Reinventing Democracy (1995)

Command Politics versus Pluralist Democracy 

"We have to change the rules of government and we will. We are putting forward the biggest programme of change to democracy ever proposed by a political party."

Tony Blair, Blackpool, 1994

The centralized political system of command politics has failed the UK and continues to fail the UK. Reinventing our democracy is essential if Britain is to enter the next century with any hopes of being taken seriously as a middleweight political and economic power. 

The democratic agenda not only realizes Labour's political mission, it matches the needs of our country. As well as being right, it is also radical and it is cost-free - two not inconsiderable attractions for a heavily constrained incoming Labour Government. More than that, the renewal of our political democracy is a prerequisite for our future economic well-being. Even Labour's economic programme - involving as it does investment, training, education, and active government - will be but a hollow incantation if our people are not equipped with the political and personal skills to make economic revival a reality at every level. A pluralist democracy is no longer a frill or a luxury, it is a crucial component of our economic survival. A democratized Britain is vital if we are to free up the other essential channels for economic recovery - assertive and confident individuals, sensitive and independent local government, accountable and relevant national political institutions rigorously scrutinized not least for their effective economic management and for the value for money they provide to the taxpayer, and Britain making a principled contribution at the democratic and economic heart of Europe. The challenge is to end the debilitating political culture of centralism which holds back our nation and its people economically and politically. 

Democratic reform might once have been derided by conservatives of all parties as the province of "the chattering classes". Now everyone in the pubs and clubs and sitting rooms of the land talks of the symptoms and consequences of political failure - the all-pervasive sleaze, the animals at Question Time, the distant Eurocrats, the impotence of local councils, and the crushing incompetence of government. It is our job to offer something better than the listless apathy and bitter cynicism of public disenchantment and return responsibility and government back to its rightful owners. To quote John Smith again, 

"Constitutional reform is far too important today to be regarded as the exclusive preserve of the so-called chattering classes. It goes right to the heart of what is wrong with the Government of Britain today. A government that is arrogant, centralized and unresponsive to people." 

Labour will be the party which acts as the midwife for pluralist democracy, but it can never be our sole property. Indeed this plea should find echoes in the best traditions of Liberalism and Conservatism, for all of us who are involved in politics at whatever level suffer the same frustrations, the same constipating effects of our over-centralized system and all of us, regardless of party, will benefit from our release. 

However, while I hope that this call for democratic pluralism is not seen as crude party politics, there is nonetheless an element of self interest for I believe that my party and its ideas gains more than any other where democracy thrives. The old rules have always served to inhibit us and have comforted only those among us who have craved acceptability rather than the responsibility of change. Ignorance, misrepresentation and fear never serve progress. The more people understand, participate and debate - as they will be able to through a plurality of democratic institutions - then the greater the confidence I have that Labour's message will prevail. 

Some may say that a Labour Government will have other priorities - the passage of laws to tackle particular policy problems. The choice is false, for not only can Executive power introduce massive policy shifts (see Chapter 9) without statute, but also there is more than enough Parliamentary and legislative time to change for good the way we are governed and to pass specific statutes on key policies. This incidentally is especially so if the Commons itself is speedily reformed (see Chapter 2). The fact that there has never been a Labour Government which has served two full terms underlines the need for the first Labour Government to refuse to be bound by the old rules and to make changes that will re-equip British democracy and enable it to flourish in all its diversity regardless of the result of the subsequent General Election. The first Labour Government since the 1970s must leave behind not merely statutes but also a political system that will continue to work for democracy and enable it to thrive long into the next century. 

If we were to step back, what would a political audit of our democracy reveal today? Undoubtedly our greatest strength is our democratic culture. There is little doubt that we feel that we live in a democracy even when it is patently obvious that we do not have the democratic political structures and institutions to match it. Our belief in our democratic mythology underpins the tolerance we exercise towards each other yet, equally, allows toleration of some of the most iniquitous aspects of our society. It encourages a stability unrivalled elsewhere yet it also yields a complacency which allows a faint feeling of superiority even as we gently slide towards economic oblivion. My central contention is that we do not need to lose our inner belief that we are democratic but we do need to stiffen it and complement it with the institutional forms of practical democracy. "We aim to restore faith in democracy", as John Smith said at the Party Conference 1993, "by restoring the fabric of our democracy." Such institutional change will rejuvenate our democratic culture. It will inevitably revive the ideas and the practice of democracy in all parts of the nation not merely government. The currency of a mature and criticizing democratic culture, notably its attitudes, habits, practices and norms, cannot help but act upon business, family and human relations as an influence for good. Current British politics is so littered with examples of its "systems failure" that it is difficult to know where to start - the unchecked fiasco of the Poll Tax, the predetermined tragedy of the mining communities in my own County and the daily Parliamentary farce. There are so many. However it may be worth beginning with an example of where our democracy fails with something which affects us all directly - the Budget. 

The Budget is conceivably the political event of most significance to the citizen each year. Like so much of our decision making, the Nation's budget is shrouded in secrecy and is "received" by the people rather than being a product of their consent, understanding and involvement. The peoples' representatives in Parliament do not amend or change the contents of the Budget. Even the Cabinet do not get to hear the full budget measures until a few hours before the speech. If such a system delivers economic prosperity - it might, to coin a phrase, be "a price worth paying", but not only does this essential aspect of our political process not deliver, it is also a part of the problem. It exemplifies an attitude that says "the centre knows best" and implies that someone somewhere possesses a wisdom beyond the rest of us; that you don't have a contribution to make. It symbolizes and indeed reeks of the deference, hierarchy, the domestic imperialism and control fixation so typical of an over-centralized state, that has rendered the UK vulnerable, inflexible and unimaginative in a hostile competitive world. How much better (and how much of a leap of the imagination) it would be if budget making (and perhaps policy formulation in general) was a function of democratic debate, involving a wide variety of democratic institutions and individuals, considering their advice, expertise and hunch through the appropriate representative fora at national, local and even European level. Perhaps we could feed into a draft budget and then - through the conflict of debate - reach a national consensus. In the United States the budget process can take 6 months to a year. To those not used to interacting with the Executive this may appear too long a process, too stained by deals and the pork barrel, and this is to a degree true. However in principle as well as practice, it stands in stark contrast to our own Budget, calculated in secret and announced as a fait accompli in a brief Parliamentary ritual. Somewhere between the two is a process which would be indicative of a nation with enough self-confidence, yet enough humility, to be advised by a genuinely democratic process. We have a responsibility to find that way not merely because it is politically and morally correct so to do, but also because it is the only way to achieve economic and social efficiency. 

Yet the Nation's budget is just one example of our democratic dysfunction. A system which evolved to control a long lost Empire has sublimated itself for half a century by sucking up internal functions. In our over-centralized state the residual institutional veneer of our democracy grows ever more irrelevant, ever more decorative, even where that decoration is a tasteful mock-gothic. The Government, in the shape of the Prime Minister, have at their command the unchecked powers of the executive. These are powers that would make a Stalin salivate: the power to appoint every member of the Executive in the Cabinet, to appoint the senior Judges, to control the legislature day to day, to be unencumbered by enforceable written rights and to use the massive hidden hinterland of Executive Prerogative powers without check or account. If a market theorist were to characterize the British political system it could be as a monopoly - all effective power concentrated in one Institution, the Executive. In a market this would lead to a massive distortion and the inability, indeed the unwillingness to respond to its consumers, the ability to rig the terms of exchange and production, and the exclusion of competition , all features replicated in our current politics. We know enough of the inadequacy of market theory not to stretch the comparison too far, however a division of political monopoly into a plurality of independent and competing institutions would undoubtedly help us, both individuals and communities, to realize choices and control our destiny to a far greater degree than at present. 

What is not in doubt is that in the absence of constitutional bulwarks, we rely on little more than the personal restraint and the goodwill of the Executive not to abuse us with that power. That goodwill was not much in evidence with Mrs. Thatcher, though I suppose we should be thankful that the weakness of the current Prime Minister means that the Executive may be less strident. We need to institutionalize democratic defences against the Executive in the UK and then go on to use those institutions positively in order to enhance our responsibilities, our rights and ultimately our social and personal development. 

We have one of those enviable situations where, providing the measures and values of democratic principle are used, virtually any reform has to be an improvement on what we have now. To look briefly at areas ripe for reform we see 

A Second Chamber that is wholly unelected, where 774 out of the 1,203 Lords are hereditary (a mere 103 are Labour), unable to revise effectively, unwilling to press to do so, illegitimate, yet partisan enough to inflict 350 defeats on the last Labour Government. 

A First Chamber, the most sophisticated political prison in the world. a legislature that is the captive of the Executive, unable therefore even to fulfil Gladstone's modest dictum of "not running the Country, but holding to account those who do". The Executlve controls both the Commons agenda and the membership of Committees that are meant to scrutinize it. In failing to honour the separation of the powers-that indispensable pillar of democracy- the Commons becomes increasingly irrelevant and residual. In addition, we have the embarrassing farce of Question Time - now a TV cult comedy in California. I have been an MP since 1987 and not once participated in a debate in the sense that the English language understands the term. The national forum for debate and education has passed from the Commons to the studio of the Today programme or Newsnight and - in the absence of effective questioning by the Legislature - thank God at least for them. 

A European Project whose vision is too precious to be shared with the peoples of Europe, too tenuous to be accountable to national or European Parliaments. 

A Local Government which has become in effect the biggest of the Agencies created by Government: its creativity, its representativeness and its variety have all but been eliminated in a 14 years-long lobotomy. 

Executive Powers massive in scope yet exercised beyond any public scrutiny and without any statutory authority. 

A Judiciary remote, class ridden and out of touch, running a process which is slow, expensive and unchallenging to the Executive. 

Little wonder in this ruritania that people may degenerate into apathetic survivors, content to be subjects and not citizens, to "hold what they have", however little it may be, rather than demand change and where our social traits increasingly are cynicism, resignation and an inability to interact. 

There has to be a better way, there is a better way. It must be offered before the next General Election so that it may be erected after that election. We can see what has failed: Command politics, centralized politics. It has failed just as certainly as command economics failed in Eastern Europe. It is a system which allows you one media influenced vote every 4 or 5 years and does not even have the advantage of making the trains run on time. Unless we take matters into our own hands, the peoples' hands, our decline will not merely continue but will accelerate down an ever steeper slope. 

So what do we do? Firstly, and above all, we need to ensure there is more than one way into the political system, so that the voices which may be our salvation can be heard. This means ending centralism and building a plurality of independent, democratic institutions. But here is Labour's conundrum. If over-centralized Executive power is to be divided and made truly plural, then only a new Government will do that. That new Government will be a Labour Government or a Lib/Lab Government. In other words we will be asking those who have been excluded from power for 16 possibly 17 years, not to use centralized power to put right so many of the wrongs but to give that almost absolute power away on a scale hitherto unknown in political history. Clearly the temptations to hang on to that power will be immense and after all we are the good guys! The only political strategy for democrats of all parties will be to seek to commit ourselves to the inoculation of brazen, and repeated, public commitments to a series of far reaching and unfudgable reforms well in advance of an election. It will need to be an unequivocal commitment that makes "read my lips - no new taxes" appear understated. Without such commitment we will have the rhetoric of a new democracy but few of its institutions. Dragging the UK's democracy into the 20th Century will be nothing if it is not an achievement of political will. Its first and biggest test will come before the Election, in publicly declaring how centralized state power will be diffused within the context of a pluralist democracy. After passing that test, the seduction of the Sir Humphreys, the obstruction of the centralists, the squeals of the vested interests and the slings and arrows of circumstance will be mere child's play to resist. 

Our reform programme should not be seen as a shopping list of ad hoc measures produced by interest group pressure and political expediency, the odd assembly here, a few rights there, and a lick of paint for the Commons. It must be clearly set within the philosophical context of the struggle between pluralism and centralism. Without that we will have a series of tactical battles and defeats. The vision of a new democracy will justify great sacrifice and merit great loyalty, this or that constitutional tinkering will not. 

Pluralism does not tinker with the rules, it changes the game. The legacy of our failed 17th century democratic revolution is that we have not established a genuine separation of powers as a guarantee of democracy. There are those who believe that gaining control of the centre and the immense powers of the British executive is everything. That centralist view is now challenged by pluralism - a view that says there should be a plurality, a diversity of independent, legitimate democratic institutions and a separation of powers so that many points of view can be heard, can compete and result in a consensus. It is a view that defines the practical meaning of subsidiarity so that every decision is taken at the lowest appropriate level. It would put an end to the "winner takes all" general election politics so that politics could be a process that takes place all the time rather than in an occasional isolated burst. 

At heart the centralist is essentially contemptuous of democracy. People are not to be trusted, not with their own local government, nor even with their own rights. Even the General Election is approached not as part of the democratic continuum, but more as an electoral putsch, a tiresome round of foreplay on the way to having there way with the machinery of central power. 

There is a sea-change occurring in British politics brought about not least by the effects of sixteen years of one Party rule. So much could be excused when the musak of party political musical chairs masked the heavy drumbeat of centralism. We are now on the bridge between centralism and pluralism, though much explaining is still necessary if these concepts are to enter the vocabulary and the minds of the electorate and even their representatives. Too many Parliamentary colleagues still think pluralism is a lung disease. While we know what doesn't work, we nonetheless hesitate and have not fully understood the shape of the alternative. However a package of practical pluralist measures is taking shape and gathering growing consensus. 

The democratic agenda supplies the vision and the practical reforms needed to make political change a reality. It also redefines the historic mission of my Party providing a philosophy to replace pragmatism, and a role as the agent of political change to be our Pole Star in the new century . It is the thing above all which differentiates democrats of all parties from the conservatives of all parties. Crucially, Labour must win under the old system and the old rules one more time in order that we can fundamentally change our system and these rules for good, with all that means for our political and economic development. Although public support, understanding and consent is essential, the truth is we will be using centralised power to put an end to centralised power. The will needs to be there to make this happen in a number of areas:- 

Firstly a Bill of Rights. This must be the cornerstone of a new constitutional settlement. The individual, as a citizen, will be secure in his and her rights, and have children who will grow up with the mother's milk of rights, freedom and responsibilities. They will be the guarantors of our democracy in the new Century. Thankfully, Labour and its leadership have aggressively converted in the last year to Citizens Rights, firstly by agreeing to the modest essential foundation stone of incorporating into UK law the fundamental rights of speech, association, privacy etc. found in the European Convention on Human Rights and secondly and indispensably by then setting up an All Party Commission to draft a home-grown and entrenched British Bill of Rights suitable for modern Britain. 

Entrenching Rights which must ultimately be enforceable in a Court inevitably leads us to the reform of the Judiciary. Although the case for their reform stands on its own, it does take on greater urgency if we are to build a rights culture. The teeth-sucking of some of Labour's lawyers has already begun but judicial selection, training, scrutiny and accountability must all be speedily reformed so that an active independent judiciary can play its full part in the transformation of our democracy. 

Clearly the Second Chamber must be elected if it is to be a legitimate institution capable of developing its role within a plurality of other democratlc institutions. Just as obviously it should be elected on a basis that does not replicate the first chamber. In so doing it facilitates the introduction of a new electoral system - the Regional List System of proportional representation proposed by the Plant Commission, agreed by John Smith and agreed at the 1993 Labour Conference. Remarkably for many, "civilization as we know it" has not collapsed since Labour accepted that a plurality of political institutions might also be accompanied by a plurality of electoral systems. Thankfully this has also helped put the PR debate into perspective. Rather than the 1980's view that PR for the first chamber was the ultimate test of a Democrat, we have matured enough to say that no electoral system is necessarily more democratic than any other - that is one lesson that people of widely differing views learnt from sitting on the Plant Committee. Each electoral system has its advantages and its disadvantages and involves political judgments and calculation. We should welcome, promote and indeed revel in such a diversity. The Labour Party is now committed to an Additional Member System for a Scottish Parliament, Regional List for the European Parliament and the Second Chamber, and to let the people decide in a referendum what they want for their first chamber. 

The First Chamber too must drag itself away from its role as an amateur gentleman's Club, always "off the pace" of political reality, content to substitute gossip, yah-boo and status for a place at the decision making table. There are a legion of symbolic changes that could indicate that the legislature was taking itself seriously: proper (not less) hours, timetabled business, stronger select committees (perhaps elected by Parliamentarians themselves), genuine questioning of Ministers and the Prime Minister perhaps electronic voting and a redesigned semi-circular chamber. MPs should cleanse themselves of sleaze and become full time, properly resourced professionals. A self-respecting Commons must attempt to assert its legislative integrity and at some distant point challenge the Executive for its independence. This will be the final - though most decisive - of all the battles for pluralist democracy in the UK. 

At European level we can make a reality of subsidiarity by defining in a short comprehensible European Constitution the respective roles of the EU, the nation-states as well as regional and local responsibilities. By ensuring that decisions have the consent of national parliaments we will ensure that the peoples of Europe recapture the ownership of the project and are never again left behind by the Euro-visionaries. 

Finally, to ensure a constant replenishing and nourishing of our democracy we require active and healthy local politics and local governance. This ultimately and logically will lead to constitutionally independent local government. The atrophy of local politics reflected in low membership of political parties and public apathy undoubtedly springs from the crushing weight of the centre squashing the life out of real local representation. Yes, Labour can restore some powers. Yes, we can end capping, but at the end of the day local communities must be free to make their own way, their own mistakes and to create more of their own destiny. A debate must be opened now that may lead to the commitment by progressives everywhere to constitutionally independent local authorities - separated from the centre, and protected by a Parliament Act or referenda from having their local sovereignty inhibited without the consent of both chambers. In addition. that part of their finance which comes from the centre would have to be equally strongly ringfenced from the reach and whims of central government. Then let a thousand flowers bloom, let electorates decide, let them raise or reduce spending, services or income. Let them also club together to create their own regions, paying for and choosing from a menu of regional powers rather than a centralized blueprint. What talent and skill we could set free at local and regional level, what a boost to our political life, to our economic regeneration and to our self respect. 

Finally, the massive hidden powers of the Executive itself need to be placed on a statutory footing. These prerogative powers, derived from the Crown but exercised by Government, including the ability to make war, sign Treaties, and dispense titles, should be legitimized in statute law and where appropriate ratified or held to account by Parliament itself. 

Radical as this agenda appears to we creatures of centralism, it is commonplace in most democratic countries. It is not that the Executive power in these countries is more benign, but that democratic and constitutional obstacles, for example in Europe and North America, have constrained the centre-often for centuries- in a way unknown here. A Bill of Rights, a revitalized Judiciary, an elected second chamber, a relevant House of Commons, a Constitutional Europe, independent local and regional governance, and legitimised executive powers - these are the building blocks of a different way, a pluralist way. It is a way that says "Nanny does not know best and that we need to take responsibility for our destiny" - it is challenging and it is frightening. It is democracy and it is our future.  
