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Preface

In preparing a new edition of this little book, I have taken the opportunity not just to bring it up to date, adding and deleting material in every chapter, but also to review and revise some of the judgements I make in the light of new developments and changing political circumstances. The concluding chapter is entirely new and offers an assessment of the contemporary condition—and future prospects—of British politics.

When I wrote the first edition of this book I was a Member of Parliament, having previously been a political academic. In writing this new edition I am no longer a Member of Parliament, but I am again (at least in part) a political academic. I hope the combination of theory and practice—the academic and the practical—is reflected in this account of British politics. That, at least, has been my aim.

Tony Wright
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Chapter 1
The Britishness of British politics

British people would defend to the death the right of a worker to withdraw his labour, but they draw the line at strikes.

(Michael Frayn)

Try this game. You have to fill in the blank.

French wine

Italian food

German cars

British—

Not easy, is it? One of my children suggested ‘humour’, but that could scarcely be a British gift to the world if nobody else can understand the joke. Another came up with ‘language’, which would be the obvious candidate except for the fact that it is not English but British that we are talking about (a characteristic confusion that it will be necessary to say something more about shortly). So (as my children put it) what’s the clever-clog answer then?

There is a good case to be made for ‘politics’ or ‘government’. This is not an original answer. Indeed it has long been held (not least by the British) that Britain has displayed a particular approach to politics that has offered lessons to the world in making government work. ‘This country’s distinctive contribution to civilisation’, proclaimed the Daily Telegraph not so very long ago, ‘has been the development of stable institutions of representative government’ (19 December 1997). There is plenty to unpick in such a statement (which country precisely? what kind of stability? does representative mean democratic?), but it faithfully echoes a long line of such judgements about the political genius and blessings of the British.

These judgements have been delivered by domestic voices and by foreign observers; by rhetorical politicians and by dispassionate scholars; and by radicals and conservatives. A quick sample might include the following. In 1865 the radical John Bright famously described the country as the ‘Mother of Parliaments’. At the end of the Second World War, Prime Minister Winston Churchill told the House of Commons:

If it be true, as has been said, that every country gets the form of government it deserves, we may certainly flatter ourselves. The wisdom of our ancestors has led us to an envied and enviable situation. We have the strongest Parliament in the world. We have the oldest, the most famous, the most secure, the most serviceable monarchy in the world. King and Parliament both rest safely and solidly upon the will of the people expressed by free and fair election on the basis of universal suffrage. Thus the system has long worked harmoniously, both in peace and in war.

(15 May 1945)

In the 1950s André Mathiot, in his French study of British politics, described the British system as ‘an enviable model of democratic government’, while adding: ‘One can only regret that it could not possibly be transplanted to any other country.’ In their classic comparative study of democracies published in 1963, the American political scientists Almond and Verba identified Britain as the exemplar of a successful ‘civic culture’. Then, finally, there is the contemporary political scientist Richard Rose, who introduced his textbook on the politics of England (yes, England) with the observation that: ‘just as Alexis de Tocqueville travelled to America in 1831 to seek the secrets of democracy, so one might journey to England to seek the secrets of stable, representative government’.

It is not difficult to see why the ‘British model’ (as it sometimes came to be called) acquired this status. After all, compared with most other societies in Europe, Britain has enjoyed a long and remarkable history of political stability in modern times. Just to take the last hundred years, while countries like France and Germany were regularly making and unmaking their political systems under the impact of war, occupation, extremism, violence, revolution and tyranny, Britain stayed firmly on the path of parliamentary democracy. This was a remarkable achievement, especially in the turbulent circumstances of the first half of the 20th century. It merited a proper amount of self-congratulation, except from those who wanted to bring the house down.

[image: image]

1. ‘envied and enviable . . . ’: Winston Churchill eulogizes Britain’s political system (1945)

But, as ever, there is more to be said about the Britishness of British politics than this kind of comfortable summary allows for. Up until the time of the French Revolution at the end of the 18th century, it was Britain’s revolutionary history that defined its political tradition; and ‘the British had a European reputation, whether admired or abhorred, as a politically volatile people given to regicide and rebellion’ (Lively and Lively, Democracy in Britain: A Reader). In the 17th century Britain was a pretty bloody place. Nor has the modern period been without its share of turbulence and upheaval, at some moments acutely so. Indeed, in the 1970s the British model ceased to be the object of envy and emulation and came to be seen as the European basket case, the home of an adversarial kind of politics that prevented effective policy-making and brought the country to its knees. ‘One does not have to be a doom-monger’, wrote the political scientist Anthony King in 1975, ‘to sense that something is wrong with our polity as well as our economy’. This is a reminder of a larger point, that political stability of the British kind is not the same as policy success, as the post-war British economic record makes clear. The lines of connection, and disconnection, in this area are much more complex.

Then there is the Irish Question, often conveniently forgotten when the eulogies to the British polity are being composed, which has periodically brought violence and terror into a political system celebrated for its orderly continuities. From the beginning of the modern troubles in Northern Ireland in the late 1960s until the end of the 20th century, a citizen of Northern Ireland was over 200 times more likely to die from sectarian violence than a citizen of India, a chilling reminder that a very different kind of political substance is lodged within the famously well-functioning bloodstream of the British body politic. Northern Ireland is the standing exception to any generalization about modern British politics, which is why it has often been dropped from the picture altogether—until it has exploded its way in again—and why the peace process and power-sharing rooted in the historic Good Friday Agreement of 1998 still remains a work in progress.

This is just the most glaring example of a more general tendency among the British not to know about, or care about, who they are. In part, at least, this is the luxury available to a settled people. It can also be myopia, or worse. The English have always been the worst offenders, feeling no need to look beyond the end of their comfortable noses at the nature of the multinational state of which they are the overwhelmingly dominant part. This is why they have had trouble in coming to terms with devolution and have shown no desire to embrace it for themselves. But the tendency is a general one. The terms ‘England’ and ‘Britain’, and ‘Great Britain’ and ‘United Kingdom’, are constantly used and misused by people who have no idea what they mean or how they are different, or what their historical provenance is. There can scarcely have been a state in which its citizens were so hopelessly muddled about where they lived.

As the historian Norman Davies puts it, in his epic account of The Isles:

One of the most extraordinary aspects of the current scene lies in the number of citizens of the United Kingdom who do not appear to be familiar with the basic parameters of the state in which they live. They often do not know what it is called; they do not distinguish between the whole and the constituent parts; and they have never grasped the most elementary facts of its development. Confusion reigns on every hand.

A good example is accidentally provided by the American writer, Bill Bryson, in his best-selling account of his journeying around Britain. Searching for the grave of George Orwell in Nuneham Courtenay cemetery in Oxfordshire, he comes upon the grave of Asquith, who had been prime minister at the height of the British Empire in the early 20th century. Bryson is surprised that the inscription on the headstone describes Asquith as having been prime minister of England. He should not have been surprised. This is entirely typical of the prevailing confusions and elisions. The opening sentence of D. L. Keir’s standard work on The Constitutional History of Modern Britain reads: ‘Continuity has been the dominant characteristic in the development of English government’. He might have added that confusion has been the dominant characteristic in descriptions of the British polity.

Yet the confusion is the reality. It can seem merely pedantic to try to hang on to some proper distinctions and definitions. That Britain is not an island. That England (the part) is not Britain (the whole). That ‘Great Britain’ refers to England, Scotland and Wales, the single kingdom created by the Treaty of Union between England and Scotland in 1707. That the ‘United Kingdom’ refers to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, established in 1921 and ending the 1801 union of Great Britain with Ireland (the former United Kingdom). Although the state has undergone major structural transformations since 1707, in 1801 and 1921, the catch-all term ‘British’ that was invented in the 18th century has endured. It may be a word in search of a definition, but in its imprecision it has also been characteristically British.

The style guide produced by the Guardian newspaper for its journalists offers an example of an interesting attempt to traverse this conceptual bog. Here is an extract from it:

Britain/UK: These terms are synonymous, despite what you might have been told. Britain is the official short form of United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. Used as adjectives, therefore, British and UK mean the same. Great Britain, however, refers only to the mainland of England, Wales and Scotland.

Great Britain: England, Wales and Scotland. If you want to include Northern Ireland, use Britain or UK.

England: Take care not to offend by saying England or English when you mean Britain or British.

Along with its further advice on how to negotiate the linguistic and political minefields associated with ‘Ulster’ and ‘Ireland’, this probably takes us just about as far as we can usefully go on this front. It is quite enough to show that the Britishness of British politics comes laden with ambiguities. These have recently had to be confronted as devolution has unpacked one version of the United Kingdom and replaced it with another, but old habits nevertheless die hard.

Old habits are also the product of long experience. The identification of ambiguities and confusions in the British political experience should not be allowed to obscure those distinctive features which have given the political system its underlying shape and form. Many of these are buried deep in history, geography, culture, and social structure. The question of what causes what (for example, is Britain’s long history of political stability a product of its political system or is its stable political system a product of a unified society and an uninterrupted history?) is endlessly asked and perennially unanswered. The truth is that everything connects with everything else, shaping and being shaped in turn. How could it be otherwise? Fortunately, this need not detain us unduly here, except as a preface to logging some of the indispensable shaping factors in the making of British politics.

Many of these are well rehearsed and require little further embellishment. However, this does not diminish their significance, or their continuing impact. The fact of geography that separated Britain from the continental land mass of Europe meant that it was unlikely to be a ‘normal’ European power. It has had no experience of successful invasion or occupation since 1066. When the countries of Europe emerged from the Second World War with the belief that the nation state had failed, requiring new pan-European political institutions to be built, Britain believed instead that it had triumphed. It was the nation’s ‘finest hour’, when Britain had ‘stood alone’. It is impossible to understand the subsequent history of Britain’s troubled relationship with ‘Europe’ without also understanding the force of these different historical (and geographical) trajectories. It explains why Euroscepticism has been much stronger in Britain than in the rest of the EU; and why Britain has acquired its ‘awkward partner’ status.

Britain avoided other major ruptures, too; or at least got them out of the way early enough to permit several centuries of orderly political evolution and continuity. Britain knew all about religious strife and struggles over the control of the state, but believed that these had largely been settled by the end of the 17th century. In the modern period (since the French Revolution), although Britain has also felt the force of the battles over nationhood, rights, freedom, democracy, and class that have shaped the modern history of Europe, it avoided an experience of decisive rupture. Without a modern revolutionary moment, Britain was not compelled to remake its political institutions, draw up a new constitution, or decide what kind of state it wanted to be. It just went on being what it was, more or less. This might be seen as a peculiar blessing, or as a kind of curse, but it is a fundamental fact about British politics.

This is usually described in the language of adaptation and flexibility (on which more will be said in the next chapter, on the constitution). It has also been described, less pompously, as Muddling Through, or make-it-up-as-you-go-along politics, or (by Peter Hennessy) as the politics of a Back-of-the-Envelope nation. It is reflected in the visible continuity of the institutional landscape, still in the 21st century with a monarchy and a House of Lords, and in the predilection for not abolishing anything if it can be induced to mutate and evolve. New bits may be added on, but old bits are rarely taken away. This is why British politics looks so familiar, never more so than when the Queen arrives in all Her Majesty to perform the State Opening of Parliament and to read out the Gracious Speech in which she announces what ‘my’ government and ministers are intending to do. David Cameron spars with Ed Miliband across the two sword-lengths’ width of the House of Commons chamber, much as Churchill and Attlee did half a century ago, and Gladstone and Disraeli a century earlier. Even when the reality has changed, the outward appearance of British politics looks reassuringly the same.
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2. Britain, which Britain? A poster in the Second World War supplies one answer

It is always difficult to judge, at any single moment, whether a political tradition is changing its underlying character as a consequence of particular events or altered circumstances, or whether its broad continuities are still intact. British politics have regularly been described by commentators over the years as being ‘in transition’. It is a question much discussed again now. Constitutional changes are making their impact felt, along with significant shifts in Britain’s society, economy, and culture. A succession of recent crises—in Parliament, in finance, and in the media—have rocked institutions and damaged trust. The failure of the 2010 general election to produce a winning majority for any party, for the first time in the country’s post-1945 history, signalled a new political environment, just as the prospect of prolonged austerity following the financial crash represented a new economic environment. We shall have to return to what all this means for British politics in the final chapter. One thing is certain: it is much easier to identify what the ‘Britishness’ of British politics has consisted of in the past than what it might consist of now or in the future.

For example, an old examination question on British politics courses used to ask students to discuss Balfour’s remark about the British being ‘a people so fundamentally at one that they can safely afford to bicker’. This seemed to be a truisim about the British political culture, an expression of a fundamental unity that transcended differences and so enabled the political system to achieve a stable continuity. Of course, it was never quite as simple as that, but it does nevertheless identify a crucial feature of the British political experience. George Orwell put his finger on this in the 1940s when he described how ‘the proletariat of Hammersmith will not arise and massacre the bourgeoisie of Kensington: they are not different enough’. Britain (and England in particular) was exceptionally marked by its class divisions. ‘The English were the only European people who sorted themselves out by class at mealtimes’, observed A. J. P. Taylor: ‘the masses took their principal meal at midday, their betters in the evening’. But Britain was also marked by the extent of its overarching social unity. Reform, not revolution, was the watchword. Parliament, not the barricades, was the route of advance.

This unity was helped by the empire, a profoundly ‘British’ experience in which all could share. It brought the separate nations and classes of Britain under its generous wing, as people learnt to paint the world red. That is why the retreat from empire—memorably captured in US Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s remark in 1962 that ‘Great Britain has lost an Empire and has not yet found a role’—produced prolonged policy agonizing about the country’s place in the world. The common experience of war, especially the two great conflicts of the 20th century, further strengthened social unity. It was also helped by the particular nature of the demand for welfare and social justice, which framed itself in class rather than territorial terms (joining Clydeside with the Rhondda, Cockneys with Geordies), looked for ‘British’ solutions of the kind exemplified by the ‘national’ health service and found in the British Labour Party a political instrument that gave it a local idiom and integrated it into established constitutional procedures and institutions. This is a bald summary of a rich history, but it is an indispensable part of any understanding of British politics.

It is not that Britain lacks differences. These remain sharp and marked—of class, ethnicity, culture, generation, region, nation, religion, and much else—and some grow sharper; new issues appear as old ones subside; and traditional attitudes (such as deference, trust, and duty) are replaced by a sceptical questioning of authority and even a willingness to kick over the traces at times. The fragmentation of a traditional class structure has brought with it a political fragmentation. All this demands caution in making generalizations. Yet it has undoubtedly been the case, and remains so to a significant extent, that the commonality of British society has given a particular character to its politics. It has not been necessary (at least not until recently, and always with Northern Ireland as the standing exception) to structure political life around religious, ethnic, or territorial divisions, as it has often been necessary to do elsewhere. Nor is there the regionalization of political life that is common in much of Europe, with proud provincial capitals and strong regional newspapers. In Britain all political roads have traditionally led to London. People have overwhelmingly read the same newspapers, watched the same television programmes, and participated in the same ‘national’ conversation (with the BBC as a core British institution). The post-devolution row over whether the BBC’s six o’clock news bulletin should be British or Scottish brought this contested commonality into sharp relief, while devolution itself was just one indication among others that a more differentiated society would involve important consequences for the political system.

The old building blocks of Britishness may now be weakening (and in need of replacement or reinvention). The legacy of empire has produced a population that is much more diverse, giving rise to arguments about the relationship between Britishness and multiculturalism—with David Cameron attacking ‘state multiculturalism’ in a speech in 2011 and identifying it as contributing factor to extremism and Islamic terrorism—while immigration has become a potent and often toxic political issue. At the same time, devolution strengthened separate identities and threatened to take Britain apart. Perhaps this is why the popular celebration of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee in 2012, followed by national pride in the success of ‘Team GB’ in the London Olympics of that year, could feel to many like a badly needed reaffirmation of a Britishness that had become much less sure of itself than it had been sixty years earlier.

But that is to run ahead. Speculation about where British politics might be going has to wait until we have established where it has come from, and how its essential character has been formed. What is this essential character? It has been distinguished by a striking simplicity. This can be a shock to the system for those accustomed to more elaborately ordered political arrangements elsewhere. Raymond Seitz, a recent American ambassador to Britain, describes (in his Over Here) what it was like to leave the tortuous legislative process of Washington and arrive in the brutal simplicities of Westminster:

Coming from this kind of fractured, fractious federal background, an American arrives on British shores astonished to discover how unfettered a modern British government is. When I first lived here, in the mid-1970s, it took me a long time to understand that a British government, with a simple majority in the House of Commons, can do pretty much what it wants to. If the party in power can count on having one more warm body in its lobby than all the other bodies combined in the other lobby, there is nothing to prevent the government having its way. I kept looking for constitutional checks and institutional balances that could stay the will of a British government. But I could find none. In face of such arbitrary omnipotence, I could suddenly imagine myself as an American revolutionary, grabbing my flintlock from the wall above the fireplace and rushing into the forest to take a few potshots at the Redcoats.

This is often described as the British tradition of ‘strong government’. It is said to reflect both a particular history and the temper of a people. It was forged out of a state that had early on established a centralized grip on its territory, earlier and tighter than elsewhere. Even though monarchs had to learn to govern with the ‘consent’ of representatives, eventually having to settle for a Crown-in-Parliament arrangement that concealed a fundamental shift in the balance of power, what remained intact was a governing tradition. The identity of those doing the governing may have altered, but the activity of governing remained remarkably unchanged. The arrival of democratic politics did little to disturb this tradition, perhaps even strengthening it by endowing it with an enhanced legitimacy. It was a governing arrangement that was top–down rather than bottom–up. Power was centralized and concentrated. It enabled governments to govern, or so it was said.

It was also a very British arrangement, in its governing simplicity. Government was a craft, not an artefact. It required not elaborate books of rules but a proper apprenticeship. It could be entrusted to good chaps who could be relied upon to play the game. There need be no nonsense about the sovereignty of the people or the fundamental rights of citizens. The rule of law, grounded in the common law tradition and the independence of the judiciary, was the protector of liberty. A doctrine of representation was developed which guaranteed a safe distance between the governors and the governed. The governed seemed content to be governed in this way, as long as they had the periodic opportunity to kick one lot of governors out and put another lot in. Those who ran the state, whether as politicians, administrators, policemen, or judges, were not regarded as corrupt (as it was said of Sir Hector Rose, the Permanent Secretary in C. P. Snow’s novel The New Men, ‘it was absurd to suppose that Rose could be bought by any money under Heaven: it would be like trying to slip Robespierre a five-pound note’) and it was therefore reasonable to let them get on with it.

If pushed too far such a portrait becomes a caricature, while some of its features are clearly changing. Yet it does still capture much of the essential character of the British political tradition. This is why it is necessary to add some qualifications to those descriptions of the stable, representative democracy of the ‘British model’ that were cited at the beginning of this chapter. To many Britain has seemed a funny, and reluctant, kind of democracy. This is what R. H. Tawney meant when he described Britain as having accepted democracy

as a convenience, like an improved system of telephones; she did not dedicate herself to it as the expression of a moral idea of comradeship and equality, the avowal of which would leave nothing the same. She changed her political garments, but not her heart. She carried into the democratic era, not only the institutions, but the social habits and mentality of the oldest and toughest plutocracy in the world . . . she went to the ballot box touching her hat.

There had been suspicion, and fear, among the old governing classes about what democracy might bring with it, as the untutored masses staked their political claims, and much relief as it was safely domesticated by established governing traditions. It did not demand the wholesale reorganization of the political system on democratic first principles, nor did it seek to circumscribe those who governed with a new set of democratic accountabilities. Rather, political life went on pretty much as before. When Lord John Russell had steered the Great Reform Act of 1832 through Parliament, often seen as the British alternative to continental revolution, he dismissed fears about the arrival of democracy and ‘denied altogether that the measure would have the effect of rendering the House a democratic assemblage in that sense of the word’.

What remained intact, above all else, was a strong executive centre. This was further strengthened, rather than constrained, by the arrival of democratic politics, as majority parties claimed their right to the full resources of the state without hindrance or interference. As the state grew in size and scope, a governing tradition that secured unhindered enjoyment of it was a very considerable asset indeed. All that was needed to receive its blessings was a parliamentary majority. Once in secure possession of this, the governing landscape was remarkably free of institutional blockages or impediments. There was no separation of powers to create alternative centres of authority. There were no meddling judges to tell you that what you were doing was unconstitutional. There was no constitutional rule-book to define the parameters of your power. You could, in short, do what you could get away with.

It is no wonder, then, that foreign observers have been struck by the governing simplicities of the British system, or that foreign politicians have often salivated at the governing resources available to their British equivalents. A British prime minister, especially one with a united party and a secure parliamentary majority, is a far more powerful figure than an American president. Yet this governing capacity has come at a price in terms of accountability. It is a price that the British people, at least until quite recently, have seemed more than willing to pay. The journalist Hugo Young put it like this:

Contrary to popular myth, and to the incantations of political leaders who can hardly afford to give the question serious study, the British do not passionately care about democracy. As long as they get a vote every few years and the children don’t starve, they are prepared to put up with almost anything politicians throw at them. They do not have the habit of making life difficult for government, especially a strong government. They are prepared to be quiet accessories to mandates they never really gave. This preference, which is for strong government over accountable government, is to be found throughout the British parliamentary system. (Guardian, 15 September 1988)

We shall have to consider whether it is still possible, in the early part of the 21st century—with stronger accountabilities, new constraints, disappearing majorities—to characterize British politics in this way. Much is certainly changing, in both attitudes and institutions, but much also stays the same. There are plenty of new clothes, but is there a new body? It is surely difficult to talk about a ‘British model’ as the elixir of stable, representative democracy, when it is a model so clearly rooted in the peculiarities of the British political tradition, itself rooted in a particular history and society. This has led some to talk of a ‘British exceptionalism’ instead, which is clearly not for borrowing. Yet it may be that Britain is currently in the process of becoming less exceptional. An example of this is the recent attention to constitutional matters, and it is to the constitution that we turn next.


Chapter 2
The constitution: old and new

What of Magna Carta? Did she die in vain?

(Tony Hancock)

Soon after the 1992 general election, when I had managed by a whisker to get myself elected as a Member of Parliament, there was an almighty political row about the Conservative government’s decision to close down most of the country’s coal mines. I had a pit in my constituency, and so was much engaged by the issue. When my local pit was added to the closure list, not having been on it previously, I was furious. This produced a moment which still makes me cringe with embarrassment as I recall it, but which also offers a useful point of entry for thinking about the nature of the constitution in Britain.

The President of the Board of Trade, Michael Heseltine (who liked to be called The President), was making a statement about the pit closures to a packed and noisy House of Commons. He was constantly interrupted by Labour MPs who wanted his blood for what he was doing to the communities they represented. When he refused to take any more interventions, I stood up and shouted ‘Point of order!’ This is a common parliamentary tactic for getting yourself heard, as it causes the Speaker to halt proceedings so that the invariably bogus point of order can be taken. As the House stilled, I told the Speaker I wanted to raise a ‘constitutional point of order’ and proceeded to mutter something about the convention for ministers to ‘consider their position’ (code for ‘resign’) if their policies collapsed or if previous positions had to be reversed. I realized at once that the bearpit that is the House of Commons is not the place for such arcane constitutional niceties. This was confirmed by the Speaker’s contemptuous dismissal of my intervention with some words about ‘not knowing anything about constitutions here’.

That is precisely the point. We do not know anything about constitutions here, at least not in the sense that they are known about elsewhere. We are not even familiar with the basic language of constitutional debate. The British enjoy a marvellous constitutional illiteracy. They think pluralism is a lung disease. This is not because they have no constitution (as famously alleged by Alexis de Tocqueville in his Democracy in America (1835) and variously repeated ever since), but because they have had a constitution of a peculiar kind. Above all else it has been a political constitution, shaped and reshaped by changing political circumstances and so forever on the move. This makes it peculiarly difficult to pin down. Some regard this as a grave disability, others as a rich blessing.

Constitutions are rules of the political game, or at least the most important ones. They tell you how the game should be played. Usually there is a book of rules, as in other games, so that it is easy to check whether the game is being played properly. This also provides something to wave in the face of cheats. Yet it may impose a straitjacket too, preventing the game’s natural evolution and development in response to new players and changed circumstances. Further, even where there is a book of rules, it may not accurately describe how the game is actually played. Britain is rare among democratic states (only Israel and New Zealand belong to the same category) in not having a book of constitutional rules. There are lots of rules that are written down though, from ancient statutes such as the Bill of Rights of 1689 and the Act of Settlement of 1701 to very recent legislation on human rights, devolution, freedom of information, and party funding. If all this constitutional legislation was brought together, it would make a vast and impressive volume. Indeed, following the 2010 general election, some of it was brought together by the Cabinet Secretary in The Cabinet Manual, described as ‘a guide to laws, conventions and rules on the operation of government’.

This is why it has always been misleading to describe Britain as having an unwritten constitution, or no proper constitution at all. Rather it has a constitution that is not codified or enacted into a single book of rules. It is a great accumulated jumble of statutes, common law provisions and precedents, conventions and guidebooks. As such it is an awesome mess, horrifying to constitutional purists but an authentic expression of a particular history. It is a political constitution, but also a historical one. The constitutional shed is crammed full of all the objects collected over a long political lifetime. Nobody is quite sure which still work, or whether some have been superseded by others, even as more objects are squeezed in. From time to time someone (a Bagehot or a Dicey) tries to describe the contents in a coherent and intelligible way, although this description may differ somewhat from the last time it was attempted. Occasionally it is suggested (most recently by Gordon Brown, prime minister from 2007 to 2010, who floated the idea of a written constitution) that the shed should be sorted out once and for all, and everything put into a proper order, but this has always seemed a much too daunting task and the need has never been sufficiently pressing. If more room was needed, then it was easier just to add on an extension.

The vindication of such arrangements, or so it was traditionally argued, was that they worked. ‘We Englishmen are Very Proud of our Constitution, Sir’, declared Dickens’s Mr Podsnap: ‘It was Bestowed Upon Us by Providence. No Other Country is so Favoured as This Country.’ In its combination of liberty with order, and in its protections against arbitrary government, the British constitution seemed to offer lessons to the world. Certainly this was widely believed in the 18th century, as the ‘matchless constitution’ that had been bequeathed by the Glorious Revolution of 1688 was celebrated at home and admired from abroad. Parliament had disciplined royal power, the independence of judges had been safeguarded, and the resulting system of intrinsic checks and balances could be presented as the exemplar of a proper constitutionalism. The ‘true excellence’ of this form of government, according to Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–9), was that ‘all the parts of it form a mutual check upon each other’.

The idea of balance was held to be fundamental, producing a practical form of ‘mixed’ government that prevented tyranny while enabling effectiveness. The growing dominance of the Commons was balanced by the influence of the Crown and the Lords, thus securing a constitutional equilibrium. ‘It is by this mixture of monarchical, aristocratical and democratical power, blended together in one system, and by these three estates balancing one another, that our free constitution has been preserved so long inviolate’, declared another 18th-century constitutional theorist Henry St John Bolingbroke, adding: ‘It secures society against the miseries which are inseparable from simple forms of government, and is as liable as little as possible to the inconveniences that arise in mixed forms.’ Alongside these ideas of balance and mixture was the concept of a separation of powers (between executive, legislative, and judicial functions) as an axial constitutional principle. In his The Spirit of the Laws (1748), Montesquieu famously translated what he believed to be the model of such an admirable and ingenious separation in Britain into a more general constitutional formula that was to be influential with those (like the American founding fathers) seeking to construct constitutions on the basis of sound principles.

There is a good deal of irony in all of this, since the British system has since come to be characterized as peculiarly lacking in institutional checks and balances and with the principle of a separation of powers conspicuous by its absence, at least in any pure form. These were really no more than descriptions and interpretations of a historical constitution at certain moments in its development, heavily influenced in many cases by the political predilections of the commentators themselves, rather than accounts of securely anchored constitutional principles. Yet they have been, and remain, influential in shaping beliefs about the constitution. The traditional notion of a constitutional balance between Crown, Lords, and Commons is still captured by the reference to the ‘Crown-in-Parliament’ as the formal source of legislative authority. Even today every law passed by Parliament begins with these words: ‘Be it enacted by the Queen’s most Excellent Majesty, by and with the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament assembled, and by the authority of the same . . .’.

Note how ‘and Commons’ just sneaks in to this august assemblage. This is the moment to summon up the ghost of Walter Bagehot, whose celebrated account of The English Constitution (1867) sought to strip away the appearance from the reality, the ‘dignified’ from the ‘efficient’. Like so many anxious 19th-century minds, Bagehot wanted to know how the pressures from an advancing democracy could be contained within the parameters of an ancient constitution. He found the answer in an elaborate system of smoke and mirrors. The ‘dignified’ constitution (in which the monarchy played a crucial role) would continue to provide a focus for the ‘vacant many’, while the ‘efficient’ constitution passed into the hands of a middle-class House of Commons and the Cabinet (‘a combining committee—a hyphen which joins, a buckle which fastens, the legislative part of the State to the executive part of the State’) now provided the mechanism to keep the governing show on the road. It was a striking portrait, with the efficient secret of the constitution no longer located in the separation of powers but in their fusion. The nature of the governing mixture had changed.
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3. The ‘balanced’ constitution of King, Lords, and Commons is represented in this 18th-century engraving

Yet there remained a real conundrum once traditional accounts of a balanced constitution were abandoned, as they had to be once the dominance of the Commons was underwritten by an advancing democracy. The conundrum turned on the principle of parliamentary sovereignty, long enshrined as the organizing principle of legislative authority in Britain, and how it could be reconciled with an old system of checks and balances once power was fused and a parliamentary majority could deploy it to secure its unhindered way. If parliamentary sovereignty meant that Parliament could do anything it liked, and if this sovereignty was now effectively exercised by the Commons alone (once the 1911 Parliament Act had put the Lords in its place), and if the Commons was now in the iron grip of the executive (courtesy of the rigid party system), where did this leave the constitution? Where were the checks and balances? Where was the protection against arbitrary government? Where were the limits of the state?

Such questions have become central to modern constitutional (and political) argument in Britain, but they were already surfacing at the end of the 19th century when A. V. Dicey’s classic interpretation of the constitution appeared (Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution, 1885). This is relevant here, since its purpose was to navigate an old constitution into a new democratic legitimacy. If the sovereignty of Parliament (‘the right to make or unmake any law whatever’) was the ‘one fundamental law of the British Constitution’, how was this to be reconciled with the fundamental democratic principle of the sovereign people? What was there to prevent a sovereign Parliament exercising arbitrary power over a sovereign people?

These were Dicey’s questions, just as they remain ours. His answer rejected any resort to the formal rigidities of constitutions elsewhere, which were inferior in every respect to ‘the most flexible polity in existence’, anchored in the rule of law and conventional understandings. The reason why the legal sovereignty of Parliament could not in practice lead to arbitrary government, despite the theoretical possibility, was that it was now firmly rooted in the political sovereignty of the electorate. A parliamentary majority would only do what a majority of the people wanted. Legal sovereignty and political sovereignty went hand in hand, such that ‘our modern code of constitutional morality secures, though in a roundabout way, what is called abroad the “sovereignty of the people”’. The circle was squared, and the constitution had been safely navigated—without the need for radical overhaul—into new democratic waters.

But had it really? Even Dicey came to doubt it, once he switched role from academic jurist to Liberal Unionist partisan. In the former role he demonstrated why a sovereign Parliament would always serve the wishes of a sovereign people; in the latter role he denounced it for failing to do so. This Dicey wanted to know how a transient Commons majority could ‘arrogate to itself that legislative omnipotence which of right belongs to the nation’ and warned (the context was the 1911 Parliament Act) that ‘no country, except England, now dreams of placing itself under the rule of a single elected House’. He therefore looked to the referendum as a protective constitutional device (‘a democratic check on democratic evils’) against the misuse of parliamentary sovereignty by temporary majorities. It is not necessary to share Dicey’s politics, or to agree with his remedy, to think that he was on to something.

These sorts of arguments were not to be heard again until much later in the 20th century, after a long period of intervening calm on the constitutional front. The 20th century was the era when disciplined party government really came into its own, with its legitimating armoury of mandates and manifestos, and a constitution which enabled a majority party to deploy parliamentary sovereignty without check or hindrance proved especially congenial to its governing purposes. The idea that the legal sovereignty of Parliament merely reflected the political sovereignty of the people, and that this was the end of the argument as far as democracy was concerned, was a brutally simple and compelling constitutional perspective. It really required no further discussion, and for a long period received none.

What it produced (and justified) was a constitution in which power was highly concentrated, where the prerogatives of the Crown had become the powers of the executive, and where formal constraints on that power were notable by their absence. In international terms, Britain was out on a limb. There was no book of constitutional rules; no supreme court to guard the constitution against the politicians; no charter of citizens’ rights that had to be complied with; no other tiers of government that enjoyed constitutional status and protection; no second chamber with power to rival the first; and no electoral system that enforced proportionality between votes cast and seats won. This was a ‘winner-takes-all’ system with a vengeance, not just in terms of how the first-past-the-post electoral system worked but in terms of the governing resources available to a winning party. Getting your hands on the great prize of government, with all its unconstrained power, conditioned everything. The style and culture of political life, with its ferocious adversarialism and yah-boo polarities, both reflected and reinforced the essential nature of this system.

It was a system in which it was difficult to say what was ‘unconstitutional’ at any particular moment, or by whom this could be said with any authority. It was also a system in which ‘constitutional’ laws had no special status or recognition, and were not subject to any separate procedure in their making, unmaking, or amending. When the House of Commons passes a piece of constitutional legislation it does not identify it as such or apply distinctive procedures to its consideration or extra conditions to its approval. Constitutional laws are simply ordinary laws with a constitutional subject matter. Nor can they be entrenched in any formal way, since a sovereign Parliament can make or unmake any law whatsoever, including laws about the constitution. For example, the law passed by the Cameron government after the 2010 election providing for a referendum before any further powers are transferred to the EU has constitutional force only for as long as it is politically acceptable. This is why it could be said with authority in the House of Commons that nothing was known about constitutions there. It is also why, far more than the absence of a codified book of rules, Britain has sometimes been thought not to have a constitution at all.

The ‘constitutional’ laws passed in the early part of the 20th century had set the framework for political life for 50 years afterwards, without any serious challenge or controversy. The ascendancy of the Commons over the Lords, and therefore of the executive over the political system, had been finally established in the 1911 Parliament Act (with a further tightening in 1949). The final triumph of universal suffrage was effectively sealed in the 1918 Representation of the People Act (though all women over 21 were not included until 1928). That Britain would remain a unitary state seemed finally established when the prospect of Home Rule for Ireland leading to a quasi-federal ‘home rule all round’ ended with the 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty. This represented a spectacular failure of constitutional politics in Britain, neither keeping Ireland in the union nor freeing it completely from it, but it was nevertheless a settlement of a kind.

These measures served to keep the constitution off the political agenda for a large part of the 20th century. Then it began to creep back in, from a number of different directions, until by the end of the century Britain found itself in the thick of a constitutional revolution. What had happened to bring this about? The biggest jolt to the traditional constitution was the one that was least noticed at the time. When Britain joined the Common Market (now European Union) in 1972, it may have believed that it was simply joining an economic club but in fact it was transforming its constitution. In giving primacy to European law over domestic law in the ever-expanding areas where EU law held sway (a position confirmed in pivotal legal judgments in Britain), the old doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty was effectively blown out of the water. Parliament was no longer sovereign, except in the face-saving sense that it could still vote to leave the European Union if it wanted to.

There was much bewilderment, and gnashing of political teeth, in Britain as it was slowly realized what had been done. There were claims that when the British people had voted to confirm the country’s membership of ‘Europe’ in a referendum in 1975, they had been innocent of the constitutional enormity of their decision (and deliberately kept so, in some versions). This produced much railing against ‘rule by Brussels’ and ensured that the European issue rumbled away in the interstices of British politics, periodically exploding, especially in the Conservative Party. The crisis in the Eurozone has renewed calls for a referendum in Britain, although on what question it is not clear. Yet the significance of EU membership for Britain’s constitutional arrangements remains immense and undeniable.

It surfaced in poignant form on 4 July 2001, when a consumer protection officer in Sunderland purchased a bunch of bananas from a greengrocer, Mr Thorburn, who did not have his scales calibrated in metric measures and sold the bananas, as he had always done, per imperial pound. There followed a prosecution which made Mr Thorburn into a cause célèbre and generated much popular and political excitement. It was left to the judge in the case to spell out in brutal constitutional terms why Mr Thorburn had to comply with European Union law, as implemented by a parliamentary order, in the matter of how he sold his produce:

One of the most important reasons to justify European Union is that of conformity and uniformity . . . It would destroy the concept of the Union if member states could go off on legislative frolics of their own. . . . From the moment the Right Honourable Edward Heath signed the Treaty on behalf of the UK he also agreed to the eventual demise of the imperial system. . . . In 1972 Parliament took a step which probably no British Parliament before it has taken . . . This country quite voluntarily surrendered the once seemingly immortal concept of the sovereignty of parliament and legislative freedom by membership of the European Union. . . . So long as this country remains a member of the European Union then the laws of this country are subject to the doctrine of the primacy of community law. . . . This country has decided that its political future lies in Europe . . . As such it has joined this European club and by so doing has agreed to be bound by the rules and regulations of the club . . .

So there. The constitutional world had changed for greengrocers, and for everybody else. But it was changing in other ways too, unsettling a constitutional settlement that had for long remained uncontested. The sharper ideological antagonisms of the 1970s and 1980s threw into relief the nature of a political system which delivered such unconstrained power to parties which enjoyed diminishing levels of electoral support. When the Conservative politician Lord Hailsham, with Labour in his sights, coined the phrase ‘elective dictatorship’ in the 1970s to describe the contemporary constitution, it found a wide resonance. Many thought that the term received its practical demonstration in the Conservative governments of Mrs Thatcher after 1979 (in which Hailsham served), which seemed to display a ‘one of us’ governing arrogance and barely concealed contempt for the conventional rules of the game. This period served to provide a crash course of constitutional education and helped to promote new attention to issues of constitutional reform.

More immediate pressures came from the growing demand in Scotland (and also, less so, in Wales) for serious devolution of power. The need to respond to this pressure produced an abortive Royal Commission on the Constitution in the 1970s and failed referendums, but 20 years later the pressure was even more intense and could no longer be safely contained by the centre. If the union was to be preserved, it clearly had to be reformed. Then, as ever, there was Northern Ireland, which became a constant preoccupation for British governments (if not for the British people, who adopted a despairingly blind eye to the province) once the post-1921 version of self-government broke down and direct rule was reimposed in 1972, requiring endless initiatives in constitutional ingenuity in an effort to find a way of governing that divided community.

What all this meant was that, in the final quarter of the 20th century, the constitution was on the move again. New political pressures (including a developing sense of sleaze and distrust) were demanding a response. A famously flexible constitution was about to be stretched to the limit, perhaps even beyond. The decisive moment came with the election of Tony Blair’s Labour government in 1997, with its commitment to a range of sweeping constitutional reforms. For the first time in Britain’s modern history the process of constitutional change and adaptation was not to occur merely as a response to events and pressures, but as a deliberately engineered programme of constitutional revolution. As Blair himself had put it in 1996:

Changing the way we govern, and not just changing our government is no longer an optional extra for Britain. . . . Times have changed. Constitutional issues are now at the heart of political debate. We gauge that constitutional conservatism is dying and that popular support for change is tangible and steadfast.

The constitution would never be the same again, nor intended to be.

The sheer scale of the reform programme was extraordinary, as was the extent to which it was actually delivered and the speed with which this was done. We shall return to it in the final chapter, to assess its durable significance for politics in Britain, but for the moment it is enough to register its sweep and scope. Two measures stand out. The devolution of power to Scotland (vast) and Wales (limited) represented a fundamental break with a traditionally centralized and unitary state. It created new political systems and new political cultures. Then the Human Rights Act (1998), effectively incorporating the European Convention on Human Rights into domestic law, introduced a new judicial benchmark against which actions of public authorities (and Acts of Parliament) have to be tested. Although it did not involve a full-blown constitutional court, nor a power for judges to strike down Acts of Parliament, there is no doubt that the 1998 Human Rights Act has to be set alongside the 1972 European Communities Act in putting a new constitutional framework around British politics.

On all sides the impact of change and reform was felt. Hereditary peers were removed from the House of Lords and a royal commission pointed the way to further reform. Northern Ireland acquired an Assembly that, in its composition and operation, was a triumph of constitutional ingenuity. London acquired a new local authority, with a directly elected mayor, and the internal structure of all local authorities was reorganized. An official inquiry considered and recommended a new voting system for Westminster. Freedom of information legislation challenged a traditional secrecy. Party funding and electoral organization became the province of a new Electoral Commission, which joined a set of constitutional watchdogs. Control over interest rates, and therefore over monetary policy, was transferred from the Treasury to the Monetary Policy Committee of the Bank of England, thus creating a new and independent source of power within the government of Britain. The visible separation of power was strengthened as judges moved from the House of Lords into a new Supreme Court. New kinds of electoral systems sprouted all over the place, and referendums became the established vehicles for approving constitutional change.
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4. Reforming the machine (Economist, 18 April 1998)

Merely to recite such a catalogue of reform between 1997 and 2010 is enough to register its significance for British politics. It made it possible, and plausible, to announce (as did Anthony King, in his 2001 Hamlyn Lectures Does the United Kingdom Still have a Constitution?) that ‘the traditional British constitution . . . is dead’. If so, it was not clear what kind of new constitution had been born. Much had changed, but much had also stayed the same. There may have been a constitutional revolution, but there had been no grand design behind it and no concerted attempt to make its constituent elements fit together into a coherent whole. Yet it had unleashed a constitutional dynamic that would bring enduring (and unpredictable) consequences for British politics.

One consequence was a developing tension between politicians and judges on the matter of human rights (especially in relation to terrorist suspects). There seemed to be a conflict between two constitutional principles: the sovereignty of Parliament and the rule of law. Who should decide—the judges or the politicians? As Tom Bingham, who had been the country’s top judge, observed in his luminous The Rule of Law: ‘The British people have not repelled the extraneous power of the papacy in spiritual matters and the pretensions of royal power in temporal in order to subject themselves to the unchallengeable rulings of unelected judges’. A way had to be found to manage the potential for tension in the new relationship. Meanwhile, the Conservative-led coalition formed in 2010 set about exploring whether a home-grown ‘British’ bill of rights would help to get the relationship into better balance.

A further consequence of constitutional change was the momentum it gave to the process of devolution. This had been designed to preserve the union; but it now threatened to destroy it. In 2011 the Nationalists moved from minority to majority rule in Scotland and set a 2014 date for a referendum on independence. The future of the British state itself was now in question. It opened up debate about identities and loyalties of a kind that Britain had not experienced in its modern history. Even the English started asking questions about their own identity and how it might find political expression. If Britain was to continue to exist, it would be because enough people in enough places had decided that they wanted it to. It would also be very different from the unitary state of old.

Even after Labour’s constitutional revolution, the coalition government had constitutional ambitions of its own. Liberal Democrat leader Nick Clegg, now deputy prime minister, even promised the biggest reform of British democracy ‘since 1832’. In the event a referendum on changing the electoral system to the Alternative Vote was decisively lost in 2011; and another proposal to reform the House of Lords by introducing elections was undermined by Conservative opposition and met the fate of similar proposals made under the previous Labour government. However legislation on fixed-term parliaments was introduced, significantly affecting the power of dissolution; while a massive exercise in parliamentary boundary revision (only failing when Liberal Democrats decided to oppose it in retaliation for Conservative opposition to Lords reform) was designed to reduce the number of MPs and even out the size of constituencies.

Where did all this leave the old political constitution in the second decade of the twenty-first century? The short answer was that it was dead and buried, although it was less clear what it had been replaced by. Where there had once been such simplicity, there was now complexity. Where there had been a clear and unrestricted line of governing authority, there was now a whole array of checks and constraints. Power that had been concentrated was now divided up. What had once been decided politically was now decided by codes, rules, laws, and commissions. The sovereignty of Parliament was eroded; the separation of powers enhanced. In the words of Vernon Bogdanor (in his The New British Constitution) this represented ‘the beginning of the transformation of Britain into a constitutional state’.

It also made governing a lot more difficult (even before the arrival of coalition politics). From activist judges to devolved parliaments, and from a more confident House of Lords to a less compliant House of Commons, governments had many more hurdles to get across. Yet the twentieth-century charge had been that government had become too easy and unrestrained; and that a political constitution needed to be constitutionalized. This had now happened. In some ways it was a return, in a different context, to those eighteenth-century descriptions of a mixed constitution with its deliberate checks and balances. An old political constitution might have gone; but only to be replaced by an even older one.


Chapter 3
Arguing: the political conversation

Never, never underestimate the importance or the power of the tide of ideas. No British government has ever been defeated unless and until the tide of ideas has turned against it.

(Nigel Lawson, 14 May 1987)

He was always striving to transmute the small change of politics into large principles.

(Michael Foot, on Aneurin Bevan)

Clement Attlee was not a great conversationalist (although he was a great prime minister, in Labour’s reforming administration after 1945). It was once said of him that he would never use one word when none would do. An expansive sentence might run to ‘quite’. Interviewing him could be tough work, as on this occasion at the start of the 1951 general election campaign:

INTERVIEWER: Tell us something on how you view the election prospects.

ATTLEE: Oh, we shall go in with a good fight. Very good. Very good chance of winning if we go in competently. We always do.

INTERVIEWER: On what will Labour take its stand?

ATTLEE: Well, that’s what we shall be announcing shortly.

INTERVIEWER: What are your immediate plans Mr Attlee?

ATTLEE: My immediate plans are to go down to a committee to decide on just that thing as soon as I can get away from here.

INTERVIEWER: Is there anything else you’d like to say about the coming election?

ATTLEE: No.

Now jump ahead half a century, to the world of round-the-clock news fed by the new political industry of soundbite and spin. It is nicely captured by the Guardian’s parliamentary sketchwriter, Simon Hoggart, after one Prime Minister’s Questions in 1997:

Here’s what it’s like these days. I returned to our tiny Guardian office in Westminster to find three – count them, three – Liberal Democrat spin doctors clustered around.

They were like ants at a picnic. You’d leave one at the door, and find another waiting by your computer screen. As soon as you’d dealt with him, another would turn up over your shoulder.

‘Did you like Paddy’s intervention?’ asked one. ‘Wasn’t he funny?’

‘Jackie Ballard was terrific, wasn’t she’, said another. ‘She was so poised!’

‘Look, here’s a copy of what Blair actually said last year’, said a third, and there was a photocopy of Hansard, proving beyond doubt that, as Leader of the Opposition, Mr Blair has described as mere ‘sticking plaster’, a sum of money larger than his own government proposes to spend on the NHS.

Don’t misunderstand me. All those three spin doctors are intelligent, thoughtful, well-informed young persons. It’s a pleasure to do business with them. Their party should pay them huge sums of money.

But you have to wonder about the state of British politics, in which there is such an obsessional concern about these tiny soundbites from the smallest of the three main parties.

This really is how it is now. Clement Attlee would not last for five minutes. Walking the media route between Commons and Millbank one evening, I overheard a couple of earnest young spinners (of unidentified party) discussing their day’s work. ‘I just wish’, said one, ‘that we had gone the extra mile’. ‘Yes’, replied the other, ‘I think we might have got GMTV’. This is where, and how, politics takes place now. Politicians trail each other around the television and radio studios, honing and repeating the phrases they have rehearsed, while their hired hands work the press and prepare the ammunition. The voracious appetite of the media demands non-stop feeding and prefers titillating bite-sized morsels that are easily digested to anything more substantial. Politics has become a permanent election campaign, involving an unceasing war of position between the parties, and between the parties and the media.

Because politics is now conducted like this, it becomes harder to see the big picture. Politics needs argument, but when everything is argued about it can be difficult to distinguish real arguments from synthetic ones and significant issues from trivial ones. The tendency for the media to be interested only in arguments as ‘splits’ (a tendency reinforced further by the post-2010 politics of coalition) adds to the difficulty. For their part politicians seek constantly to construct an overarching ‘narrative’ of events (as in ‘we are having to deal with the debt crisis left by the last government’ versus ‘this is a recession made in Downing Street’) which compresses arguments into neat presentational packages.

Perhaps it is easier for politics to be conducted in this way in an age when ideological antagonisms have become blunted. If political argument is no longer about fundamentals, then presentational politics can provide a substitute for ideological politics. But that is to run ahead. The essential point, to which all this is merely a preamble, is that if a political tradition is to be understood then it is necessary to know what it argues about. Therefore it is only by listening in to Britain’s continuing political conversation that we can discover, as with all conversations, what matters to the participants. It is only possible to hear snatches of this conversation here, but enough to get a flavour of what is going on.

Let us start with our old friends ‘left’ and ‘right’. Much of the British political conversation during the past century has been framed by these terms. They have their origin in the French Revolution, and have shaped the political experience of Europe (and beyond) for much of the time since then. They have marked off reformers from reactionaries, liberals from conservatives, and socialists from capitalists. Liberals value individual liberty and limited government; conservatives emphasize traditional authority and social order. Socialists embrace collective action for social justice and the common good; capitalists espouse market freedom for enterprise and efficiency. Here, in a nutshell, is the terrain upon which much political argument in the West has been conducted for the last two centuries, in different modulations and idioms. It has been a running argument between versions of liberty, equality, and order, and between what the state (on behalf of an idea of community) should properly do and what should be left to individual action and preference. Parties and classes have organized themselves around the ideological formulations constructed out of these arguments.

How does Britain fit into this general picture? ‘The dialectic between the growing pressures of collectivism and the opposing libertarian tendency is the one supreme fact of our domestic political life as this has developed over the past century and a half’: so begins a leading account of British political ideology (W. H. Greenleaf’s volume on The Ideological Heritage (1983), part of his larger study of the British political tradition). Well, yes and no. Perhaps that is what ‘dialectic’ means here. Although the growth of state provision, under the pressure of democratic forces, is certainly a central fact of Britain’s modern history, how this was played out in practice is more complicated and mixed up than the notion of ‘opposing tendencies’ suggests and reflects distinctive features of the British political tradition.

For Britain had a peculiar ‘left’ and a peculiar ‘right’. British socialism stood outside the tradition of continental Marxism. It was reformist in method and ethical in belief, allied with a heavy dose of trade-union pragmatism. It did not threaten traditional institutions (not even the monarchy), but wanted to use them for its improving purposes. Equally, British conservatism stood outside the tradition of continental reaction. A reactionary critic once remarked that the trouble with British conservatism was that it had not put the clock back by even one minute. It was a ‘dispositional’ conservatism that prided itself on its lack of fixed ideological positions, had learnt from Edmund Burke about the need to reform in order to preserve, from Disraeli about the need to attend to the condition of the whole nation, and espoused a statecraft designed to keep the ship of state afloat in choppy waters. Even British liberalism stood outside continental traditions, not least in its embrace (early in the 20th century) of a ‘new’ liberalism that acknowledged that liberty could often be enlarged rather than diminished by collective action.

This is why it can be misleading to describe the central tension of the British political tradition as that between collectivism and libertarianism. The dominant ideological forces in 20th-century British politics, on left and right, both believed in a strong state. The socialist left wanted to enlarge and deploy the state for its collectivist purposes, while the conservative right was attached to the state as the repository of authority and tradition. The left attacked the right for its selfish defence of privilege and inequality, and the right attacked the left for its divisive class envy and levelling ambitions. Yet behind these ferocious antagonisms, which were the stuff of much of 20th-century British politics, there were some important affinities between Tory democracy and socialist collectivism. As Samuel Beer pointed out in his classic study of Modern British Politics (1965), ‘Socialist Democracy and Tory Democracy have a great deal in common’, not least the fact that they shared an outlook that ‘legitimizes a massive concentration of political power’.

These affinities helped to keep British democracy afloat in troubled times. With a left that was gradualist, reformist, and constitutional, and a right that was adaptive and responsive, there was much procedural common ground. Yet it was more than merely procedural. The left wanted to reform capitalism rather than abolish it, while the right was not imprisoned by the laissez-faire inheritance of 19th-century liberalism. It may have been pushing it a bit for the impish Harold Macmillan (later to become Conservative prime minister) to declare that conservatism was ‘only a form of paternal socialism’, but in the British context it does make a point. There were no ideological barriers to interference and intervention, on left or right. Both traditions believed in doing things to people (whether by desire or necessity) and in drawing upon the top–down inheritance of the British state for this purpose.

Yet this was the silent conversation, rooted in shared assumptions about political power. The noisy 20th-century conversation between left and right drowned it out. The left demanded social justice and equality, which the right denounced as a threat to liberty, which in turn the left described as a cloak for privilege. The left wanted planning, regulation, and ownership for the common good, while the right railed against the threat to enterprise and the perils of bureaucratic uniformity. The language of class confronted the categories of individualism. The right attacked the left for its divisive attachment to class over nation, the foreignness of its creed (routinely accompanied by references to the Soviet Union) and general lack of patriotism. The left attacked the right for wrapping itself in the flag, xenophobia, and Little Englanderism.

Someone listening in to the British political conversation at various points in the last hundred years would soon pick up these familiar cadences. What they would almost certainly miss, though, is the extent of the agreement about power and the political system. They would not hear powerful voices, on either left or right, arguing that the traditional concentration of power in Britain should be diffused and pluralized, with new centres of power and new accountabilities, or that citizenship should be reconstituted. This is nicely illustrated by a quick comparison of two post-1945 books on the political system, one from the Labour left (Harold Laski’s Reflections on the Constitution, 1951) and one from the Tory right (Leo Amery’s Thoughts on the Constitution, 1947). From their different ideological perspectives, both agreed that Britain’s top-down, government-centred way of doing politics should be defended and protected. In Amery’s Tory view, it was essentially an executive-led system, with a passive people, and it was only the liberals and radicals of the 19th century who had ‘grievously misled’ opinion on the fundamental historical truth that the British system was one of ‘government of the people, for the people, with, but not by, the people’. Now turn to the socialist Laski, who saw the job of the people as ‘the creation of a Government which can govern’ and was opposed to anything (such as proportional representation or devolution) which threatened ‘the stability of executive power’. Across the ideological boundary lines, here was a crucial affinity.

It was an affinity that lurked behind the noisy arguments of British politics, complicating any attempt to fit these arguments within the confines of a simple ‘collectivism versus liberty’ narrative. This becomes clear if we look briefly at the major doctrinal waves which have shaped the contours of British politics from the end of the Second World War to the recent past. Three stand out. Let us personalize them by calling them the Attlee, Thatcher, and Blair revolutions. It does not matter that these individuals were not themselves innovative thinkers. What matters is that their periods of political leadership are associated with seismic shifts in the tectonic plates of British politics. They therefore provide the point of entry into indispensable arguments.

The Attlee revolution (Clement Attlee was prime minister in the 1945–51 Labour governments) inaugurated what is often called the ‘post-war settlement’, which endured in its essentials for a long generation. The landslide election of Labour’s first majority government in 1945, with Churchill rejected as soon as the war was won, might have felt like a revolution at the time (‘I am stunned and shocked by the country’s treachery’, declared the Conservative MP ‘Chips’ Channon to his diary), but it carried over into the post-war world the social solidarity of wartime with its ethos of ‘fair shares for all’. There was a general determination not to return to the poverty, inequality, and unemployment of the pre-war years, and to use all the resources of the state to win the peace just as they had been so energetically mobilized to win the war. It was the high point of British social democratic collectivism, as industries were nationalized, redistribution advanced, and the welfare state constructed. It was also sternly centralizing, in the interests of equity and uniformity, and with an expanded state as the object and agency of change. As it was said at the time, it was a period when the gentlemen in Whitehall really did know best.

Even though the Attlee revolution had run out of steam by 1951, when the electorate opted again for Conservative ‘freedom’, it endured in its essentials for a further generation. There is room for argument about the exact extent of the doctrinal consensus between the 1950s and the 1970s, but not about its existence. The Attlee revolution was locked in. Labour constantly looked back to it with a nostalgic and reaffirming glow, uncertain about where the left should go next, disputing between its ‘fundamentalists’ and ‘revisionists’. The Conservatives, in an explicit act of political adjustment, had accepted the framework of economic management (for full employment), a ‘mixed’ economy with a substantial public sector, and the commitment to social welfare bequeathed by the Attlee revolution. This was the ‘Keynes-plus-Beveridge’ world of post-war British politics.

It was the collapse of this world in the 1970s that provided the opening for the Thatcher revolution (Margaret Thatcher became leader of the Conservative Party in 1975 and was prime minister from 1979 to 1990). As the post-war settlement became unsettled, under the pressures of accelerating inflation, rising unemployment, and industrial strife (culminating in the notorious ‘winter of discontent’ of 1978–9), a ‘new’ right saw its opportunity to wage an intellectual and political assault on the whole set of assumptions that had underpinned post-war British politics, on both left and right. One of Mrs Thatcher’s key intellectual lieutenants, Keith Joseph, captured the nature of the moment when he declared: ‘It was only in April 1974 that I was converted to Conservatism. I had thought I was a Conservative, but I now see that I was not really one at all.’ It was intended to be a revolutionary moment, and so it turned out.

In a decisive break from the accommodative traditions of ‘one nation’ conservatism, the Thatcherite apostles of the ‘new’, neo-liberal conservatism set about unpicking the post-war settlement. They attacked the bloated state and rolled back its frontiers in the name of market freedom (privatizing where the Attlee revolution had nationalized); championed self-reliance and denounced dependency; disciplined the trade unions in the cause of enterprise; and junked post-war ideas about social justice and equality in favour of a creed of individual mobility and liberty. Their model was the United States; their enemy was continental Europe. Their intellectual mentors included Friedrich von Hayek, the philosopher of the reduced state, and the philosopher of monetarist economics, Milton Friedman. It was Friedman who once described Mrs Thatcher as not being a Tory at all, but really ‘a nineteenth-century liberal’.
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5. Attlee and Thatcher: making and unmaking the post-war settlement

This is a revealingly inaccurate phrase. If it captures the extent to which the new conservatism was different from the old, in its embrace of 19th-century free market liberalism, it completely misses the extent to which it was ferociously anti-liberal in its attachment to (and deployment of) the unchecked power of the centralized British state. Far from wanting to circumscribe this power, the Thatcher revolution sought energetically to exploit it to snuff out any alternative centres of power (such as local government, and the trade unions). It was not detained by the conventional rules of the constitutional game, and certainly did not want to construct any new ones that could inhibit what governments could do. Critical observers coined phrases such as ‘authoritarian populism’ and ‘free market and strong state’ to describe this aspect of the Thatcher revolution, at once liberal in economics and uncompromisingly Tory in politics.

It was a potent combination, which transformed the landscape of British politics. It certainly demolished the post-war settlement (Mrs Thatcher had famously described her purpose as the abolition of ‘socialism’ once and for all), but whether a new settlement had been established was less clear. This was the explicit purpose, and claim, of the Blair revolution that followed (Tony Blair became leader of the Labour Party in 1994 and prime minister from 1997 to 2007). One of his first acts as party leader had been to ditch the party’s ancestral ideological statement with its commitment to public ownership. His New Labour credo was the need to reject the outlook of both the ‘old left’ (i.e. the Attlee revolution) and the ‘new right’ (i.e. the Thatcher revolution) in favour of a ‘third way’ synthesis that reconciled market economics with social justice, individualism with community, and rights with duties. It was impatient with traditional ideological categories, emphasized the need to adapt to a world in rapid and dynamic change (‘a world that has taken us by surprise’ in the words of Anthony Giddens, a leading thinker of the new dispensation), and insisted that ‘what matters is what works’.

It was difficult to pin Blairism down. Its pick’n’mix kind of politics, with lions invited to lie down with lambs, confounded ancestral political arguments. There was much debate about what Blairism ‘really’ was. ‘We are not crypto-Thatcherities. We are not old-style socialists. We are what we believe in. We are meritocrats. We believe in empowering all our people. We should celebrate not just those who are born well, but those who do well’: this was Blair’s own answer. It was an ideology for an age that seemed to have abandoned ideology. It stood for newism. Without coherent alternatives on left or right, it commanded the political landscape and carried all before it. The fact that nobody was quite sure what it was could seem like a positive advantage. Blair’s ‘big tent’ was deliberately designed to cover as much political ground as possible. Internationally, Blair advanced a doctrine of ‘liberal interventionism’, but this came a cropper (as did Blair’s own reputation) in the controversy and quagmire surrounding the Iraq invasion of 2003. Yet it was only when the political weather started to get rougher again, as it did with a vengeance once Gordon Brown had taken over from Tony Blair in 2007 and was soon engulfed by the banking crisis, that a new political environment demanded a new set of political responses.

So these were the three ideological tidal waves in post-1945 British politics, at least until very recently. Someone listening in to an imaginary conversation between Attlee, Thatcher, and Blair would soon pick up the dominant political themes of the past half-century. However, they would also hear something of the wider context of national debate and popular opinion behind these particular arguments. Much of this centred on a continuing and often anguished preoccupation with what was happening to Britain and what it now meant to be British. There was much talk of British ‘decline’ and how this could be remedied. Attachment to the old struggled with an embrace of the new. Politicians were constantly invoking a ‘new’ Britain (both Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair were self-styled modernizers), but this involved a reckoning with the considerable inheritance of ‘old’ Britain.

[image: image]

6. New Labour’s ‘big tent’ (Chris Riddell, The Observer, 3 October 1999)

The key fronts in this struggle were class, race, and Europe, the salience of which varied at different periods. There was much lively argument for a long period about the extent to which Britain was class-ridden, stuffy, and in the grip of an old establishment (or, conversely, of the trade unions), and so needed a thorough shaking-up. The continuing political potency of class was still evident in 2012 as one Conservative MP attacked her own leaders as ‘two posh boys who don’t know the price of milk’; and a Conservative education minister could declare that ‘those who were born poor are more likely to stay poor and those who inherit privilege are more likely to pass on privilege in England than in any comparable country’. Then there was the politics of race, which threatened to become incendiary at one point, as British society visibly changed under the impact of large-scale immigration from the black Commonwealth. A Conservative politician provoked controversy by suggesting a ‘cricket test’ for ethnic minorities (did they support the English cricket team?); while a Labour politician (and foreign secretary) countered by describing Britain as having become a ‘chicken tikka masala’ society (as this was now its favourite dish). There is nothing more explosive than the politics of identity, and it has lurked just beneath the surface of British politics, testing to the limits a liberal tradition of tolerance and fuelling a politics of racism and anti-immigration that has established itself on the fringe of British politics and had an impact on the mainstream.

It also connects with the issue of Europe, which has been the running sore in British politics for much of the past half-century. It has divided parties and confounded normal ideological positions. Enthusiasts for European integration have warned of lost opportunities for Britain (often in metaphors about trains and boats being missed); while opponents have warned about the loss of identity and sovereignty (usually with gibes about rule by Brussels). It has been easier to excite public opinion about the threats than the opportunities. This has made even Euro-enthusiasts tread carefully.

The tragedy for British politics – for Britain – has been that politicians of both parties have consistently failed, not just in the 1950s but on up to the present day, to appreciate the emerging reality of European integration. . . . The history of our engagement with Europe is one of opportunities missed in the name of illusions and Britain suffering as a result.

This was Tony Blair in November 2001. However a decade later, with the Eurozone in crisis, there was general political agreement that the decision not to join the European single currency had been an opportunity that it had been wise to miss. As even tighter integration emerged as the EU response to the crisis, new questions arose about where this left the position of Britain. It also reignited the whole European issue in British politics, with Conservative MPs (under electoral challenge from the UK Independence Party) pressing their party leadership to use the crisis to wrest powers away from the EU and to hold a referendum on British membership. Having tried to subdue his party’s obsession with Europe, Conservative leader David Cameron now felt its full force, promising to hold a future referendum.

His aim had been to become the ‘heir to Blair’. Just as Blair had decontaminated the Labour brand, and made it electorally successful, so Cameron had set about decontaminating the Conservative brand. Where Blair had offered New Labour as his defining idea, Cameron offered a Big Society as his big idea which ‘is about a huge culture change, where people, in their everyday lives, in their homes, in their neighbourhoods, in their workplace, don’t always turn to officials, local authorities or central government for answers to the problems they face but instead feel both free and powerful enough to help themselves and their own communities’.
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7. The last bus (or boat, or train) to Europe has been regularly sighted, as this Low cartoon from the 1950s shows (Manchester Guardian, 10 October 1956)

He wanted this to be the leitmotif of the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government he headed in 2010: ‘We need to turn government completely on its head. The rule of this government should be: if it unleashes community engagement we should do it; if it crushes it we shouldn’t.’ This gave a new ideological twist to a traditional Conservative anti-statism, but it was not clear what it might mean in practice. However, it was soon submerged by the impact of the financial crisis that dominated British politics from 2008 onwards and which then turned into prolonged economic recession. What defined the 2010 coalition government was not discussion about a big society but whether its austerity programme was working (and whether it was providing a cover for an old ideological ambition to reduce the size of the state). Moreover, the failure of regulation to prevent the financial crash had seemed to identify the need for more state, not less.

What the crash had produced was ideological disorientation on both left and right. The right’s belief in free markets and light regulation had been undermined by the irresponsible behaviour of financial institutions and bankers. The left’s attachment to a politics of public spending (sustained by tax receipts from Britain’s large financial sector) had been undermined by the new politics of deficit reduction. Politicians in all parties lined up to proclaim their attachment to a more responsible version of capitalism. Labour’s new leader, Ed Miliband, declared that the party’s New Labour period was over and launched an attack on a ‘predatory’ kind of capitalism that had to be converted into something more benign. All this was a recognition that something profound had happened, shattering previous assumptions; but it was far from clear where (or when) secure ideological ground of any kind would again be found, what its policy implications might be, and where the centre of political gravity would settle down. At the same time a range of new issues—many of them about identity, lifestyle, and culture—refused to be compressed into ancestral categories (and so did not feed a political culture war of the kind seen in the United States). One example of such issues was the row in early 2013 over gay marriage that divided the Conservatives. Thus, there was still plenty to argue about; but the arguments could no longer be contained within the old familiar boxes.


Chapter 4
Governing: the strong centre?

I think a lot of things that I’ve done – a strong centre, making sure that the writ of the Prime Minister runs throughout – I think that’s just an inevitable part of modern government. I don’t apologise for it at all.

(Tony Blair)

British government is strong government. This has been the big truth about British politics. It was evident in the response to the financial crisis in 2008. Having authorized a government guarantee of lending to the banks of £186 billion, Chancellor of the Exchequer Alistair Darling ‘reflected that, unlike many of my international counterparts, I had the authority to do so, even if the Bank of England was reluctant, without having first to seek parliamentary authority’. Some people have celebrated this strength, because it gives direction and cohesion to the business of government. Others have lamented it, because it allows government to occupy too much political space. What we shall have to consider is whether recent constitutional and political changes, including the arrival of coalition government in 2010, mean that this traditional account of strong government needs to be revised. Before that, though, it is necessary to understand the basis for the traditional picture.

In discussing the constitution, we noticed how government had come to occupy the space it did. It was the product of a very particular history, in which the centrality of the governing function maintained a continuous existence despite all the other political developments going on around it. This is what Dicey meant when he wrote that ‘the prerogatives of the Crown have become the privileges of the people’, in the sense that the transition to democracy in Britain had been accomplished while retaining the governing authority historically enjoyed by the Crown: ‘This curious process, by which the personal authority of the King has been turned into the sovereignty of the King in Parliament, has had two effects: it has put an end to the arbitrary powers of the monarch; and it has preserved intact and undiminished the supreme authority of the State’. This supreme authority was not pluralized or decisively constitutionalized. Nor was it merely preserved, though, for when government acquired a democratic basis this brought with it a new and powerful legitimacy for its supremacy in the shape of ‘the people’, represented by ever more organized parties.

It was certainly a ‘curious’ business. When Tony Blair was portrayed as ‘the King in Parliament’, even if it was not usually expressed in quite that way, this was the indispensable context. In a narrow sense, it reflected the fact that a range of prerogative powers that were formerly possessed by the monarch (for example, to make appointments, sign treaties, declare wars) had transferred intact to the prime minister, bypassing the legislature on the way. There were periodic suggestions that these prerogative powers needed to be constitutionalized in some way, but these were not suggestions that commended themselves to prime ministers or governments, at least until very recently. In a broader sense, the real curiosity of the business is the way in which the executive as a whole retained, and consolidated, its dominance within the political system. It was a top–down polity. This made Britain distinctive among democracies for its degree of concentrated and centralized power.

Leave aside for a moment the question of whether this portrait now requires serious revision, or whether its essential features remain intact. The prior task is to get the original portrait into proper focus. Several elements combined to define the whole. There was the executive’s dominance of Parliament. There was an electoral system that eschewed proportionality in favour of the production of ‘governments that can govern’. There was the absence of a codified constitution and of a constitutional court to protect it. There was the preference for conventions as the organizing principles of political life. There was the centre’s control of the localities. There was a political culture organized around the clash of opposites, in the form of an actual government and a ‘shadow’ one, rather than a search for consensus, compromise, and coalition-building. There were the tight party disciplines that kept everything (and everybody) in shape.

This is why Britain has been described as the traditional exemplar of a ‘power-hoarding’ polity, in Anthony King’s nice phrase. A strong executive centre had not wanted to share power with Parliament, other parties, judges, or local governments; and had resisted proposals (for example, to change the electoral system, or to strengthen the second chamber) that would check and circumscribe its governing authority. Behind this predisposition had been erected a legitimating narrative about the nature of government in Britain. Those in search of a classic summary need look no further than the Blair government’s consultation document on House of Lords reform (The House of Lords—Completing the Reform, November 2001). In a short section of just six paragraphs, under the heading of ‘The Pre-Eminence of the House of Commons’, there is to be found a wonderfully distilled account of the official version of how Britain had come to be governed in the way that it had.

It deserves a wide readership. Unfortunately, only a brief précis is possible here. It goes like this. Britain has a ‘tripartite sovereignty’ of the Crown in both Houses of Parliament, but in practice the three parts have uneven powers. The Commons has become predominant and the Crown (‘or Executive’) has become accountable to Parliament. The electoral system ‘enables the people to give a clear and unequivocal answer to the question “Whom do you choose to govern you?”’, and the political system is ‘built around that principle’. It produces a government formed by the majority party, and an official opposition from the largest rival party. Although the convention-based constitution is ‘flexible enough to accommodate alternative arrangements’, these occur only very exceptionally. This system has ‘provided Britain with effective democratic Government and accountability for more than a century, and few would wish to change it’. It is founded on the ‘pre-eminence of the House of Commons’ and it is ‘vital that reform of the Lords does not upset this balance’. The key requirement of any reform therefore is that it should not ‘obscure the line of authority and accountability that flows between the people and those they elect directly to form the Government’.

Here is the traditional system described in all its governing simplicity. It is the job of the people to elect a government, and it is the job of the government to govern. Nothing should confuse, or get in the way of, the singular clarity of this political arrangement. Crown power had become executive power, and the legislative supremacy established by the House of Commons had secured the unfettered exercise of that power by a majority party. Note the absence in this account of any concern with checks and balances, or with the plurality and division of power, or with competing legitimacies: all the routine stuff of politics and political systems everywhere. So any argument that a reformed second chamber might be needed as part of an attempt to rebalance the political system, towards Parliament and against the executive, does not even merit consideration. The system’s deliberately uneven balance was intrinsic to its single ‘line of authority and accountability’. The fact that this line ended in the ‘pre-eminence of the House of Commons’, which was normally in the pocket of the executive, was not thought to raise questions about the easy conjoining of authority and accountability.

This was not always so. There was a time when good government was thought to require an explicit unbundling of power and accountability. As Peter Hennessy puts it: ‘For a few brief years at the beginning of the eighteenth century it looked as if the country might consciously separate the powers of the executive and the legislature’. The 1701 Act of Settlement contained a provision that prohibited a monarchical placeman (a minister to us) from being a Member of Parliament. This provision was repealed (in 1705) before it could be implemented. Had it not been, British government would have developed quite differently. There would have been no easy elision of power from monarch to Cabinet and prime minister, and no fusion of executive and legislature as the operating principle of British government. Even into the 20th century there was a requirement that a Member of Parliament who was made a minister should stand for re-election, a residual attempt to separate out roles, but this too was abandoned once the age of party government had established the ascendancy of the doctrine about a single line of authority and accountability.

[image: image]

8. The Queen (Victoria) dissolving Parliament (Punch, 1847)

So Britain became the home of ‘strong government’, with a vengeance. Formed from a single party (at least since 1945 and until the coalition of 2010), government controlled the House of Commons—more or less securely at different periods—and was able to convert the formal sovereignty of Parliament into the effective sovereignty of the executive. That executive is formally a collective one, in the shape of a Cabinet of ministers (supplemented by a larger cadre of subordinate ministers outside the Cabinet). Originally, in fact as well as in name, the King’s ministers, they had eventually become ministers without the King as royal power was progressively stripped away. They became instead the ministers of the prime minister, who was formally commissioned to form a government by the monarch (‘The Queen has invited me to form a government’), but in practice was the leader of the majority party who appointed ministers (and removed them) as he constructed ‘his’ government. Faced with the need, first, to present a united front against the monarch and, later, against Parliament and the electorate, a governing convention of ‘collective cabinet responsibility’ was developed to ensure a common line. As Lord Melbourne told his Cabinet in 1841 as they discussed the Corn Laws, ‘we had better all tell the same story’. There have been moments of acute controversy when it has simply not been possible for ministers to tell the same story, requiring the convention to be temporarily suspended (for example, by Harold Wilson at the time of the Common Market referendum in 1975 and by the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition on the Alternative Vote referendum in 2011). In other circumstances, ministers who want to tell a different story are required to toe the line or resign.

Well, that’s the theory. The practice is inevitably rather different. Even single-party governments contain different views, and interests, and opposition parties and the media spend much of their time trying to expose these (while ministers and their acolytes may also brief against each other). Coalition government puts additional strain on the convention and requires its generous interpretation. Much of the daily political debate in Britain, in the media and between the parties, seems to consist of attempts to show that government is not the united front it claims to be. Ditto for the ‘shadow’ government. This is a wearisome business for all concerned, and does little to advance intelligent political discussion. In fact, the effect is to close down free-range political argument. Sometimes it is patently obvious that a government is racked by internal divisions and differences. This was the fate of John Major’s government in the 1990s on the issue of Europe (prompting Major to refer, in an unguarded moment, to the group of ‘bastards’ in his Cabinet). It was clear that they did not all tell the same story, let alone believe it; but it was also clear that the dissenters could not be removed or disciplined because they merely reflected equivalent divisions within the party. As for the Blair government, a running theme in all the commentary was the split between Tony Blair’s Downing Street and Gordon Brown’s Treasury, including on the issue of the single European currency. The language of ‘split’ (along with the language of ‘U-turn’) is never far from the British political debate.

Although we talk about ‘the government’, and the convention of collective responsibility that underpins this, this can be somewhat misleading as a description of how the business of governing Britain actually works. As a former head of the civil service, Sir William Armstrong, once put it: ‘The first thing to be noted about the central government of this country is that it is a federation of departments’. Not all departments are equal though, and the Treasury is the most unequal of all. As the keeper of the purse, its tentacles extend everywhere. In the words of a former chancellor of the exchequer, Nigel Lawson, ‘it is not for nothing that the Treasury is known in Whitehall as the Central Department’. This also makes the relationship between the prime minister and the chancellor by far the most crucial relationship within government. When it breaks down (as happened between Mrs Thatcher and her chancellor, Nigel Lawson), a government is soon in trouble. This is why the troubled relationship between Tony Blair and Gordon Brown (now documented in gruesome detail in a range of memoirs) was so toxic for good government, reinforced by the fact that Gordon Brown’s Treasury had invented a range of powerful new instruments with which to tighten its grip on the work of ministers and departments.

Yet it is through individual ministers that the business of government is formally conducted, and it is the ministerial head of each department (the secretary of state) who is charged with the formal responsibility for that department’s activity (or inactivity). They have to account to Parliament—and to the prime minister, and to the media, and to the wider public—for what their department does. This is what the other governing convention, that of ‘individual ministerial responsibility’, is all about. It is about carrying the can. Sometimes it may mean resignation when things go badly wrong, but ministers have been more likely to go when they have been found in occupancy of the wrong bed rather than in possession of a failed policy. There is perennial discussion about what the ‘responsibility’ and ‘accountability’ of ministers actually mean in practice, whether these terms are the same, and how such obligations are properly discharged. Those in search of enlightenment might consult the Ministerial Code, a sort of rule-book on conduct issued by the prime minister to all ministers in the government. This also contains the text of a resolution on ministerial responsibility passed by the House of Commons in 1997, in the wake of an inquiry into the Iraq arms sale scandal. For all its imprecision, the political accountability of ministers is fundamental to the conduct of British politics.
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9. Tony Blair buries Cabinet government (Richard Willson, The Times, 5 January 1998)

Ministers have all the resources of the civil service at their disposal. This is Britain’s permanent government. Ministers (and governments) come and go, but civil servants stay. Apart from the small number of politically appointed special advisers that ministers are allowed (about whom there is periodic controversy), the politicians depend upon their civil servants for advancing their policy objectives. The deal is that ministers alone are politically responsible for their departments, each of which has a Permanent Secretary as its administrative head, with civil servants giving loyal service to their minister (of whatever party, bearing whatever policies) in exchange for anonymity and protection of their independence and impartiality. This produces a relationship of serial monogamy between civil servants and ministers (memorably satirized in the British television series Yes, Minister) that sits at the heart of government. Ministers want results, and quickly; civil servants want practicality, and proper process. This gives rise to inevitable, and necessary, tensions, including (from politicians) regular proposals for civil service reform.

There are further tensions between the departmental basis of government and the need for a collective strategy. The Cabinet is the formal mechanism to secure the latter (and can still go ‘live’ at certain moments, in certain governments), but in practice it increasingly rubber-stamps decisions rather than takes them. It has inherent limitations as a collective decision-making device, not least that identified by a former senior civil servant, Sir Douglas Wass, in 1983: ‘No minister I know of has won political distinction by his performance in Cabinet or by his contribution to collective decision-making.’ Much of the work of Cabinet is now processed through a system of Cabinet Committees, but many of the key decisions that are processed have already been taken in bilateral meetings between the prime minister (or those who act on his behalf) and individual ministers. In the Blair government Cabinet meetings were stripped down to their barest essentials, sometimes lasting for as little as 45 minutes, with the real business of government transacted elsewhere. A joke said to be circulating among ministers asked why only half the Cabinet drank tea: because Cabinet meetings were over before the trolley had gone all round the room. Blair started as he meant to go on. On the Sunday afternoon after the 1997 election, the momentous decision to transfer control over interest rates to the Bank of England was taken in a meeting between Gordon Brown and Tony Blair in the front room of Blair’s family house in Islington. The journalist Andrew Rawnsley (in his Servants of the People) takes up the story of what happened the next day:

The plan had brought Blair into another collision with the Cabinet Secretary about the centralist style of governing. Handing over control of monetary policy was, by any standards, a sensational step, and the more so because it had not been advertised in advance either to the electorate or anyone else in the Cabinet. When the Prime Minister allowed him into the secret, Sir Robin Butler was astounded to learn that Blair and Brown were planning to act without consulting any other ministers. The Cabinet would not meet until two days after the announcement. Butler suggested to Blair that his senior colleagues should surely be involved in such a momentous change. The Prime Minister was not interested in giving the Cabinet a vote. ‘I’m sure they’ll agree,’ responded Blair. The Cabinet Secretary persisted: shouldn’t the Cabinet at least be informed? ‘They’ll all agree,’ repeated Blair, more emphatically. Butler made a final attempt to convince Blair to follow what Britain’s most senior civil servant regarded as the constitutional proprieties. ‘How do you know that the Cabinet will agree with the decision when it’s still a secret?’ Blair replied very simply: ‘They will.’

There is endless discussion about whether Cabinet government has now been replaced by prime ministerial government. Each period and each prime minister allows a new twist to be given to this debate. Thus Margaret Thatcher was ‘strong’, but was eventually brought down by her colleagues. John Major was ‘weak’, with the Cabinet stronger but with government more ineffective. Tony Blair was ‘presidential’, but this had more to do with a particular conjunction of circumstances—a huge majority, a willing party, a personal authority—than with a permanent alteration in Britain’s governing arrangements. Once the circumstances change, as they can do dramatically, rapidly, and unexpectedly, then so does the centre of gravity within government. Blair’s diminished popularity after the Iraq war eventually enabled Gordon Brown and his supporters to force his resignation. Gordon Brown began strong, but his dysfunctional style of governing soon made him very weak; while David Cameron has been required to negotiate the particular circumstances of coalition government. The truth is that a prime minister is both commanding and vulnerable. He dominates the political landscape, but this does not mean that he is in secure and permanent control of all that he surveys.

The conventional wisdom in Britain has been that coalition government is necessarily weak and unstable, lacking the cohesion, discipline, and governing authority that single-party government provides. The early experience of the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government formed in 2010 challenged this view (certainly if the comparison was with the Brown government that preceded it). Rooted in a formal coalition agreement, it combined functioning Cabinet government with an informal system for brokering disagreements. A study by the Constitution Unit concluded that in its first eighteen months the coalition ‘set a model for harmonious and unified government which may prove hard to follow’. Tensions inevitably grew though, with continuing speculation about whether the coalition would hold together for the duration of the Parliament. It was a coalition government but not a coalition Parliament; and this was the source of its increasing difficulties.

A recurrent question is whether the British system of government by departments, linked by the formal machinery of Cabinet and its committees, lacks an effective centre to hold it all together and to drive it on. This is the case for a prime minister’s department, which does not exist (part of a prime minister’s vulnerability) but which Tony Blair had clearly sought to establish in everything but name both by his governing style and by his development of the Downing Street machine. As the authoritative political commentator Peter Riddell described this process: ‘The far-reaching changes in 10 Downing Street and the Cabinet Office since the election have created a Prime Minister’s department in all but name that resembles the Executive Office serving the President in Washington DC. But a typically British hybrid has been created: West Wing meets Yes, Prime Minister’ (The Times, 25 June 2001). Blair was much criticized for subverting Cabinet government by an informal and centralizing style of ‘sofa’ government. However, when David Cameron came to office promising a different governing style it was not long before some of his government’s problems were being attributed to a weakness at the Downing Street centre, which he then sought to strengthen.

Nothing so distinguished the Blair premiership (what Peter Hennessy calls a ‘command premiership’) as a restless quest for governing levers that worked when they were pulled. Too many of the existing ones turned out to be made of rubber, producing an ever more frantic search for new ones of more durable construction. A civil service that was distinguished by an elegance of governing process met a prime minister whose mantra was ‘delivery’ of the governing product. Britain’s former top civil servant, Cabinet Secretary Sir Richard Wilson, confessed in evidence to the House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee in 2001 that this emphasis on delivery had come as a challenging novelty to the administrative machine: ‘I do accept that what we are being asked to do now is different in kind from the things we have been asked to do in the past.’ So there is a paradox here. A system of ‘strong’ government, the traditional hallmark of British politics, combined with a weakness of practical delivery mechanisms. Governing capacity, in a political sense, was not the same as policy effectiveness.

This directs attention away from the narrow terrain of the political centre to the wider world of ‘governance’ in Britain. This is the world of executive agencies, quangos, partnerships, regulators, contracted-out services, and all the rest of the dense and complex network of arrangements through which government now operates. The central executive, even when it can negotiate its own fissiparous tendencies, depends upon this vast and unwieldy apparatus for converting its policy ambitions into administrative results. It is scarcely surprising that a pull on the central levers can often seem to produce only a muffled and uncertain response. The Blair government (and Gordon Brown’s Treasury in particular) initially seemed to believe that they could micro-manage everything from the centre, setting targets, controlling funds, and imposing disciplines. This is what ‘strong government’ permits. However, they soon discovered that this was far more difficult in practice than they had allowed for; and the emphasis began to switch to developing ‘strategic capacity’ at more local levels, with ‘earned autonomy’ for organizations which could demonstrate good management and delivery.

The 2010 coalition government led by David Cameron promised a radically different approach to governing, involving a rejection of statism and centralism. ‘We want to turn government on its head’, declared Cameron, ‘taking power away from Whitehall and putting it in the hands of people and communities.’ The coalition agreement promised ‘radical devolution of power and greater financial autonomy to local government and community groups’. Instead of ‘bureaucratic accountability’ there would be ‘democratic accountability’. Previously the emphasis had been on deploying all the resources of a strong centre to force improvement in how the state delivered its services; now the emphasis was on getting the state out of the picture and enabling others to take on the job.

So Whitehall numbers were culled, business outsiders brought in to oversee departments, and policy advice was to be contracted out. In the name of localism, local government was given more flexible powers and community groups more powers in relation to local government. In the name of accountability, all items of public spending would have to be logged and published. There would be elected police commissioners and public services like schools and hospitals increasingly freed from state control. A bonfire of quangos saw a range of public bodies either abolished or merged. Here was the centre wanting to offload responsibilities, but it was not clear whether it would represent a lasting transformation in how Britain was governed. Its critics alleged that it was really just about reducing the size and role of the state.

Part of the intention was to disperse power so that the central state would no longer be looked to for solutions to every problem. Yet this ran up against a political culture in which equity was preferred to diversity and the state was expected to provide a uniform level of service to its citizens wherever they lived. This suggested that the rhetoric of localism might be easier than its practice; while projections indicated that demands on the state, especially from an ageing population, were set to increase sharply in the future. There was also the enduring force of the political tradition of ministerial responsibility, which demanded accountability from government even if provision had gone elsewhere. In this sense a strong centre was rooted not just in control of the levers of government but in an established culture of expectations. Changing the latter was likely to prove more difficult than releasing the grip of the former.

If the centre is especially strong in Britain, it is at least in part because other centres of power are especially weak. Local democracy has virtually disappeared as the centre has tightened the screw. Although local government had never enjoyed any formal constitutional status, unlike the position of subnational governments in much of Europe, it had traditionally been protected by a custom and practice of separate spheres in Britain’s informal constitutional arrangements. This changed sharply in the last two decades of the 20th century, when the centre snuffed out the vestigial independence of local government (the crucial constitutional moment was the ‘capping’ of local spending and taxing by the Thatcher government in the 1980s) and trampled all over the old conventions. Some 75 per cent of local authority spending now comes from the centre, which erodes the basis for a vibrant local democracy. The ‘localism’ of the Cameron government has not extended to restoring the taxing and spending power of local government. Similarly, although Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland now have forms of devolved government, England has not developed democratic regional institutions of its own. In this sense all roads still lead to the centre.

The British system of strong government also has some evident weaknesses. The strength comes from a political system in which the executive is in routine control of Parliament, and where institutional checks and balances of a formal kind have been largely absent. In this sense government in Britain is exceptionally, even uniquely, strong. It commands a wide political territory, has a large freedom of manœuvre, and possesses a formidable ability to translate policy ambitions into legislative achievements. This makes a British prime minister much less hemmed in, and constrained, than many of the other political leaders he encounters on his travels. Strong government gives a capacity for action, both at home and abroad, that represents a substantial asset. This being so, it may seem perverse to talk of associated weaknesses.

Yet these exist. Capacity for action is not the same as policy effectiveness. Post-1945 British history is distinguished by a running lamentation about the failure to halt decline, deal with entrenched problems, or keep up with other countries. This led some to suggest that the British system of alternating ‘strong’ governments produced policy lurches, prevented policy continuities, and failed to build durable consensus in key areas. Countries with much ‘weaker’ governments seemed, perversely, to have done rather better. So too with the centralization of the British system, which enabled government to ensure that its writ ran everywhere without check or hindrance, but also meant that there was a paucity of other institutions with the capacity for effective action. An ever more frantic pressing of buttons at the centre was a reflection of the weaknesses associated with such a lop-sided governing strength. An ever more complex network of control chains and coordinating mechanisms was required to keep the governing show on the road.

Then there were the changes from other directions, which posed huge challenges to the traditional British way of governing and required new governing techniques to be learnt. Engagement with the institutions of the European Union, which has formed an ever-increasing part of the lives of both ministers and civil servants, has introduced a pluralistic world of bargaining, negotiation, compromise, and coalition-building which stands in stark contrast to the winner-takes-all model of executive dominance which has distinguished the domestic political terrain (although the arrival of coalition government has required different governing techniques here too). As former prime minister John Major described the contrast in political styles: ‘When British ministers spoke the language of Westminster in Brussels it was like spitting in church.’ A tradition which boasted a ‘sovereignty’ that insisted on a single and inviolable source of governing authority met a tradition in which power was for sharing if this advanced the capacity for collective action. Similarly, while the rest of Europe saw ‘federalism’ in terms of dividing power, in Britain (where it was scarcely mentionable in polite society) it was understood as the centralization of power.

Other changes came from nearer home, many of them in the raft of constitutional reforms introduced by the Blair government after 1997. Their combined effect was to impose new checks on government and more pluralism in governing. Handing control of interest rates to the Bank of England imposed a major economic check. The Human Rights Act 1998 introduced a fundamental judicial check, involving a new discipline for the whole of government and bringing the courts into the business of government far beyond the judicial review of administrative action that had already grown in size and scope in the preceding years. The Freedom of Information Act 2000 brought a stronger informational check, involving a formal break with a traditional culture of secrecy and a wider window on the activities of government. Further checks came from new rules on party funding, and from new regulatory bodies like the Electoral Commission and official watchdogs such as the Committee on Standards in Public Life and (since 2010) The Office for Budget Responsibility. New conventions, such as the use of referendums for major constitutional changes, also became established. At the same time Parliament was becoming more assertive, chipping away at prerogative powers on matters such as war-making, treaty-making, and public appointments. All this meant that ministers and governments ‘can no longer do what they were accustomed to do’ (Bogdanor). Then there was the pluralizing of government, the conversion of a unitary state into a union state, that came with the creation of new forms of government in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland (and with electoral systems that pluralized power in the same way that the Westminster system concentrated it). There was no longer a single British political system, but several political systems within Britain, while externally whole tracts of policy were now controlled or circumscribed by the European Union. Governing involved negotiating this new reality.

So the old portrait clearly does need some revision. Britain’s political system is still, in comparative terms, a power-hoarding one, with supports for a strong centre remaining in place. Yet the supports are weaker and the governing constraints stronger. The arrival of coalition government in 2010 imposed further constraints in the form of political power-sharing, but in a sense this only reflected the power-sharing that had already taken place on other fronts. The real threat to strong government, as the financial crisis provided a brutal reminder, was from sources of power that individual national governments seemed unable or unwilling to control. Global financial power was unchecked by global financial governance. This was the challenge for governments everywhere and, in this respect at least, Britain was no exception.


Chapter 5
Representing: is the party over?

Parties eat good men and spit them out bad . . . No nation’s public life is so polluted by party as Britain’s.

(Simon Jenkins, The Times, 14 October 1998)

If you want to win votes and get elected in Britain, at least in general elections, then you had better get a party. The occasional and isolated exceptions only prove the rule. Before the 2010 general election, in the wake of the parliamentary expenses scandal, there was speculation that independent candidates might do unusually well, but in the event this did not happen. Elected politicians have a wonderful capacity for persuading themselves that their electoral success is to be explained by their obvious personal qualities, but the evidence is all against them. Overwhelmingly, it is the party label that counts. British politics is party politics. This is another of the big truths. Yet parties themselves are becoming weaker and the traditional party system is less secure. This is something to which it will be necessary to return.

Following the 1997 election, legislation was introduced (Registration of Political Parties Act 1998) to enable parties to register their title to their name, and to similar names that might confuse the voters. The significance of this legislation was not what it contained, which was relatively minor, but the fact that legislation on political parties had been introduced at all. This was a major constitutional departure. The role of political parties might be one of the big truths of British politics, but it was a truth that had hitherto not dared to speak its name. Apart from some small housekeeping provisions, the existence of political parties was a closely guarded constitutional secret. This was like describing a car without mentioning that it had an engine.

It was not until 1969 that party names were even allowed to appear on ballot papers, finally exploding the fiction that it was individuals rather than parties who were being voted for. In the House of Commons the fiction is still maintained by the absence of any party designation in the way that MPs are formally described. They are simply the ‘Honourable Member’ for a particular constituency. The real business is done through a mysterious device known as the ‘usual channels’, curiously absent from the textbooks, where the party managers carve things up between themselves away from the decorous party-blind formalities of the chamber. But party has now come in from the constitutional cold. The legislation on party registration has been followed by a raft of other measures—on party list electoral arrangements for devolved assemblies and for the European Parliament, and regulation of party funding backed by a new commission—that bring the parties and the party system into full view.

So the secret is out. In Britain party rules. There might be argument about the extent to which the state should interfere with how voluntary associations like parties order their internal affairs, but not with the centrality of party to the operation of the political system. Tony Blair became prime minister because in 1983, just three weeks before the general election, a few members of the Trimdon branch of the safe Labour constituency of Sedgefield persuaded the 83-strong general committee of the local party, by the wafer-thin margin of 42 to 41, to add the young barrister’s name to the shortlist from which it was selecting a parliamentary candidate. This is a vivid illustration of the way in which the parties act as the gatekeepers and recruiting agents of British political life. With no separation of powers, governments are formed from among the tiny pool of politicians who belong to the majority party in the House of Commons. Even coalition government only extends the pool slightly. These politicians are there not primarily because of the electorate but because of a prior election held by a small party ‘selectorate’, whose choice is then legitimized by the wider electorate.

In other words, the parties control the political process. While this is a feature of political life almost everywhere, in Britain the control exercised by the parties is exceptionally tight. Ever since Jonathan Swift satirized a Lilliputian world divided between High-Heelers and Low-Heelers (the issue at stake being the size of heels on shoes) and Big-Enders and Little-Enders (where the dispute is over which end of an egg should be broken first), the party question has been endlessly debated. Some saw party in terms of the evils of faction and sectionalism; others as (in Edmund Burke’s words) ‘a body of men united, for promoting by their joint endeavours the national interest, upon some particular principles in which they are all agreed’. The movement from loose associations of interests and persons to tightly organized electoral and parliamentary machines is the story of the development of the modern party system. It was a development that transformed political life. In the 1840s Sir James Graham, Peel’s Home Secretary, described ‘the state of Parties and of relative numbers’ as ‘the cardinal point’, for ‘with a majority in the House of Commons, everything is possible; without it, nothing can be done’.

The crucial period of transition was the 19th century. Some have looked back nostalgically to a mid-century ‘golden age’ before the grip of party had tightened, when governments could be made and unmade by shifting coalitions of parliamentary support; but the reality was rather different. In his The English Constitution (1867) Bagehot described the ‘impotence’ of political life without organized parties: ‘It is not that you will not be able to do any good, but you will not be able to do anything at all. If everybody does what he thinks right, there will be 657 amendments to every motion, and none of them will be carried or the motion either’. This is a text that could hang above the desks of chief whips everywhere. It was after the 1867 Reform Act that party organization really took off, in response to the challenge of an enlarged urban electorate. Mass democracy produced mass parties (a process described by Ostrogorski in his Democracy and the Organisation of Political Parties (1902) as the ‘methodical organisation of the electoral masses’). This aroused hope in some, and fear in others.

Parties are the organizers of political choice. This is a crucial function in any political system. In Britain the modern range of choice was shaped in the decade following the end of the First World War in 1918, with the final arrival of universal suffrage, the disappearance of troublesome Irish representation after the creation of the new Irish state, and the emergence of the infant Labour Party in place of the Liberals as the main alternative to the Conservatives. We became so accustomed to the post-1945 world of strong single-party governments and a two-party political system that it was easy to forget that an earlier world was quite different. Coalitions and minority governments were normal and the disciplines of party weaker (strikingly evidenced in the political career of Winston Churchill, who first left the Conservatives for the Liberals, then later moved back again). As the Jenkins Commission (set up by Tony Blair to look at the electoral system, as part of his deal with Liberal Democrat leader, Paddy Ashdown) put it in its 1998 report: ‘On the factual record it clearly cannot be sustained that . . . there is anything shockingly unfamiliar to the British tradition about government depending upon a broader basis than single party whipped votes in the House of Commons’.

So the ‘British model’ was of more recent vintage than often supposed. At the beginning of the 1920s Britain had a three-party system; by the end of the 1920s it had effectively become a two-party system. At the general election of 1923 the Conservatives won 248 seats, Labour 191, and the Liberals 157; at the 1929 general election the equivalent figures were 249, 287, and 59 (and it was downhill all the way for the Liberals for decades after that). It was after 1945 that the British model of a ‘classical’ two-party system, the bedrock of ‘strong’ government, came into its own. The duopoly of two parties was established. From 1945 until 2010 Britain was governed either by the Labour or Conservative parties. At times majorities were fragile or even non-existent, but single-party government was sustained.

It was in the generation after 1945 that Britain came closest to the pure model of two party politics. During this period over 90 per cent of all votes went to the two main parties (peaking at 97 per cent in 1951). Class, ideology, and party seemed to have established a tight fit. In fact it was never quite as tight as it seemed (there was the much-examined ‘anomaly’ of the third of working-class people who voted Conservative, and evidence of disconnection on some issues between voters and ‘their’ parties), but it was probably as close as it could reasonably get. A textbook writer in the 1960s could confidently assert that ‘class is the basis of British party politics; all else is embellishment and detail’ (Pulzer). Then, after 1970, it all began to fall apart. On the surface it might seem the same, with governments still formed from one or other of the two big parties, but underneath there was radical discontinuity. Party competition went on as before, but the relationship between the parties and the electorate had undergone a profound change.

This is most strikingly seen in the sharply diminished share of the vote taken by the two main parties. Still at 89 per cent in 1970, this figure dropped to 75 per cent in 1974 and has never recovered since (and was 65 per cent in 2010). Labour’s nadir came in 1983, with only 28 per cent of the vote; while the Conservative nadir came in 1997 with 31 per cent. Another way of telling this story is to record the fact that from the 1970s elections were being won on a share of the vote that would have lost elections in the generation after 1945. The Conservative ‘landslide’ victory of 1983 was built on a vote share less than its share in the 1964 election when it lost; and Labour’s landslide wins of 1997 and 2001 saw its share of the vote lower than when it lost in 1959.
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10. ‘Find me a baby to kiss’: Labour candidates canvassing, Cardiff, 1945

The reasons are not hard to find. Other parties were more in evidence and took more votes. Between 1945 and 1966 in half the seats only Labour and the Conservatives put up candidates, but from 1974 all seats were contested by at least three parties. The Liberals received a boost with the SDP split from Labour in the early 1980s, while the nationalist parties in Scotland and Wales strengthened their position. More recently parties of the right (the BNP and UKIP) and of the left (the Greens and Respect) have added to the mix. Of these minority parties, the anti-EU UKIP has attracted most support, winning nearly 17 per cent of the vote at the 2009 European parliament election, but—unlike the Greens and Respect—not able to win even a single Westminster seat. Add in the evidence about a loosening link between class and party (‘class dealignment’ in the jargon, with 63 per cent of people voting for their ‘natural’ class party in the 1964 election but only 41 per cent in the 2005 election) and a marked weakening of the attachment felt by voters towards parties (a ‘partisan dealignment’ which saw 45 per cent of voters identifying very strongly with a political party in the 1960s but only 11 per cent doing so in the 2000s), and the cumulative picture becomes clear.

Yet for a long time it was concealed from view by a first-past-the-post electoral system that preserved the two-party dominance of the House of Commons. British politics therefore looked the same, even though it was not. In 1983 the combined vote share for Labour and the Conservatives fell to 70 per cent, but this still delivered them 93 per cent of the seats (and the Liberal Democrats, only a whisker behind Labour in votes, won a mere 23 seats to Labour’s 209). The electoral system saved the two-party system. As long as the main parties retained their core support even when they were on the ropes, it was difficult for a third party whose support was evenly distributed to break through. The mismatch between a declining two-party system among the electorate and its survival at Westminster could be viewed in different ways. On one view what was being propped up was an obsolete adversarialism that failed to reflect the changed disposition of the electorate. However, on another view, it served to protect the stability of the political system against fragmenting tendencies that would render effective government more difficult.

There was a symmetry between a traditional winner-takes-all system of government, in which a governing majority in the House of Commons enjoyed largely unchecked power, and a winner-takes-all electoral system that usually delivered victory to a single party (despite the fact that no winning party since 1935 had secured over 50 per cent of the votes). Put together, here is what ‘strong government’ in Britain has meant. It has given unshared power to a party, and then given all the governing resources of a weakly constitutionalized polity to that party. This is winner-takes-all twice over. When a party government had a crushing majority in the House of Commons (as the Conservatives had in the 1980s, and Labour after 1997, prompting speculation in both cases about whether two-party politics had now become one-party politics), then it was even three times over.

The 2010 election, which failed to give a governing majority to any party, was the moment when the post-1945 party system finally succumbed to the erosion of its electoral foundations. In this sense the arrival of coalition government was not so much an aberration as a culmination. Not only did it bring Britain in line with the European norm, but brought Westminster in line with what was happening in the rest of the United Kingdom. It is no longer possible to describe something called ‘the party system’ in Britain, as there is now a variety of party systems. In Scotland and Wales (and with even more intricate power-sharing arrangements in Northern Ireland) there are new kinds of electoral systems producing new kinds of governing systems. They are multi-party systems; and coalition politics has become routine (as it has in tracts of local government). All that had traditionally been seen as alien by the party system at Westminster, and as the unfortunate political habits of foreigners, had become the normal way of doing politics, now including Westminster too.
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11. Winner takes all (The Guardian, 26 May 1990)

Yet the coalition agreement between Conservatives and Liberal Democrats had produced a government that nobody had voted for. What this meant was brought into sharp relief when the Liberal Democrats supported a policy on student fees that they had expressly repudiated during the election. Coalition government subverted the established conventions of political life, which were wonderfully simple and straightforward. They found their legitimating ideology in the doctrine of the mandate and the manifesto. A party told the electorate in its election manifesto (once a short and broad statement, now a long and detailed prospectus) what it would do if elected; and then claimed to have a mandate from the electorate for its actions in government.

The claim is spurious of course, at least in any precise sense, but that does not make it less potent. Manifestos are package deals, making it impossible to know which individual items are supported or disliked. The mandate rolls everything up together without discrimination. This enables politicians to claim that they ‘have a mandate’ for a particular policy when they may well have nothing of the kind, on the basis that the policy in question was ‘in the manifesto’. This can be a way of deflecting criticism or stifling dissent. How could anyone possibly oppose something that the people had given a mandate for?

It was in this spirit that a junior minister wrote to the Guardian (5 January 2002) to take issue with an editorial that had criticized the government’s plan to end jury trials for a range of cases. ‘Given the importance you rightly attach to the voice of the people’, declared the minister, ‘I am surprised you ignore the manifesto on which this government was elected last June. . . . The people considered that manifesto and voted for it. You . . . may disagree with the proposal, but that is what the people voted for’. Here is the doctrine of manifesto and mandate deployed in its most brazen form. It is also absurd. Leave aside the fact that ‘the people’ in this case was represented by an electorate of whom only 59 per cent voted and only 23 per cent of those voted for the government. This attenuated people plainly did not ‘consider’ a proposal that made no appearance at all in the election campaign; and which was anyway not described in the small print of the manifesto as a curb on the right to trial by jury but as a craftily drafted promise to ‘remove the widely abused right of defendants alone to dictate whether or not they should be tried in a crown court’. The attempt to mobilize the whole legitimating weight of the mandate doctrine in such a case was preposterous, serving only to expose its threadbare credentials, but it also provides a telling illustration of its central place in the armoury of party government. If coalition government is to become more usual, then there will be an expectation before an election (rather than, as in 2010, afterwards) that parties will indicate the terms upon which a coalition would be entered into.

Coalition also complicated the way in which parties had been able to exploit the resources of the British tradition of strong government. The arrival of democratic politics, and along with it the modern party system, bestowed a new legitimacy on this tradition by providing a direct transmission belt from the people’s will to party government. Parliamentary sovereignty could now be identified with popular sovereignty, and the practical expression of both was the sovereignty of party (although there was a coyness about describing it in these terms). If party was the carrier of the people’s will, then it was clearly right that it should hold unmediated sway. After all, who could gainsay the mandate bestowed by a sovereign people? The problem for a coalition government was that it did not have this kind of mandate, as it was a post-election arrangement made by the politicians. It therefore had to advance an argument of necessity to justify its existence.

Party domination has inserted itself into every nook and cranny of British political life. The parties control the process of political recruitment, nationally and locally, and by extension also control (although now with some checks) the vast world of appointed government that sits alongside the narrower world of elected government. It is the patronage of party leaders that puts people into the House of Lords. The right of local parties to choose parliamentary candidates (in all parties) is jealously defended. The national party machines would much prefer to draft their own favoured people in if they could get away with it, and try various means to do so from time to time, but the local party selectorate remains firmly in charge of this gateway to political careers (and, on occasion, the exit route). There have been isolated experiments with primary elections involving the wider electorate, and proposals for a recall procedure in certain limited circumstances, but nothing that significantly alters the picture of party control.

All this raises issues about whom the local party selectorate is and how it operates. The rise of the Labour Party in the early years of the 20th century was in part a response to the refusal of local Liberal associations to select working-class candidates. Later in the century the making of ‘new’ Labour included a move to ‘one member one vote’ in candidate selection to break the hold of constituency activists who were regarded as unrepresentative of the party’s members and voters. The embarrassing paucity of women being selected by all the parties prompted Labour to introduce women-only selections in some constituencies for the 1997 general election, producing a doubling in the number of women MPs at that election. Before 1987 women had never made up more than 5 per cent of MPs; after the 2010 election 22 per cent of MPs were women, the highest figure ever and the eleventh highest proportion of women MPs in the 27 EU member states. The move to party-list elections would make it easier for representational imbalances to be tackled, but at the cost of greater central control of the political recruitment process.

It is not just entry to political life that the parties control, crucial though that is. Their control extends across the whole conduct of politics. They structure the policy choices that are presented to the voters. They produce the political leaders who form governments and oppositions. They organize the election campaigns. The whole of political argument in Britain is dominated by a permanent election campaign between the parties. Because each party aspires to form a government, in an electoral system that gives priority to government-forming over opinion-representing, they have to make a broad electoral appeal. If they seem to turn in upon themselves, becoming narrowly sectarian and rancorously divided (Labour in the 1980s, the Conservatives in the 1990s), electoral retribution is assured. The coalitions that were absent from the formal face of British politics between 1945 and 2010 were ever present in the internal life of the catch-all parties, which span an extraordinary range of opinion and interest. The arguments and deals that are the public face of politics in multi-party systems (and after 2010 in Britain) have in the past been transferred to the private life of the parties themselves. Coalition government has added inter-party to intra-party dissent.

This is reflected in the perennial issue of party management. This has historically been most acute in the Labour Party, for the party was the product of an extra-parliamentary movement that was organized on the basis of internal democracy. This brought endemic and inevitable tensions between the parliamentary leadership and the wider party. Some observers (as well as political opponents) even questioned whether Labour could function as a ‘normal’ parliamentary party. By contrast, the Conservatives were a resolutely ‘top-down’ party in which leaders were supposed to lead and followers to follow. The sharply different character of the annual conferences of the two parties used to serve as a vivid reminder of their respective internal cultures and structures. Now all this has changed. The parties operate in very similar ways. Although members may be asked to approve major policy documents, and are entitled to vote for party leaders, control and direction is firmly centralized in both the Labour and Conservative parties (rather less so in the case of the Liberal Democrats). Party management remains a permanent task, with plenty of opportunities for embarrassment and discomfort, but the traditional contrast between the two main parties on this front has largely disappeared. Indeed, dissent seems now to have become the hallmark of the Conservatives, posing the greatest threat to the Conservative-led coalition with the Liberal Democrats. It may also be that, in changed political circumstances, the ties that bind politicians to parties have started to become weaker.

Another issue has been how the parties are funded. The traditional position was that the Conservatives derived much of their money from business, and Labour from the trade unions. However by the 1990s both parties were increasingly dependent on income from wealthy individual donors. This became a source of considerable political controversy, with donors unidentified and allegations of money buying influence and rewards. When Labour came to power in 1997 it referred the whole issue of party funding to the Committee on Standards in Public Life, then legislated to implement the resulting report. This introduced transparency into political donations, with an electoral commission to monitor and regulate party finances, but this did not prevent continuing political controversy around the issue, most dramatically in 2006 when the police launched an investigation into ‘cash for peerages’. Some believed that the only real solution was to be found in a system of state funding of political parties; but this seemed unlikely to commend itself to an electorate that was disposed to give less rather than more support to the parties. Further reports on the issue have appeared, most recently at the end of 2011, but inter-party agreement has remained elusive.

Parties are indispensable to the political process, yet ‘party politics’ is a routine term of political disapprobation in Britain. It suggests a rigid and predictable style of politics, in which the disciplines of party loyalty stifle independent thought and action. As Sidney Lowe put it: ‘No sentiment is likely to elicit more applause at a public meeting, than the sentiment that “this, Mr Chairman, is not a party question, and I do not propose to treat it from a party standpoint”’ (The Governance of England, 1904). Edmund Burke’s famous speech in 1774 to the electors of Bristol, in which he announced that he was their representative but not their delegate, was difficult to transpose into an age when representatives had largely become the delegates of party. If politics without party is a recipe for impotence and chaos, the total domination of politics by party carries its own dangers.

This becomes a more acute issue as party membership declines; and as attachment to party weakens. Only the fringe parties buck these trends. In the early 1950s, the Conservatives had more than 3 million members and Labour over one million; but in 2010 Labour had 194,000 members, the Conservatives 177,000 and the Liberal Democrats 65,000. Only 1 per cent of the electorate was a member of one of the main parties, compared with nearly 4 per cent in 1983 and one of the lowest rates of party membership in Europe. This makes it harder to claim that parties are the uniquely legitimate channel of political representation. It is now frequently observed that the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds has more members than all the political parties put together. At one level this simply reflects the fact that people prefer birds to politicians, which is clearly not an irrational preference, but it also points to a dichotomy between a society which is ever more diverse in its composition, tastes, beliefs, and interests and a political process in which the parties retain a tight grip on almost everything that moves.

Of course in practice there is a vast representational network through which society presses its extraordinary (and often conflicting) range of demands and interests upon the politicians, and the parties are required to broker all this into some kind of politically manageable and coherent form. That is an absolutely vital function. It is also why some of the attacks on party are badly misplaced. Yet in the British context it does make sense to ask if party now claims too much for itself, and in particular if it claims too much political and representational territory. The fact that 99 per cent of people in Britain do not belong to a political party raises questions about the role of party as the gatekeeper of all public life. The disciplines of catch-all parties can make them very blunt representational instruments. This suggests that there is a case for putting some public interest regulation around the activities of parties, and for ensuring that they do not claim a monopoly of representational space. It also suggests that parties themselves need to change the way they operate.

Something is already happening to the representative system. This system was designed to demarcate the space between governing and being governed. It was the job of the electorate to put governments in and to boot them out; but it was the job of the politicians to do the governing. Thus the conventional political wisdom in Britain was that the referendum was a dangerous foreign device that was incompatible with the British system of parliamentary representation. It was associated with dangerous populism and the techniques of tyranny. As Clement Attlee declared in 1945: ‘I could not consent to the introduction into our national life of a device so alien to all our traditions as the referendum.’ Yet now the modern conventional wisdom is that major constitutional changes should routinely be approved by referendum. This constitutional innovation may have originated as an expedient to contain internal party divisions over the European issue in the 1970s, but the expedient has now become the expectation. Perhaps this reflects a disenchantment with politicians and with Parliament, or a diminished belief by politicians in themselves. It might also be thought to reflect a new enthusiasm for political participation, but for the fact (seen in the referendum on the electoral system in 2010, and on elected mayors in 2012) that there seems to be a marked disinclination by people to take part in this form of direct democracy. Perhaps the issue of Europe may prove to be the exception, following David Cameron’s promise in 2013 (‘it is time to settle this European question in British politics’) of an in/out referendum after the next election if the Conservatives won. An old model of representation may have been abandoned; but this does not mean that a new one has been embraced.


Chapter 6
Accounting: heckling the steamroller?

When in that House MPs divide,
If they’ve got a brain and cerebellum too,
They’ve got to leave that brain outside
And vote just as their leaders tell’ em to.

(Gilbert and Sullivan, Iolanthe)

A few weeks after my election to the House of Commons in 1992, one of my children asked what was the best bit so far about being a Member of Parliament. I remember saying that I thought there were two best bits. First, the fact that the library research staff would instantly provide you with a brief on any subject under the sun. My son thought this would be very useful for his homework. Second, the supply of yellow forms on which questions could be written to any Cabinet minister requesting information on anything that came within the minister’s area of responsibility, with an obligation for an answer containing the information to be given (and published in Hansard, the parliamentary record) within a matter of days.

My son was disbelieving at such an extraordinary facility. So we agreed that we would put it to the test. But what to ask about? After some thought we suggested an esoteric question about the dangers of milk floats, on the basis that when I was my son’s age I had crashed into one on my bike early one morning while delivering newspapers and had long harboured a grudge against them. This was duly agreed, and the yellow form was filled in and submitted. A few days later the following reply was received, as recorded in the Hansard record (30 June 1992):

Milk Floats

Dr. Wright: To ask the Secretary of State for Transport what figures are available on the number of accidents and injuries associated with milk floats.

Mr. Kenneth Carlisle: Milk floats cannot be specifically identified from accident records held by the Department. However, using vehicle registration marks, additional vehicle information is obtained from the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency at Swansea for about 80 per cent of vehicles involved in injury accidents. The table shows information on injury accidents in 1990 where DVLA data indicate the involvement of floats. The 1991 data are not yet available.

Injury accidents involving floats and casualties in those accidents: by float propulsion type: Great Britain: 1990
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Pandora’s box was henceforth to be forever open. The people’s representatives had to be answered by the mighty. Accountability was not a stale word but a continuous practice. The episode had a further twist when a journalist phoned to ask what I thought about the answer I had received and about my general views on the dangers of milk floats. My reply, now that I was warming to the theme, duly appeared in his newspaper. I had become the authority on milk floats. More than that, I realized that I had become someone whose half-baked views on all sorts of topics would henceforth be taken with all the seriousness that they had never previously been thought to deserve. In fact, I was surrounded by people whose utterances were being taken seriously, especially by themselves, and solemnly recorded for posterity. Parliamentary democracy was clearly a wonderful thing.

Yet the reality is rather different. Once the ceremonial veneer is stripped away, and the rhetorical fog of parliamentary sovereignty is allowed to clear, the fragility of accountability in a system in which the government controls the legislature produces a more complicated picture. A weak parliament has been the other face of strong government. What this has meant in practice was once nicely described (by Austin Mitchell MP in his splendidly entertaining Westminster Man) as like ‘heckling a steamroller’. The heckling is loud and raucous, but the executive steamroller takes it all in its stride and gets on with its governing business. It may not always be smooth, but the bumpy bits are a small price to pay for undisputed occupancy of the wheel. That, at least, is the traditional picture. We need to ask if the recent history of Parliament (and politics) has modified this picture in any significant way; and where Parliament now sits in the account-holding business.

Tony Blair told the assembled ranks of Labour MPs elected in the party’s landslide victory of 1997 that their job was to be ‘ambassadors’ for the government in their constituencies. That this was no mere rhetorical flourish, or statement of the politically obvious, was reflected in the fact that the party made arrangements for MPs to be away from Westminster for a week at a time and to be removed from the select committees that scrutinized government so that they could engage in campaign roles for the party. What seemed shocking about an arrangement of this kind was its brutal recognition of political reality. Had Mr Blair lectured his new recruits on their duties of scrutiny and accountability as Members of Parliament that would have been even more genuinely shocking. Yet these duties are an indispensable part of what Parliament is supposed to be for.

Governments need to be held to account for what they do (and on a continuous basis, not just on the periodic days of electoral reckoning). This happens in various ways, notably through the media, but it is Parliament that is constitutionally charged with this responsibility, on behalf of the people. The formal procedures and conventions of Parliament (although two Houses, Commons and Lords, it is usually made synonymous with the Commons) are reflections of this purpose and duty. Ministers are required to attend Parliament regularly to answer questions and make statements, both to the full House and to its committees, as well as providing information in writing. Misleading or misinforming Parliament is the gravest ministerial sin, for which the highest political penalty is demanded. Legislation can only be passed after it has undergone an elaborate process of parliamentary examination and approval. Governments can only survive if they command sufficient parliamentary support, as tested by a vote of confidence.

All this constitutes a formidable armoury of parliamentary accountability, reflecting the primacy of the constitutional doctrine of the sovereignty of Parliament. The problem is that it also provides a misleading picture of how Parliament actually works and what it really does. In fact it is somewhat misleading to refer to ‘Parliament’ at all, as though it had a collective identity. It is useful for ministers to be able to describe it in this collective way (‘Parliament has approved this measure’, etc.), because it confers legitimacy on executive actions, but it is inaccurate as a description of how Parliament is organized and operates. Parliament in a collective sense does not really exist, or only sporadically. What does exist is a place where government and opposition meet to do battle in the permanent election campaign that defines and dominates British politics.

This is why the daily question time to ministers, and once a week to the prime minister, takes the form it does. It is the daily opportunity for the rival parliamentary armies to lob custard pies at each other (although the most lethal ones come from stroppy footsoldiers on your own side). These can be daunting occasions for ministers, and for prime ministers. In his memoirs Tony Blair, a consummate performer, described Prime Minister’s Questions as ‘the most nerve-racking, discombobulating, nail-biting, bowel-moving, terror-inspiring, courage-draining experience in my prime ministerial life, without question’. Yet (as he also pointed out) it is not really very effective in terms of accountability.

Of course Parliament engages in a whole range of activities. It provides a forum for national debate. Every issue under the sun will be raised by somebody. It allows MPs to pursue the grievances of their constituents and to highlight the needs of their constituencies, with direct access to ministers. It grants money (‘supply’) to government, originally its key function but now a largely unexamined formality. It considers and approves legislation, using public bill committees. It scrutinizes the continuing work and policies of government, especially through the departmental select committee system that has developed since 1979. It provides a training and proving ground for potential ministers. And, most crucially, it supplies the support for government and opposition.

There is enough in all of this to keep Members of Parliament frenetically busy. Whether it is busyness for a purpose, or the busyness of a hamster on a wheel, is another matter. This is Gyles Brandreth’s diary record of a parliamentary day during his spell as a Conservative MP in the early 1990s, one of those ‘scurrying like dervishes round the bottom of the greasy pole’:

We’re here every day, from breakfast till midnight (the average time of finishing has been midnight this session), darting from one committee to the next, signing letters, tabling questions, meeting constituents, being busy, busy, busy – but, frankly, to how much avail? Today I’ve done the Railways Bill, bench duty, a question to the Secretary of State for Health, a question to the PM, a Ten Minute Rule Bill . . . I’ve not stopped . . . But really, was there any point to it at all?

Of course, what he really wanted to be was a minister (he only became a junior whip). That was the real purpose behind such displays of parliamentary energy. In this he is entirely representative of most Members of Parliament. It is this which lies at the heart of the issue of accountability in Britain. Parliamentary footsoldiers dream of one day holding a ministerial baton. Put differently, this means that the real ambition of most members of the legislature is to join the executive. It is only necessary to record this for it to be apparent why there is an intrinsic problem about accountability in such a system, apart from the routinized accountability that comes from having an official opposition. This is why the textbook talk about Parliament’s role in scrutiny and accountability frequently fails to get inside the skin of an institution many of whose members have a quite different agenda.

Contrary to common belief, the power of the party whips is the consequence, not cause, of such considerations. Except in rare circumstances, members vote for the party line not because they are coerced into doing so but because they want to. A particularly toadyish question to a minister is often greeted with the cry of ‘Give him a job!’ If a Member of Parliament is said to have been given a ‘job’, the job in question will not be a parliamentary job (such as the chair of a select committee) but one in the executive (or shadow executive). This contrasts sharply with countries where the legislature is stronger. There has been no career structure for a politician within Parliament itself, only through joining the ranks of the executive, although this may now be changing as a result of recent developments.

Just in terms of numbers, the executive’s hold on Parliament is tight (and over the years has become even tighter). Cabinet ministers are supplemented by a raft of more junior ministers, while a further raft of unpaid parliamentary aides (known as parliamentary private secretaries or PPSs) supplement both. The effect of this is that somewhere between a third and a half of members of the governing party in the House of Commons are effectively on the permanent executive ‘payroll’ vote, and so subject to the disciplines of collective responsibility. This proportion has also been increasing. Executive control on this scale necessarily saps the independence of the legislature (although one of the effects of coalition government since 2010 has been to reduce the number of ministerial jobs available to Conservative MPs, which has helped to fuel their discontent). It is not just that there is a desire to join the executive on the part of most Members of Parliament, but that the executive can normally accommodate this desire to a significant degree. The proposal by the Conservative-led coalition to reduce the number of MPs, without at the same time reducing the number of ministers, would have the effect of tilting this balance even further towards the executive.

The daily life of the House of Commons reflects the dilemma of accountability in a political system with fused rather than separated powers between executive and legislature. The fact that the results of parliamentary votes are routinely known in advance gives a sterile quality to much debate. In fact ‘debate’ is really a misnomer for what are usually prepared speeches served up to a largely empty chamber in which neither minds nor votes are likely to be changed by what is said. This gives a ritual character to proceedings. Even the anger is often synthetic. Hanging about Westminster waiting for votes is one of the main parliamentary activities. It is only on those occasions when an issue divides parties, and makes the result of votes uncertain, that the chamber springs into life. In recent years there have been an increasing number of such occasions.

Members of Parliament are bombarded with representations from pressure groups and others about all the issues of the day, especially in the context of legislation and votes, as though they were dispassionate and independent legislators rather than whipped members of their parties (although some groups, more sensibly, have now learned to direct their main legislative attention to the House of Lords where the party grip is weaker). It would be nice to record that the 1935 diary entry of ‘Chips’ Channon, then a new Conservative MP, is an historical eccentricity: ‘Most of the day at the House of Commons. Today for the first time I really liked it; boredom passed and a glow of pleasure filtered through me. But I wish I sometimes understood what I was voting for, and what against’. Alas, it is not. It is a running joke among MPs that they frequently do not have a clue what they are voting for (or against). The whips are always there to point them helpfully into the right lobby. On those infrequent occasions when there are ‘free’ (unwhipped) votes, it is not unusual for there to be scenes of confusion as Members try to work out which voting lobby they should be in.

The extent to which Parliament (and crucially the House of Commons) is an ineffective instrument of accountability is most apparent in its scrutiny of legislation. In outward form legislation is carefully scrutinized through an elaborate series of parliamentary stages, including detailed consideration in committee. The reality is that the whole process is firmly controlled by the government, serious scrutiny by government members is actively discouraged, any concession or amendment is viewed as a sign of weakness, and the opposition plays a game of delay. The result is that much legislation is defective, vast quantities of amendments have to be introduced by the government at the House of Lords stage, and the government’s control of the parliamentary timetable means that many of these amendments are then simply voted through by the Commons without any scrutiny at all. It is all deeply unsatisfactory, and felt to be so by almost everyone involved in it.
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12. Whipping them in: this is an example of the ‘whip’ that goes to MPs from the Chief Whip of their party every week when the Commons is in session

It is sometimes suggested that Parliament does much better on the accountability front when it comes to the system of select committees which monitor the general work of government, mainly mirroring departments, and which have developed in their modern form since 1979. There is some truth in this. These committees conduct inquiries and issue reports, and endeavour (unlike the rest of the Commons) to operate on a consensual and bipartisan basis. This bestows a certain amount of authority on their work. However, they have suffered from a number of important limitations. Their membership has been in the gift of the party managers; they have been woefully under-resourced (with the exception of the Public Accounts Committee, which is serviced by the National Audit Office); their ability to undertake financial scrutiny of departments has been poor; there has been no right for their reports to be debated, let alone voted on; their ability to undertake inquiries has been restricted by their inability to access all relevant papers; and the fact that they have not provided an alternative career route to joining the executive for energetic and able Members of Parliament has meant that political and personal commitment to them has been weak. We shall have to consider in a moment whether, as a result of recent changes, this picture now needs revision. Before that, though, an important caveat has to be entered about the description of Parliament offered so far. This is the extent to which the formal accountability deficit is offset by the informal accountability that operates within the parliamentary parties themselves. In simplest terms, a government needs continuously to ensure that it is carrying its parliamentary supporters with it both on the broad direction of the government and on specific policies. When its majority is small (the Major government of 1992–7) this imperative is obviously greater than when it is huge (the Blair government after 1997), but it is always a continuing requirement of government. Coalition government after 2010 meant that members of two parliamentary parties had to be kept on board. There is a constant process of representation and negotiation between ministers and their parliamentary supporters, especially on contentious issues. Deals are struck and amendments made. Sometimes a measure is withdrawn or a vote not held (as on House of Lords reform in 2012, when Conservative rebellion threatened to defeat it), which is why ‘dissidence’ in the division lobbies only captures the formal face—and failure—of a continuous process of political accountability.

However, this formal face is not what it once was. For much of the twentieth century it was commonplace to lament the ‘decline’ of Parliament, with MPs described as having become mere lobby-fodder. ‘As things are now’, wrote Hollis in his 1949 book Can Parliament Survive?, ‘it would really be simpler and more economical to keep a flock of tame sheep and from time to time drive them through the division lobbies.’ In the 1960s a seminal study of British politics by the American political scientist Samuel Beer observed that party cohesion at Westminster had become ‘so close to 100 per cent that there was no longer any point in measuring it’. Yet this ceased to be true almost as soon as it was written. From the 1970s onwards dissidence began to grow and in recent years has accelerated. This reflected a weakening of the ferocious tribalism that had been sustained by sharp ideological division. The Blair government’s decision to take military action against Iraq led, in March 2003, to the biggest party rebellion in the division lobbies in modern parliamentary history. A habit of dissidence has also been evident, especially among Conservative MPs, during the post-2010 coalition government, fuelled by antipathy to their coalition partners. All this does not mean that Parliament has become a different kind of institution; but it does mean that it no longer fits the supine stereotype that used to be applied to it.

It might have been supposed that this would have done something to raise Parliament’s reputation with the public. Instead, the reputation of both the institution and its Members was battered to pieces by the parliamentary expenses scandal that exploded in 2009. Using the new freedom of information provisions, it was revealed that a large number of Members of Parliament had been exploiting the lax rules governing their expenses and allowances to put money into their own pockets. The media and public uproar that followed these revelations was tremendous and threatened parliamentary meltdown. As a Commons committee set up in the wake of the scandal declared: ‘the House of Commons is going through a crisis of confidence not experienced in our lifetimes . . . It is not too much to say that the institution is in crisis’ (Rebuilding the House, 2009).

The crisis brought a number of consequences. Many disgraced MPs left the Commons; a handful went to prison. This in turn brought an unusually large number of new MPs into the Commons at the 2010 general election. An independent regulator was established to set MPs’ pay and allowances. Perhaps most significant of all, the crisis offered a window of opportunity to make changes to how the Commons worked, especially in relation to the executive, in the hope that a more vigorous institution would be able to demonstrate its relevance and so help to restore its reputation. That, at least, was the argument advanced by the Reform Committee (under my chairmanship) established by Gordon Brown in the dying days of the 2005–10 Parliament.

There had been a ‘modernization’ committee in the Commons during the Blair years, but although this had produced various procedural changes (including shorter days) these were more concerned with enabling business to be processed more efficiently than with equipping Parliament with the means for holding governments to account more effectively. This latter purpose was the focus of the Reform Committee’s proposals. It argued that select committees should have their chairs and members no longer appointed by the party machines—the scrutinized choosing the scrutineers—but by election. This, it was suggested, would bring both a higher political profile and more legitimacy to these scrutiny committees. At the same time, it was argued that the Commons should have more ability to control its own business, which since the end of the nineteenth century had come to be controlled almost entirely by the government, so that it could debate and vote on matters of its own choosing. Along with proposals to strengthen the role of public petitions, this was a package of reforms that, in normal times, would almost certainly have been resisted by the party machines (as had been the fate of previous reform initiatives).

However, the expenses scandal had ensured that these were not normal times. Encouraged by a reforming Speaker, these proposals were approved without serious opposition before the 2010 general election and implemented soon after it. Although it is still too early to make a final judgement about their effects, it is already clear that they are making a difference both to how the Commons works and how it is perceived. The select committees have a much higher profile, memorably seen in the public hearings on the phone-hacking scandal and in the interrogation of disgraced bankers. Fortified by election, select committee chairs are becoming public figures in their own right and MPs are discovering that the committees can provide them with a parliamentary career structure that does not involve joining the executive.

At the same time the new ability of the Commons to determine some of its own business has produced debates and votes on matters which the government (and opposition) might well have preferred to keep off the parliamentary agenda. From the voting rights of prisoners to the issue of a referendum on the EU (prompting a massive Conservative rebellion), the Commons has been enlivened by these backbench motions and their often uncertain outcomes. Public petitions have also fed into this process. From its nadir in 2009, when it seemed to be in terminal decline, the Commons had begun to look like a more interesting place.

In fact, from a number of directions, the accountability role of the Commons has been strengthened during the first decade or so of this century, in addition to the more independent spirit of many of its Members. Changes to the public bill committees that examine legislation, enabling evidence-taking, have brought the promise of better scrutiny and improved legislation. The select committees have sharpened up their act, if still in need of improved forensic skills, and have acquired a role in vetting key public appointments. Parliament has reined in prerogative power on war-making and treaty-making. Prime ministers now have to account regularly to a parliamentary committee. All this represents a shift in the terms of trade between Parliament and the executive that was long overdue, in which strong government begins to be matched by stronger accountability. It may be time to stop lamenting the decline of Parliament from some mythical golden age, usually located somewhere in the middle of the nineteenth century (a period more accurately described by Gladstone in the 1850s as ‘the paralysis of Parliament’), and start celebrating its recent rise. The steamroller trundles on, but the heckling is better organized and makes for a bumpier ride.

Then there is the House of Lords. There is always the House of Lords. Ever since the Parliament Act 1911, which reduced the power of the Lords to that of delay, declared a future intention ‘to substitute for the House of Lords as it at present exists a Second Chamber constituted on a popular instead of hereditary basis’, the matter of House of Lords reform has been one of the hardy annuals of British politics. Since 1997 alone there has been a royal commission, committee reports, white papers, joint committees, draft legislation, bills, parliamentary debates, and votes. The result of all this activity has been the removal of most (but not all) of the hereditary peers and with them the entrenched Conservative majority in the Lords. What has not resulted is any agreement on how this semi-reformed Lords, now appointed largely by the patronage power of party leaders, might move through a promised ‘second stage’ of reform to its final shape.

A House of Lords reform measure was part of the Conservative coalition deal with the Liberal Democrats in 2010, promising a predominately elected second chamber, but when a bill was produced in 2012 giving effect to this it had to be abandoned in the face of concerted Conservative opposition. It was yet another episode in the long saga of failed Lords reform. Yet even in its semi-reformed state, the Lords has become more assertive (and successful) in getting the Commons to think again about aspects of legislation. In this sense the Lords has also added to the strengthening of accountability that has taken place in the Commons, so enhancing the accountability capacity of Parliament as a whole.

But accountable to whom? This raises the vexed question of legitimacy that is never far from debate about the Lords. Does legitimacy in a democracy necessarily entail election? Or does the primacy of the elected Commons mean that a second and subordinate chamber could be constituted on a different basis? These are not abstract or academic questions. When a Member of Parliament, I received an irate call one day from a party whip who had heard that I was intending to support an amendment to a bill that had been made in the Lords. ‘These people are not elected you know,’ was his argument. In other words, they were not legitimate and so should be disregarded. When I pointed out that he did not want them to be elected (and that I thought on the issue in question they were right), he put the phone down. He now sits in the Lords. So legitimacy matters. That is why so much of the debate on Lords reform has centred on the respective merits of election and appointment.

Yet this should not be the only argument. There is broad agreement that a deliberative second chamber, able to revise and review, adds to the armoury of accountability in Britain. It should be neither rival nor replica of the Commons, but a partner. Instead of seeing a more legitimate and confident Lords as a threat to the primacy of the Commons (which, in terms of powers, it could not be), it would be more sensible to see it as strengthening the scrutiny and accountability role of Parliament as a whole. However, none of this makes comprehensive reform of the Lords any easier politically, which is why reform has come (if at all) only incrementally. It would require a huge investment of political capital and energy on the part of a government to drive radical reform through in the face of entrenched resistance. This does not seem likely any time soon.

It may be thought that this focus on Parliament in relation to the business of holding power to account is rather old-fashioned. There is some truth in this. Accountability operates in a whole variety of ways and through many different channels. Simply to focus on Parliament as the formal arena of accountability is clearly inadequate. For example, the media play a key role. A grilling by John Humphrys on the Today programme or a mauling at the hands of Jeremy Paxman on Newsnight is a much more formidable (and visible) exercise in accountability for a politician than what happens in the House of Commons. Instead of the media feeding off Parliament, as was once the case, it is now more common for Parliament to feed off the media.
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13. ‘There is always the House of Lords . . .’ (Peter Brookes, The Times, 12 July 2012)

Then there is the whole army of regulators, auditors, inspectors, investigators, and watchdogs which now presides over every nook and cranny of the public realm (and those parts of the private sector, such as the privatized utility companies or financial services industry, which are deemed to have a public interest). There is a committee to keep an eye on standards in public life, a commission to protect the integrity of the civil service, and another to watch over elections. An information commissioner protects openness, an Ombudsman is on permanent patrol to hear complaints from dissatisfied citizens, while the judges have developed a much more activist role in reviewing what governments do.

It is only necessary to produce a quick list of this sort to see that there is no shortage of accountability mechanisms of assorted kinds. A traditional accountability, through Parliament, seems to have been replaced by a dense thicket of largely extra-parliamentary devices to monitor the activities of government. Perhaps this is simply the parliamentary slack being taken up elsewhere. For example it is difficult now to understand the anxiety expressed in some quarters at the time that the decision made in the 1960s to establish an Ombudsman to hear complaints from citizens about maladministration would usurp the role of Members of Parliament in the redress of grievances. Yet a verdict now might be that Parliament has been almost wholly bypassed as the plethora of regulators and inquirers and inspectorates has been established. Parliament has been an onlooker, not a participant, in this process. Does this matter? If the job is being done, does it matter who is doing it?

It does if Parliament is to perform its function of holding power to account. Parliament should not pretend (as it once did) that it can substitute for other forms of accountability; but it should take steps to ensure that it sits at the apex of accountability. Holding power to account should be a continuous process, on a variety of fronts and involving a range of bodies, but this whole process should be pulled together by the formal institutions of representative democracy. Parliament should watch the watchdogs, inspect the inspectors, audit the auditors, and regulate the regulators. It should work with all these bodies to ensure that the system of accountability is effective, and has an orderly and coherent shape.

What Parliament, uniquely, can insist on is public accountability. It does this routinely in relation to ministers and senior officials, in a process that is fundamental to parliamentary democracy, but also increasingly in relation to other centres of power. It can demand answers, in public, from people who would often prefer not to provide answers, from media moguls to bankers. Its inquiries may be less well equipped to discover the truth than other forms of inquiry (as with phone-hacking, where it took a judicial inquiry to expose the interlocking world of newspaper owners and politicians) and often confuses accountability with the daily political knockabout; but it nevertheless stands for an indispensable form of public and political accountability. The permanent challenge for Parliament (and its reputation) is to show that it really can hold power to account.


Chapter 7
The end of British politics?

Perhaps historians might record this strange, heady fortnight as the moment when we finally laid to rest a national myth that had dogged us so long, concluding a narrative that began with one London Olympiad and ended in another: the age of decline 1948–2012.

(Jonathan Freedland, Guardian, 11 August 2012)

When, in 2011, two pandas arrived from China to take up residence at Edinburgh zoo, wry commentators pointed out that this meant that there were now more pandas in Scotland than Conservative Members of Parliament. At general elections in the 1950s the Conservatives had routinely taken nearly half the total vote in Scotland and a large percentage of the parliamentary seats. Sixty years later the Nationalists were the governing party in the new Scottish Parliament and preparing to hold a referendum on independence.

This was just one of the striking changes in the political life of her kingdom that Queen Elizabeth II, and her people, might have reflected on as her Diamond Jubilee was celebrated in 2012. Indeed the monarchy’s survival and durability could be seen, despite some wobbles, as a singular monument to continuity in a shifting political world. The Queen’s first prime minister, Winston Churchill, had presided over a wartime coalition; but her latest (and twelfth) prime minister, David Cameron, was the only one to head a peacetime one, the first for eighty years. The failure of the 2010 general election to produce a majority single-party government marked a decisive rupture in the post-war pattern of British party politics.

Yet it was a rupture that had been long presaged, in the fracturing of political allegiance over preceding decades. At the general election of 1951, the year before the Queen’s accession, the two-party system of Conservative and Labour accounted for 97 per cent of votes that were cast. Sixty years later, at the general election of 2010, that figure had plummeted to 65 per cent. Only the working of the electoral system had kept up the appearance of two-party politics in governing terms. This same story of political fracture and fragmentation can be told in a different way, in terms of the diminished share of the vote won by parties that did secure governing majorities. In 1951 the Conservatives won the election by 26 seats with 48 per cent of the vote; in 2005 Labour won the election by 64 seats with 35 per cent of the vote. Even when parties won outright, it was on the basis of much reduced popular support. This in turn raised questions about legitimacy and governing authority.

So the arrival of coalition government in 2010, bringing together Conservatives (with 306 seats and 36 per cent of the vote) and Liberal Democrats (57 seats and 23 per cent of the vote), looked less like an aberration and more like the culmination of long-developing trends. If this was so, then it might represent the new political normality. It would also represent a repudiation of some of the old axioms of British political life: that the British do not have coalitions, do not like them, and have an electoral system that prevents them. In fact these axioms were only the conventional wisdom of the post-1945 world, which itself began to look aberrant when set against a longer historical perspective, when coalition was more commonplace. Even if the experience of coalition government eventually nurtured a popular desire to return to the governing simplicity of majoritarian single-party rule, the reality of a more fractured electorate would remain.

What coalition did involve was an altered style of politics. It was more difficult to sustain a traditional adversarialism when parties were required to work together. A more European-style politics of negotiation, deal-making, and coalition-building was called for (in political science terms, less ‘majoritarian’ and more ‘consensual’), which some found refreshing and others irksome. This had already been built, by design, into the devolved assemblies that had been created, but it now found itself (by necessity, not design) taking root at Westminster too. It might bring with it a loss of governing coherence, and was open to the charge that it produced a government that nobody had voted for, but it also offered an antidote to the routinized adversarialism that had for so long dominated British politics.

If there was to be a different kind of politics, then it brought with it significant implications. For example, party manifestos could no longer be regarded as political holy writ, a binding contract with the electorate, but as bargaining positions to take into coalition negotiations. Even the argument about the Westminster electoral system would have to change, notwithstanding the emphatic rejection by referendum in 2011 of the Alternative Vote proposal that had been part of the coalition deal with the Liberal Democrats. It was no longer possible to argue that change to the political system would only come from change to the electoral system, as change had clearly happened. Now the argument for electoral reform had to be that it was because politics had changed that the electoral system had to change to reflect the new reality.

If there was little popular enthusiasm for this argument, it was in part because there was little popular enthusiasm for politics itself. The old ideological antagonisms that had sustained political life for much of the twentieth century had become eroded, party memberships had slumped, and allegiances weakened (except on the political fringes). Political leaders tried out new narratives—Tony Blair’s ‘third way’, David Cameron’s ‘big society’—but found little popular resonance. The politics of austerity that has followed the financial crisis has flattened political optimism. An Ipsos Mori poll at the end of 2011 found a new pessimism in Britain, with 61 per cent of people saying that the country was getting worse as a place to live and only 23 per cent believing that their children would have a higher quality of life than themselves. Pessimism nourishes disengagement (or varieties of extremism). Without the plausible promise of a better tomorrow, the appeal of politics and politicians is inevitably diminished.
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14. ‘A new politics’? David Cameron and Nick Clegg enter coalition, May 2010

[image: image]

15. ‘Or new tensions?’ (Gary Barker, The Guardian, 5 January, 2012)

Yet the disengagement from politics (or at least from the formal political system) had preceded these recent events, which merely served to intensify it. This is seen most sharply in electoral turnout. In the first election of the Queen’s reign in 1955 it was 77 per cent; in 2010 it was 65 per cent (having slumped to under 60 per cent in 2001), despite the prospect of a change of government and the stimulus of the first ever televised debates between the party leaders. Taken together with the decline of party membership and weakening of party allegiance, this seemed to indicate a general political disengagement which has prompted much agonizing and inquiry-holding. The fact that this trend was not confined to Britain did not make it less troubling. The title of a recent book by a British political scientist—Why We Hate Politics—caught the mood.

The problem was easier to identify than to explain, though, while remedies were even more elusive. Fewer people (especially younger ones) now saw electoral participation as a civic duty. There was less intense ideological competition between the parties, less attachment to them, and political choice was more muted. There was, perhaps, a feeling born out of experience that the problems remained the same whichever party won an election (and that, unlike the prevailing consumer culture, politics brought only disappointments). There was something else too, though, which marked the distance between the beginning of the Queen’s reign and her Diamond Jubilee. This was the extent to which the power of action of a British government had been reduced, both deliberately and by necessity. Power had been contracted out—to regulators, markets, Brussels, judges, and elsewhere—while the balance of global economic and political power had shifted in a way that had made Britain count for less. In a whole variety of ways power seemed to have gone elsewhere. As former prime minister John Major put it in his memoirs: ‘Governments can cajole, entice or plead, but they can no longer control.’ Perhaps people have concluded that, if governments can do less, they can be attended to less.

Or it may be, as some argue, that the British political culture has been inimical to popular participation, the product of a power structure that has been uniquely centralized and concentrated. On this view the remedy for political malaise is a bracing dose of political reform that will open up new opportunities for participation. So there are demands for more referendums (with membership of the European Union as a perennially favourite topic), primary elections to expand the range of political choice, and for electoral reform to make all votes count. There are proposals for elected mayors in cities, and for elected police commissioners; and, in some circumstances, for the popular recall of disgraced MPs. What all such proposals have in common is a break from the traditional British way of doing politics and a borrowing of models from elsewhere.

What they also have in common is a reaction to the sense that politics is increasingly the preserve of a professional political class, with the leading participants looking and sounding very much like each other, with no real experience outside politics and competing only to be in office. The erosion of the social basis of politics, the connecting rods to the wider society, both explains and compounds this development. Among the political class the privately educated are vastly over-represented; the working class now hardly represented at all. One reaction is therefore to seek ways to wrest politics away from the political class, through various devices of direct democracy; although this kind of populism brings its own abundant difficulties. Another reaction is for the electorate to seek political leaders who at least seem to bring that elusive quality of authenticity to the role.

The fact that there is said to be a political malaise in Britain, prompting calls for assorted reforms, might seem to represent a failure of the sweeping constitutional reforms introduced by the Labour government elected in 1997. These were intended to remedy what was widely seen as the quintessential British political problem, which was the concentration of unchecked and unconstitutionalized executive power (famously described in the language of ‘elected dictatorship’). In this these reforms have been remarkably successful. Much more of the constitution has been codified, many areas that were traditionally unregulated have been regulated, and a plethora of monitory bodies has been established. In all sorts of ways and on a range of fronts power has been checked, constrained, and divided up.

A British government now has to share, or yield, power to other governments in the different countries of the union, as well as to the EU. Its policies and actions are increasingly challenged in the courts. It is surrounded by scrutineers, regulators, and watchdogs. A traditional secrecy of official information is replaced by an enforced openness. Even in its semi-reformed state the House of Lords has more confidence in asking governments to think again. At the same time the House of Commons has shown itself to be more assertive, claiming more powers, and with MPs less willing than was once the case simply to toe the party line. This makes party management—and the life of governments—more difficult. With the arrival of coalition government, power now also has to be divided within itself.

What all this means is that traditional descriptions of British politics have to be revised. A political system that was once distinguished by its governing simplicity has become much more complicated. When the young Queen came to the throne, its operation could have been easily explained to her. One of two parties, who between them were supported by almost the entire electorate, with this support neatly divided on class lines, would win an election and form a government. It would govern through its secure control of the House of Commons, where it would also be held to account. Its conduct would be framed by a set of governing conventions understood and accepted by the participants. The House of Lords would bow to its authority, as would the courts. It controlled the flow of official information. Its governing authority encompassed the whole of Britain (and beyond). Armed with the constitutional doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty, conveying the democratic will of the electorate, a government could govern without let or hindrance. It could then, if the electorate so decided, be booted out and replaced with the alternative government.

Such simplicity has now gone, never to return. The next monarch will require a much more complicated explanation of how Britain is governed. This was not the result of a conscious plan, or a new constitutional settlement (as Anthony King puts it, ‘we have, if anything a new constitutional unsettlement’), but the product of a whole series of disparate developments. For example, joining the Common Market (as it then was) was seen—on all sides—as essential for Britain’s economic future; introducing devolution as necessary for keeping Scotland within the union; and legislating on human rights as ‘bringing rights home’ from Strasbourg. Yet none of such developments has been without consequences or controversy. The argument about whether membership of the EU brings pooled or lost sovereignty is more intense than ever. Human rights law has brought judges and Parliament into conflict, prompting calls for the legislation and its operation to be revisited. Meanwhile Tony Blair has regretted introducing freedom of information law (‘I quake at the imbecility of it’) because it makes governing more difficult. What all this demonstrates is that a traditional political model may have gone; but a durably settled new one has not yet been established.

Nowhere is this clearer than in relation to Britain itself. The Queen’s accession coincided with the high-water mark of Britishness, as a unity transcending diversity, recently fortified by the solidarity of war and the enterprise of making a better post-war world. Sixty years on, the political future of Britain itself is in question. Issues about identity, familiar elsewhere but not in Britain, have become politically salient, prompted both by a much more diverse population and by the dynamic of devolution. On one side there is the UKIP demand for British secession from the EU; on the other side the Nationalist demand for Scottish secession from Britain. As prime minister Gordon Brown desperately (and unsuccessfully) tried to promote a positive conversation about ‘Britishness’ in the face of these tendencies. While the Scots contemplated independence, and the Welsh demanded the sort of devolution the Scots had, the English began to ask where all this left them. It was a messy picture, both in terms of identities and structures. Here, too, simplicity had been replaced by complexity. The character of ‘British’ politics is changing; and may soon need a different name.

The reality is that Britain is several countries, even if (for the moment) a single state; and with a complex cultural diversity. Much of the ancestral glue of Britishness, not least that associated with empire and war, has dissolved; and it is not clear whether—and how—a new kind of glue can be put together. In the course of 2012, the combined impact of the Jubilee and, more significantly, the London Olympics was to promote much excited commentary about the revival of a confident and capacious Britishness with a contemporary rather than merely nostalgic resonance. As Robert McCrum, reflecting this commentary, expressed it: ‘Now the patriotic bounce from the Olympics has had this unexpected outcome: suddenly we’re all Britons again’ (Observer, 19 August 2012). Only time would tell if this was true, or how long it would last, and what its political implications might be.

In terms of the structure of the state, there was speculation about the effect on support for Scottish independence to be tested in the referendum scheduled for 2014. If Britain does stay together, it is likely that there will be further development towards a sort of quasi-federalism. As Gladstone declared in 1879: ‘If we can make arrangements under which Ireland, Scotland, Wales, portions of England, can deal with questions of local and special interest to themselves more efficiently than parliament now can, that, I say, will be the attainment of a great national good.’ However, ‘portions of England’ show no sign yet of wanting to join the devolutionary feast. There is much talk of the English Question, but usually in terms of the alleged unfairness of Scottish MPs being able to vote on matters affecting England while English MPs are not able to vote on matters devolved to Scotland. There have been various proposals to deal with this, from an English parliament to procedural changes at Westminster, but none are without their own difficulties. These are the consequences of a lop-sided union with one overwhelmingly dominant partner. Some have therefore concluded that, at least for the moment, the English Question is best left unanswered (or unasked). Meanwhile the English seem quite content for the Scots to go their own way, if that is what they want, while hoping that they will prefer to stay.

It is only necessary to describe these developments in British politics for it to be seen how much has changed and in such a relatively short time. Politics in Britain has regularly in the past been described as being ‘in transition’, but in this period it undoubtedly has been. It is not just that simplicity has, in so many respects, been replaced by complexity (and this includes the way in which services provided by the state are now organized); but also that the general characterization of the political system has to be revised. If, in the last decade of the twentieth century, the charge against the system was that the executive was too powerful and unchecked—in short, that there was too much government and not enough accountability—by the second decade of the twenty-first century the charge was almost reversed.

Now what was remarked upon was a lack of political coherence and governing capacity. Nor was this merely a function of coalition government (or the inexperience of political leaders), but of a much longer process of political fragmentation and the development of new institutional and other constraints on what governments can do. Governing had become more difficult; and the government machine did not seem to have its old confidence or authority. Even the charge about spin and control-freakery that had been levelled against the Blair government was turned on its head. Now the charge was that the political class had become the slavish servants of the press barons, notably the Murdoch empire.

This is a reminder of the series of seismic shocks that the political system has been hit by in short order, the consequences of which are still working themselves out. The financial crisis of 2008 was not caused by the state, but it did represent a failure to regulate properly and needed massive state intervention to bail out the banks and prevent total economic meltdown. It has been followed by a painful politics of debt reduction and austerity that has choked off economic recovery. Then the scandal of parliamentary expenses in 2009 rocked parliament to its foundations and discredited the whole political class. On top of all that came the revelations about the scale of illegal phone-hacking by sections of the press, with the result that in 2011 a judicial inquiry was established to look at the whole conduct of the press, including its relationship with politicians and the police, which has not presented an edifying picture to public view.

Against this background it is scarcely surprising if the financial class, the political class, and the media class have all suffered a loss of public confidence; and that people are much less trusting of what they say and do. This in turn prompts a further turning away from the public into the private, deepening a trend that was already in evidence. Perhaps this will change if these recent events produce reform and improvement on all the fronts that have been so badly damaged. It may also require a political narrative to emerge that can rise to the level of events. Both left and right (and not just in Britain) seem to have lost their footing in the face of problems that appear bigger than the available solutions. There is no shortage of policy challenges and public discontents, but not yet the kind of convincing political narrative that might provide the basis for the renewal of politics itself.

If British politics is more complicated it is, in great part, because British society is far more complicated than it was when the Queen began her reign sixty years ago. Then the class basis of politics was fundamental; but now the class structure is much more variegated and the link between class and party, though still significant, is less straightforward. In Britain class is never far away, but it is more complicated than it once was. There is also a striking contrast between the drive to reduce inequality in the post-war period, widely shared as a political objective, and the acceleration of inequality in recent decades (reflected in a disconnected underclass and an equally disconnected supra-class), with OECD figures showing this trend to be more marked in Britain than elsewhere in Europe. Why this has happened, what its consequences are, and whether there is either the will or ability to do anything about it, is a matter for political debate.

More generally, the political world of the 1950s—which essentially turned on the battle between socialism and anti-socialism, rooted in the cleavage of class—has been replaced by a middling sort of politics which worries about the country’s economic future (which means its ability to secure employment, opportunity, and prosperity for its people) and the cohesion of its society. A range of modern concerns demand political attention and policy response, but many of these issues involve a politics of behaviour, which is inherently more intractable than traditional policy-making, and difficult ethical choices. They also often sit outside the old battle grounds of left and right. Meanwhile a society that has become multicultural (whether as description or prescription) throws up a range of complex and contested issues that were largely absent—except as racism—in the more homogeneous society of sixty years earlier.

The change in social attitudes has been profound, with a direct impact on the conduct of political life. It is a coarser society, less mannered and respectful, with a weaker sense of community; but there is also much less deference and more tolerance of diversity. The role of women has been transformed. There is less trust; and more demand for answers. There is less secrecy and more transparency. All this has changed the terms of trade in political life. Gone is the oleaginous political interview of old, in which the minister was given obsequious thanks just for coming along and being prepared to answer any questions at all. Now politicians are the butt of merciless mockery and scathing interrogation. In the 1950s the BBC was still adhering to a ‘fourteen days’ rule under which it agreed not to broadcast discussions on any issue which was due to be debated in Parliament during the next fortnight. Now round-the-clock commentary is emitted from every kind of media orifice. In the 1950s it was possible to keep much from public view, including the incapacity of Churchill in his final period of office. Now everything and everyone is fair game.

Yet despite all this change, on so many fronts, the outward appearance of British politics still looks reassuringly familiar. It is rather like the duck appearing calm on the surface of the water while the furious paddling goes on underneath. Notwithstanding the fragmentation of political support, the Conservative and Labour parties still dominate seats in the House of Commons. Ideological division may have become muted, but the party battle is waged much as it was sixty years ago. Despite the transformation that has taken place in the way that state provision is organized, ministerial responsibility to Parliament remains the formal route through which political accountability is exercised. The relationship between ministers and civil servants has survived changes in the nature of government. The House of Lords may have (mostly) swapped inheritance for patronage, but it survives in both name and function. New electoral systems have been developed for new institutions, but for Westminster the first-past-the-post system still endures. Parties may have experienced a severe membership decline, but this diminished party membership still provides the recruitment channel for politicians. In constitutional terms, some powers have been separated out, devolved, formalized, and written down, but much of the constitution remains uncodified and muddles along as it has always done.

Even the arrival of coalition government at Westminster in 2010 was, in its construction, absorbed by a governing tradition that emphasized the imperative that the Queen’s government had to be carried on. A hastily assembled coalition agreement provided its underpinning. Even the governing convention of collective responsibility, honed for single-party government, made the transition to coalition government more or less intact. There were increasing strains within the coalition; and plenty of questions about the future. Would the coalition survive as electoral reckoning beckoned and the need for separate political identities became more acute? Would the Liberal Democrats survive (or split into their social liberal and market liberal wings)? Would coalition become the norm or would majoritarian government make a comeback? Could any government get re-elected in the face of prolonged economic austerity and a disgruntled electorate? Would there be alternating one-term governments rather than extended periods of rule by one party (or one coalition)? Yet these future questions sat alongside the fact that, for the moment at least, a traditional way of governing had managed to adapt to new political environment.

This quality of adaptability had long been claimed as a distinctive feature of the British political tradition, explaining its continuity. It had made the historic adaptation to an enlarged franchise in 1832, thereby avoiding a revolutionary break, and had gone on making adaptations ever since. Some of these—notably, membership of the European Union and the incorporation into law of the human rights convention—have involved major alterations in the conduct of government. It had adapted to the rise (and decline) of a class-based ideological politics, and to the changing role of the state. It had adjusted to the exigencies of war, and to the legacy of empire. It had retained a monarchy (despite the forced abdication of a monarch) while becoming a disguised republic. Now it was being required to adjust to the shifting contours of Britain itself. The question was whether the quality of adaptability—rooted in the maturity of its political culture and the flexibility of its governing arrangements—would continue to enable the British political tradition to respond to the new challenges facing it.

This takes us back to where this book started, in its suggestion that ‘politics and government’ has provided a plausible answer to the question of what Britain might (amongst other things) best be associated with. In 2011 the New York Times columnist David Brooks, writing from London, could tell his readers that Britain’s political history provided ‘a picture of how politics should work’ and that ‘The British political system is basically functional while the American is not.’ In international assessments of good government, Britain is usually ranked about mid-table in the premier league. If this suggests reasonable performance in the combined enterprise of governing effectively and holding power to account, it also identifies the scope for improvement. There is no shortage of critics of the way in which government in Britain works (including Tony Blair, who declared in his memoirs that ‘the way we run Westminster or Whitehall today is just not effective in a twenty-first century world’); and no shortage of voices—like that of Democratic Audit and others—documenting the system’s democratic deficiencies and identifying the need for further reform.

However, this may be a too sanguine and sober note on which to end this short account of British politics. The real challenge today for the British political tradition comes not so much from the policy and institutional issues with which it is confronted, but from the rise of an anti-politics that repudiates the enterprise of politics itself. In the 2012 report of the Hansard Society’s annual Audit of Political Engagement, the number of people saying they were ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ interested in politics had slumped by 16 percentage points to stand at only 42 per cent, a decline of nine percentage points and the lowest figure ever recorded in this annual survey. The report’s conclusion is that indifference to politics is mutating into something more disturbing and ‘suggesting a public that is turning away from national politics’.

It is not necessary to believe that there was once a political golden age (a poll taken at the end of the Second World War also showed a widespread distrust of politicians); but it is necessary to recognize that something significant is happening now. The vitality of a political tradition depends upon enough people feeling that politics matters and that, despite all its frustrations and dissatisfactions, it provides the means whereby a democracy can tackle its problems, provide realistic hope for the future, and hold power to account. Without this, politics becomes the preserve of a political class, while a culture of anti-politics offers a standing invitation to those who trade in dangerous simplicities and repudiate the messy complexities inherent in democratic politics. Perhaps the continuity symbolized by a Diamond Jubilee of a monarch provides a good moment to take stock of the health of a political tradition that has been long regarded as embodying these elementary truths.


Further reading
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