much they are paid.

	Whether to invest in new hospitals and treatments.



ECONOMY


	How much money the country borrows.

	How high taxes are.



WORK


	Rights at work and help getting work.

	How to make work pay better than benefits.



DEFENCE


	How big the army, navy and air force are.

	Whether to go to war.



LAW AND ORDER


	How to prevent and punish crime.

	How many police we need.



HOUSING


	How to help people with nowhere to live.

	How many new houses we need and where to build them.



CULTURE


	How much to invest in theatres, libraries, museums and sport, and make them accessible.



TRANSPORT


	How much it costs to use trains and buses.

	Where roads, railways and airports are built.





[image: No image description]

[image: No image description]

INTERVIEW 
METE COBAN MBE

Mete Coban, CEO of My Life My Say (a youth-led movement encouraging young people to get fully involved in democracy and get every single young person voting)

WHAT GOT YOU INTERESTED IN POLITICS?

In my teens, my local youth club on our council estate was shut down after 35 years. It was like a second home for me and many of my friends. It was a shock to everyone, and no one in power lifted a finger. The whole estate felt powerless. That moment made me realise that unless people who look and sound like me get involved in politics, no one will be there to voice the views of my community. I’ve been a political activist ever since and became a councillor at 21.

DO YOU WANT TO BE AN MP?

One day, yes. I founded My Life My Say when I was 20 because I wanted to bring about change for those who feel voiceless. I ran to be a councillor because I wanted to support my community. Entering politics at a national level would let me do all that and more.

DO YOU UNDERSTAND WHY SOME YOUNG PEOPLE HAVE LOST FAITH IN THE SYSTEM?

Yes, there is a lot to be angry about. But not engaging in the system only helps those who want young people to stay away from politics. The more young people say politics doesn’t matter, the less the politicians will care what they think. They listen to pensioners, that’s for sure!

WHAT DO YOU SAY TO YOUNG PEOPLE WHO SAY THEIR OPINION DOESN’T MATTER?

That it can, and it will if you decide that it will, and it won’t if you turn away. Because if you don’t do politics, politics will do you. Housing, work, education, climate, whatever issues a young person cares about, politics is at the heart of them all, so everyone should try to have a say.

HOW CAN YOUNG PEOPLE GET THEIR VOICE HEARD?

At the very least, be registered to vote so that your presence is felt and politicians will have no choice but to create policies that appeal to young people. If we fail to engage, we risk leaving a few people to continue making decisions that serve their own interests, whilst the rest of us live with the consequences.

WHAT IS A POLITICIAN?

A politician is someone who works in politics, particularly if they are in an elected position.

WHAT SKILLS DO YOU NEED TO BE A POLITICIAN?

It takes all sorts of skills, but from my experience I would say you need: strong beliefs; a good work ethic; an ability to assess issues, people and situations; and an ability to make decisions. It helps if you can inspire and motivate, write and speak clearly, and be confident.
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DO YOU NEED A DEGREE TO BE A POLITICIAN?

No. I speak in lots of schools, and it is a common misconception that you need a degree, or that you must go to private school. John Major was Prime Minister from 1990 to 1997 with just three O-levels (now called GCSEs), after leaving school at 16. Winston Churchill didn’t have a degree, and he is generally considered one of the UK’s greatest ever leaders. Most Prime Ministers have been to university, though.

DO YOU NEED TO GO TO A PRIVATE SCHOOL TO BECOME PRIME MINISTER?

One private school, Eton College, has produced three times more Prime Ministers than the Labour Party has in its entire 125-year history. However, most Members of Parliament (MPs) went to state schools. Don’t be fooled because you have seen so many in recent years who were privately educated: Boris Johnson, David Cameron and Jacob Rees-Mogg (all Eton), Rishi Sunak (Winchester) and Jeremy Hunt (Charterhouse).

IS IT JUST CONSERVATIVES WHO WENT TO PRIVATE SCHOOLS?

No. Labour Prime Ministers Tony Blair and Clement Attlee (who beat Churchill in the first election after World War II, and whose government founded the National Health Service (NHS) and the Welfare State – see page 66) went to private schools. However, several Labour leaders have been from a working-class background and went to state schools.
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THE GREAT THING ABOUT POLITICS IS THAT YOU REALLY WILL FIND PEOPLE FROM A RANGE OF BACKGROUNDS.
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HAS POLITICS ALWAYS EXISTED?

If you take my definition – how people and communities make decisions that affect the issues of concern to them – then

HOW HAS POLITICS CHANGED?



WHAT IS A PERFECT POLITICAL SYSTEM?
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WHAT IS DEMOCRACY?
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WHEN DID DEMOCRACY START?



WHY IS DEMOCRACY IMPORTANT?


ARE THERE ANY DOWNSIDES TO DEMOCRACY?
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	It is slower to make decisions and pass laws.

	It is harder to plan for the long term because the election cycle keeps coming round.

	People can be poorly informed about the parties and their policies, and media bias and manipulation can make things worse.



HOW DOES THE MEDIA WORK IN A DEMOCRACY?


WHEN DID DEMOCRACY BEGIN IN BRITAIN?


WHO WERE THE SUFFRAGETTES?


HOW DID THEY CAMPAIGN?


DID THEY WIN?


WHY IS POLITICS EXCITING?
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