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Preface
Bernard Crick

M

ust politics disappoint? Meg Russell chooses her words carefully. In Britain today, ‘disappoint’ is the mot juste. No sense
in being melodramatic: ’politics under threat’; ‘politics in
decay’; ‘politics despised’; ‘politics in crisis’—though all of these might
have passed through the author’s mind. No, just plainly and sadly
‘disappoint’.
Personally, I feel an inner rage every day at the disparity between
what is promised and what is delivered, between what is possible and
what is happening, between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’; and that the level
of rational public debate is now at what any historian or honest student
of politics must recognise as a unique low since the 1880s.
Distrust of politicians could, indeed, lead to a distrust of the whole
political process. Opinion polls show that politicians now rank below
journalists in the public mind. Measures of participation reveal little
beyond ‘cheque-book’ participation in both parties and pressure
groups. A long time ago I annoyed the management committee of my
local party by calling myself ‘a banker’s order of the party’. But that is
now the norm. It is a long time since anyone came knocking at my door.
Meg Russell is serious and not melodramatic. She probes deep below
our fashionable friend (in different guises) ‘the democratic deficit’. For
she sees that democracy (if it is not to be, in de Tocqueville’s phrase, ‘the
tyranny of the majority’ and its tutelary leaders) must presuppose the
political process itself—the necessary compromising of differing inter-
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ests and values that is the hallmark of free societies, albeit hopefully
creative compromises that should add not subtract, bit by bit, to the
general good. Too many people now are uninterested in politics, or
sceptical, even cynical, about the whole process. Fiddling with making
it easier to vote misses the point, is just cosmetic; people must want to
vote.
So the author is kind to begin her calm analysis of the troubles of our
time by recalling the argument of my In Defence of Politics. But back then
in 1962 I had it easy. During the Cold War there was a clear contrast
between totalitarian regimes and free political regimes, even if none of
the latter are ever fully democratic by ideal standards. Russell deals
subtly with the more perplexing shadow-land of a nominally democratic polity that partly creates and partly mirrors public disillusion
with the political process itself. Has strong attachment to the ideas of
representative government and active citizenship become swamped in
general gratitude for governments that tolerate, even encourage, an
unrestrained and enthusiastic consumerism? It is as if Michael Young
had never written his prescient satire of 1958, The Rise of the
Meritocracy—some may remember and some take care to forget. The
Prime Minister’s speech-writers have unfortunately used this coinage
as if the positive ideal of a choice, choice, choice society.
I have read this timely, salutary, and wise pamphlet and meditation
with great intellectual excitement and found in it, at the end, some
grounds for political hope, if our leaders have eyes and ears, and if what
is left of the party stirs itself, not angrily but thoughtfully, and persistently.
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Introduction
Must Politics Disappoint?

T

here is a widespread belief that politics is in trouble. Barely a day
goes by when we are not reminded that trust in political institutions is low, and that people are turning away from the mainstream political parties. We have become accustomed to the idea that
people feel let down by politicians of all parties. Electoral turnout, in
particular, is a big concern. At the forthcoming general election the
question ‘how many will vote?’ will be asked at least as often as ‘who
will win?’
Since the drop in turnout in 2001 there has been a rash of interest in
what encourages political participation. Politicians ask how trust in the
political process can be restored; and in response there has been no
shortage of proposals for reform. These include changing the electoral
system for the House of Commons, electing the House of Lords, making
it easier to vote electronically or by post and lowering the voting age to
16. If all else fails, some suggest, voting should be made compulsory.
This pamphlet takes a different approach, suggesting that the culture
of politics is itself in large part to blame for the public’s disappointment
with the political process. Whilst institutional and structural reforms
may have their merits, they ignore the deeper cultural reasons for disengagement. Their impact on curbing the problem will therefore be, at
best, limited. Instead we need to ask bigger questions about why politics now seems to be so out of step with modern life.

Must Politics Disappoint?
This pamphlet argues that we have simply never adjusted to the challenges of mass politics. We now have a better educated and wealthier
electorate—as a result of changes that mass democracy, and particularly
parties of the left, actively sought to bring about. Meanwhile, there has
been an explosion of outlets for political communication. These changes
hold great potential for creating a new and more engaged politics; yet
the opportunities they offer have largely passed us by. Instead, the ways
that our political culture has adapted itself to modern life have, over
time, conspired to erode faith in political rule. Politicians and the media
fail to communicate the very essence of politics—that it is about negotiation and compromise, difficult choices, and taking decisions together
as a society—to the extent that it is now seen as something largely
divorced from everyday life, where politicians are expected to ‘deliver’,
and increasingly talk their profession down rather than up, within a
media environment that is hostile rather than supportive.
New developments have combined with British political tradition to
create a potent cocktail that helps to undermine the political profession.
Our long-established adversarial culture has combined with the ‘permanent campaign’ to encourage politicians to drive down trust in their
opponents—thereby perpetuating mistrust in politics itself. Meanwhile,
the culture of modern consumerism has helped set expectations that
politics can, in reality, never meet.
Similarly, new and more sophisticated techniques for gauging public
opinion have enabled political parties to tailor their messages to citizens’ concerns in increasingly subtle ways. Yet this has discouraged
them from presenting the big choices facing society, which are the very
things that politics exists to address. A failure to open genuine debates
with citizens about these issues, and to discuss who has responsibility
for bringing change about, means that politicians are bound to disappoint. At the same time they are subject to pressure from single issue
groups (often cited optimistically as the manifestation of a new form of
political engagement), which themselves never have to face the difficult
task of balancing competing demands. As a result, citizens appear
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increasingly separate from these processes, and can blame others for the
perception that politics ‘fails’. The modern media—though not solely
responsible—has played a key part in feeding all of these problems.
Some have suggested that political disengagement should not give us
cause for concern. Britain is a stable society and, since similar patterns
are visible in other advanced democracies, complacency, or even apathy,
could be considered a sign of success. After all, electoral turnout and
identification with political parties has fallen in most OECD countries
1
since the 1950s and 1960s. Many big social changes, including declining
class loyalties and new family and leisure patterns, are associated with
these developments. In the absence of war or catastrophe, when politics
is broadly delivering what people want, citizens may simply feel free to
ignore it.
Yet the problem in Britain seems more serious than that, given the
way in which falling participation is linked to a decline in trust. In the
last 30 years the proportion of people saying that they trust government
has more than halved, and a recent survey found that only one per cent
2
of respondents said they trusted politicians ‘a great deal’. Combined
with falling electoral turnout, these figures suggest that the legitimacy
of our institutions is now at risk.
This pamphlet therefore does not suggest that we should be relaxed
about political disengagement. Nor does it pretend that there are easy
answers. We must face up to some big cultural challenges if we are to
turn politics around. Only a conscious effort by the political classes to
create a new and more honest politics, that seeks to build on the social
advances we have made, will have any real chance of success. Only by
having a frank conversation with people as citizens, rather than
consumers, can politics hope to survive.
The sections that follow explore these issues in more depth, considering both how disappointment in the political process has grown and
how it can be reversed. Six key factors are identified, each of which is
illustrated by examples drawn from current debates. The final section
then draws together a discussion of the possible antidotes. A key conclu-
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sion is that structural change alone can never be enough. A concerted
effort by all those engaged in the political process to change their behaviour is now essential if faith in politics is to be restored. This requires a
cross-party initiative by concerned politicians, and changes from journalists, other groups and citizens themselves.
A central argument in the pamphlet is that many of our problems
stem from our having forgotten what politics is there for, and why it is
beneficial. This applies not just to citizens, but also to politicians, and
the media. Before discussing the cultural factors undermining politics it
is thus important to pause and ask a prior question. What exactly is politics anyway? And what does it seek to achieve?

Politics and the alternatives
It may appear odd to ask what politics is. It is tempting to respond by
paraphrasing Herbert Morrison’s famous definition of socialism and
say that politics is simply ‘what politicians do’. This, at any rate, seems
to be how the majority of British people now understand the term.
However, such a view simply reflects the growing sense of separation
between the public and their politicians. We have lost sight of what politics is for, why it is beneficial, and what the alternatives are. Indeed the
Electoral Commission has recently concluded that ‘many people seem
to see “politics” as an obstruction to, rather than the means of, proper
3
government of the country’. If this trend is to be reversed we need to
understand and nurture—indeed celebrate—the thing that is politics.
In his seminal In Defence of Politics (1962), Bernard Crick contemplated
the Cold War alternatives to political rule. He proposed that politics is
‘the activity by which differing interests within a given unit of rule are
conciliated by giving them a share in power in proportion to their
4
importance to the welfare and the survival of the whole community’.
This principle was in short supply in many countries around Europe at
the time that Crick was writing. These included not only the ‘Eastern
Bloc’, but also the dictatorships in Spain and Portugal. So Crick
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defended politics against alternatives such as nationalism, ideological
dogma, technology, and even the tyranny of the majority.
In examining politics in relation to six key factors in modern life, this
pamphlet consciously adopts a similar structure to that of Crick. The
factors considered here are seemingly more benign than the stark alternatives that he offered, but in some ways this also makes them more
challenging. In today’s Europe at least, politics seems to have won the
battle against the original threats that he identified. This in itself has
made us less conscious of the alternatives to political rule, and less
assiduous in its defence. Yet, it is argued here, politics in modern Britain
still needs defending—it is only that the threats to it are different from
those which went before.
Politics is, in short, a process by which complex societies take decisions. In such societies there are many different interests to be balanced.
These may span, for example, fundamental ethnic, religious, economic,
class or geographic divides. In Britain today they also include the needs
of the old versus the young, urban dwellers versus those in the countryside, employers versus unions, parents versus the childless. At the
more micro level they include car drivers versus users of public transport, savers versus borrowers, homeowners versus tenants, and so on.
And of course they include the desires of those holding different sets of
ideological beliefs: supporters of greater redistribution of wealth, liberal
free markets, environmental protection, intervention in international
conflicts, or a greater or lesser role for the state.
To maintain a stable and fair society it is the job of politicians to take
account of these competing interests in deciding public policy. Politics is
fundamentally a process of negotiation and compromise. Those participating are not just professional politicians, but the interest groups,
parties, lobbyists, campaign groups and of course voters who take part
in negotiations over policy. This deliberation and negotiation sets political rule apart from autocratic or totalitarian systems.
In diverse societies with well educated and demanding electorates it
is perhaps remarkable that this process operates as smoothly as it does.
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It is true that even when competing demands are balanced and political
decisions taken they are not always universally welcomed. Given a
multitude of perspectives and interests there will always be frustrated
losers. But by and large the system by which conclusions are reached is
respected, the law is complied with, and divisions rarely descend into
disorder and violence. Episodes such as the fuel protests in 2000 and the
riots in Bradford and Burnley in 2001 offer recent counterexamples in
Britain. The fact that such events achieve high prominence is testament
to their rarity. But they nonetheless demonstrate the potential dangers
when trust in our institutions breaks down.
The ability of politics to contain and manage differences is undoubtedly something to be celebrated. It is true that political rule does not
allow everyone to get what they want. Yet the alternatives are markedly
worse. If respect for different perspectives cannot be maintained soci5
eties will be faced with ‘either anarchy or the tyranny of single truths’.
There are plenty of examples of both of these worldwide. Rwanda,
Kosovo and Bosnia all remind us where the inability to maintain toleration may lead in the extreme. Elsewhere the globe has been littered with
regimes that chose to avoid managing differences by instead
suppressing the interests of certain groups.
A civilised and diverse society is thus utterly dependent on politics.
The process when seen in historical perspective is ‘a great and civilizing
6
human activity’ and ‘not just a necessary evil; it is a realistic good’.
Politics enables us to respect differing positions in a plural society, and
to resolve conflicts peaceably. But, given the evidence quoted above
about attitudes in Britain, it seems that few would now agree that it is
something to celebrate. In reflecting on this it is noteworthy that electoral turnout remains highest among those who lived through the
second world war, and those who were brought up in its aftermath.
Among younger groups, less familiar with the alternatives to pluralism,
the sense that you can choose to opt out of participation has spread.
None of this is to suggest that our political system is perfect or that we
should be complacent about the need to improve it. Nor does it suggest
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that we stand on the brink of civil disobedience or totalitarianism. But a
reflection on the alternatives does demonstrate the importance of
protecting and nurturing the ethos of politics—negotiation, compromise
and toleration—within modern public life. If we take these traditions for
granted we do not know how fragile they may prove to be. Whilst the
ethos of politics may have been undermined only slowly and inadvertently, there is a real danger that the legitimacy of our democratic institutions is now being eroded. We must therefore examine the factors that
may undermine the ethos of politics and contribute to public disappointment in it and seek to manage them carefully, considering where
cultural changes may be necessary. That is the task of this pamphlet.
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I

t is difficult to find anything more antithetical to the culture of politics than the contemporary culture of consumerism. While politics is
about balancing diverse needs to benefit the public interest,
consumerism is about meeting the immediate desires of the individual.
While politics requires us to compromise and collaborate as citizens,
consumerism emphasises unrestrained individual freedom of choice.
While politics recognises that there are always resource constraints,
modern consumerism increasingly encourages us to believe that we can
have it all now.
The development of mass politics has been accompanied by—and
indeed has actively facilitated—mass consumerism. It is in large part
due to the achievements of the left in the early twentieth century that
access to quality goods and services is no longer restricted to the privileged few. And whilst the Thatcher governments of the 1980s may have
promoted the market ethic and the philosophy of competitive individualism, it is the economic stability of more recent years that has enabled
mass consumerism to reach new levels. As memories fade of the blight
of unemployment and home repossessions, people gain greater
economic confidence.
As a consequence we are now seeing increasing levels of consumer
debt, encouraged by banks, credit card providers and advertisers who
seek to convince us that spending more money will bring us the gratification that we seek. Given the wealth and confidence to enjoy our
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purchasing power, we increasingly find our identity through what we
buy—be it clothes, mobile phones, home furnishings or
holidays—rather than what we contribute to society. In order to maintain our status we are encouraged to upgrade, constantly. We spend
money on carefully branded bottles of mineral water when a largely
identical (and far more environmentally benign) alternative is freely
available through the tap. All of these developments have led the
present era to be dubbed the age of ‘turboconsumerism’.
Whilst the consumer culture includes many freedoms that we can
celebrate, this particular product of Labour’s economic success may in
its own way be contributing to the declining belief in the political. The
culture of consumerism is a major challenge to the collectivist ethic
upon which politics depends. Politics in large part exists to regulate
markets and deliver what they can’t. The job of the politician is to face
difficult choices, to balance interests, and ultimately sometimes to say
‘no’. Many political questions can only be resolved if citizens take
greater responsibility, and put limitations on their own freedoms in
order to benefit the public good. Sometimes groups with competing
interests simply have to compromise. The more the market ethic
becomes ubiquitous, the more people will lose touch with these basic
truths. They may make demands on the basis of what they believe they
have ‘paid’ for (through their taxes) rather than exercising the constraint
necessary for the system to cater effectively for all.
Politicians have long sought to respond to the consumer culture.
Under the Conservatives, users were encouraged to be more
demanding, and public services sought to create more ‘businesslike’
relationships. Thus for example those travelling on the (still public)
London tube have long been addressed as ‘customers’ rather than
‘passengers’. In the privatised services the shift in culture was even
more stark. But encouraging such changes has not been restricted to
politicians from the right. Hence Labour’s current debates about the
merits of personalising traditional public services to introduce wider
‘choice’ for users, which have caused unease to many on the left.
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It is inarguable that users of public services should be treated efficiently, with courtesy and respect. Similarly it would be absurd not to
use new technologies to give greater flexibility to NHS patients in
choosing appointment times. Yet the wholesale adoption of the
language of consumer markets in public services, including the notion
that users can ‘shop around’, carries the risk that the spheres of citizenship and private individual gain become ever more blurred. In this way
expectations may be set which are simply doomed to fail, and can only
feed disappointment in politics and the political.
This pamphlet’s core concern is not with the merits of introducing
market mechanisms into public services—on which much has been
1
written elsewhere —but on the serious implications which the
consumerist culture holds for politics itself. In his recent book, Decline of
the Public, David Marquand argued that trust in state services and the
professions was corroded by a belief—drawn from ‘public choice’
theory in economics—that workers in these fields were driven by self
2
interest rather a commitment to the greater public good. This belief
underlay the Conservative drives to introduce market ethics within
public services—which in turn helped corrode the public service ethos
that did exist. Many now argue that restoring faith in the public service
ethic may prove essential to retaining public support for these services,
given the necessary limitations on their capacity (themselves largely
created by the tax levels that citizens are willing to pay). But it may
prove equally important to maintaining faith in politics itself. If a
consumer ethos drowns out a public sector ethos in our services, politics would be left dangerously isolated, as the only sphere where a
different set of rules applies. Even if some public services prove able to
survive a new market relationship with citizens, politics, by its very
nature, cannot.
There is a growing tendency in modern politics to appeal to voters as
consumers, using the familiar language of the market when a choice
between different policy options must be faced. It is not hard to find
evidence of politicians responding to the consumer culture by concep-
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tualising political dilemmas in these terms. In February 2003, for
example, Transport Secretary Alistair Darling gave a speech to the AA
with the central argument that the government should ‘treat motorists
as customers’. Yet whilst motorists may be demanding users of public
services (i.e., roads), they are certainly not customers. A motorist who
behaved as such would take as much from the system as their financial
means allowed, without necessarily having regard to the needs of
others. As road space is limited, far from being encouraged to act selfishly, car drivers’ duties as citizens must be stressed if we are to manage
congestion and pollution. Under this ethic they would, whenever
possible, leave their cars at home. The same logic applies across many
other areas of public policy, particularly in the environmental field—for
example with respect to air travel and airport expansion, household
waste and recycling, noise and other forms of anti-social behaviour. In
these fields, only an emphasis on citizenship, rather than consumption,
can bring about a better quality of life for all.
In seeking to manage demand and encourage responsibility, politicians now increasingly use price mechanisms, so that users make decisions on economic grounds. Road pricing, for example—which has
worked in London and is therefore likely to spread—is used to limit
traffic growth. Similarly, it has been proposed that households should
be charged for refuse collection by weight, to encourage recycling and
waste minimisation. Yet whilst these models may have some success,
they are a further example of edging the citizen relationship towards a
consumer one. Rather than citizens being encouraged to engage with
moral choices about the impact of their behaviour, such decisions are
reduced to economic transactions. In this way they may breed resentment rather than responsibility. More political dilemmas are loaded
onto the politicians, whilst the ‘consumers’ are left simply protesting
about the cost. Thus not only are price mechanisms regressive (as they
are dependent on the ability to pay), but they also bring other problems.
Research suggests that the consumer model is far less effective in
changing behaviour than partnership-based models in which individ-
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3

uals are persuaded of the benefits of changing their behaviour. Pricing
may have its place, but if politicians’ response to the consumer culture
is to deny that there are tough choices (rather than just consumer
choices) to be made, they are effectively denying the nature of political
rule itself. This, in turn, can only help to weaken its hold.
The extent to which the consumer approach to politics has fed
through to the public was recently illustrated with respect to the Asian
tsunami disaster. For days the media celebrated the generosity of the
British public in donating to charity, contrasted with the ‘meanness’ of
the politicians with regard to pledging government funds. However,
politicians’ ability to provide aid depends on their ability to raise this
through taxation. Government money is not separate from our money:
they are one and the same thing. On this occasion the politicians themselves accepted the media analysis, and Tony Blair finally promised to
‘match’ the donations the public had made. Yet the degree of public
compassion had provided a rare opportunity for government to open a
dialogue about the use of public resources, and to ask people collectively how they wished to see their money spent. Instead the opportunity was lost, and the gulf between politicians and the public gently
edged wider.
For politics to survive it must therefore unashamedly carve out its
own sphere, driven by the rules of citizenship. These demand that
everyone is of equal worth and that compromise is sometimes necessary
in order to maximise the common good. Such a culture depends on
appealing to different human instincts from those which the market
seeks to satisfy, and politics is needed to create these countervailing
pressures and incentives. This is not out of step with the public mood.
Whilst consumption can boost our happiness in many ways, all the
evidence is that ever more of it is not sufficient to improve quality of life.
Just as people rejected the old choice of ‘any colour so long as it’s black’,
there is growing unease at the offer of ‘anything you want so long as it
can be delivered by the market’. What many people desire is more time
to be with friends and family, more courtesy from strangers, a cleaner

14

Politics and Consumerism
environment or a more peaceful and secure world. As one recent Fabian
4
author has suggested, they want a ‘better choice of choice’. Only politics and a culture of citizenship can deliver this.
An engaged politics requires that difficult choices are openly faced
and discussed with citizens. Rather than creating the impression that
they can respond to unlimited public demands, politicians have a
responsibility to be frank with the electorate about the constraints
within which they operate. They need to communicate that change is a
collective enterprise, in which we are engaged together, and that some
matters can be dealt with by neither the market nor the state but depend
on responsible action by individuals. In short, politicians need to
remind us what politics is for, and why it depends on an ethos that is
different from that of the market.
Many of the signs for a more frank and engaged politics are good.
Research shows that honesty is consistently the most highly rated characteristic of politicians—scoring far higher than competence or effi5
ciency. And when the language of difficult choices was deployed over
the 2002 budget, the government won general public support for rises
in National Insurance contributions to boost Health Service funding.
But engagement such as this should not be a one-off event. An ongoing
dialogue between government and citizens about the link between
revenues and public service provision could help build a greater sense
of responsibility and ownership of public policy decisions. The present
response often acknowledges that we are a wealthier society, where
everyone understands the rule of the market. But it too often fails to
recognise that we are also a better educated society, one benefit of which
should be an increased ability to understand and engage with mature
political debates. If the electorate concludes that the current level of
taxation is roughly their limit—as most politicians assume—then debate
should focus on the best use of existing resources. Evidence from overseas suggests that this approach can promote engagement and lead to
6
better decisions. In presenting choices, and talking about improvements in public provision, politicians therefore need to communicate
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their belief that choice, flexibility and responsiveness are not simply
imports from the private sector. Politics can and should disengage from
the language of markets, and openly define itself as a realm in which
different values prevail.
Creating a comfortable sphere within which politics can operate may,
however, require more than this. It is difficult to see how politics can
survive as a small island in the middle of a rampant consumer culture.
Whilst Margaret Thatcher famously used ‘pocketbook economics’ to
persuade the public of the merits of controlling the public sector deficit,
it is challenging for politicians to persuade voters that there are limits to
public resources, and that individual constraint is required, in an age of
spiralling consumer debt. Whilst it may appear only distantly related,
dealing with the credit and debt culture itself may thus also play an
important role in maintaining faith in politics and the public sphere.
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C

onsumerism is a relatively new challenge to our politics, whilst
adversarialism is part of the British political tradition. But it is
one that is increasingly unsuited to the modern environment.
For example, in the midst of the controversy about US soldiers’
mistreatment of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib in May 2004,
Conservative leader Michael Howard wrote an article in The Independent
suggesting that Tony Blair should be more open with the public about
1
the concerns he expressed in private to his ally, President Bush. Despite
the restrained nature of these comments, which echoed the feelings of
many in the Labour Party at the time, Howard was immediately and
strongly attacked by government ministers. Speaking on the Today
programme on the day the article was published, the Leader of the
Commons, Peter Hain, suggested that Mr Howard’s intervention was
an example of ‘shallow opportunism’ and indicated ‘how unfit he is to
be Prime Minister’. Interviewed later in the programme, Howard
responded in kind by claiming that ‘nothing demonstrates more clearly
the arrogance of this government and their contempt for parliamentary
democracy than these charges of opportunism’.
Whilst listeners were no doubt deeply troubled by the revelations of
prisoner mistreatment, and interested in the implications for US-UK
relations of the unfolding situation in Iraq, such rhetoric from both sides
can only have fuelled frustration with the entire political class. Yet this
is just one example of how nuanced conversations in British politics
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frequently descend into bitter confrontational battles that alienate the
electorate.
Our adversarial system has long been dominated by two main political parties, given formal rights at Westminster that are not available to
other parties or independents. Although other parties now have well
established representation, the mode of exchange remains aggressively
tribal. What is supported by one political party is almost invariably
opposed by the others. The British public, meanwhile, has become
markedly less tribal in its political affiliations. This results from better
education and more widely available information about politics. Whilst,
in the past, class allegiance or family tradition was a good predictor of
voting behaviour, people are now more likely to consider different policies on their merits. The result is a less fixed attachment to parties, and
greater likelihood of transferring their votes between elections.
The tribal loyalty of politicians to their own side, and hostility to the
proposals of their opponents, is increasingly out of step with this public
mood. At its most extreme, this behaviour appears infantile to an
increasingly sophisticated electorate. Yet political debates—as facilitated by the media, parliament and most other forums—continue to
emphasise the adversarial. This creates the impression that there are
only ever two sides to any argument, with each party believing itself to
be always right while the others are always wrong. It denies the very
essence of politics, which is about negotiation and compromise. There
are two rational responses on the part of the public. First, as many do,
they can join the politicians in always seeking another set of politicians
to blame. Second, being aware that many arguments are complex and
multi-faceted, they may feel increasingly alienated by a process that
appears constantly to reduce complexity to simplicity. Either way, faith
in politics declines.
Only 28 per cent of people say that they are satisfied with politicians,
and just 2 per cent are ‘very satisfied’ with how they do their jobs. This
is in stark comparison to the 85-95 per cent who say the same of nurses,
2
doctors and teachers. Yet politicians are the only one of these groups to
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face an opposition (albeit made up of other politicians) that constantly
seeks to question their judgement, criticise their actions and tell the
public how and why they are wrong. The public’s decision to turn away
from the process is hardly surprising.
The structure of British politics traditionally shuts the opposition out
of decision making almost completely. Whilst governments can display
their commitment through actions, the opposition generally have only
words. To achieve recognition their best chance is to criticise the government at every turn, even if the policies pursued are ones they might
equally well have adopted themselves. In 2003, for example, the
Conservatives sought to profit from Labour divisions and public dissent
by opposing the government’s policy over university tuition fees. One
university Vice Chancellor with strong Conservative Party connections
expressed frustration when a frontbench member told him that ‘it does
not matter whether this is the right policy or the wrong policy’, so long
3
as the party could make political capital out of opposing it. Ironically,
Conservative opposition on this occasion may have helped to stifle
4
Labour dissent by stoking up tribal loyalties on the government side.
Such examples of knee jerk oppositionalism do politics a disservice at
two levels. First, by actively seeking to undermine the integrity of the
government, they increase general cynicism about politicians. Rather
than helping to communicate the idea that politics is difficult and
cannot please all the people all the time, they reinforce the belief that the
process is constantly failing. Second, a pure oppositionalist stance stifles
debate about the complexities of policy, hiding much of the true business of politics from view.
It is easy to find examples of such behaviour by the Conservatives
since 1997. But to denounce opposition tactics is not simply to make a
partisan point. The system and prevailing culture of national politics
drives this behaviour, and it is indulged in by all parties in opposition.
This includes the Liberal Democrats (who often seek to undermine both
other parties simultaneously), and Labour, before it entered power. Just
as today’s Conservative front bench attacks this government, Labour
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politicians prior to 1997 engaged in a daily battle of press releases aimed
at undermining virtually all government initiatives. Such criticism goes
far beyond the necessary job of pointing out real loopholes or stating
principled opposition to particular policy directions. By seeking short
term partisan advantage, those engaging in this behaviour corrode the
culture of politics and faith in the system itself.
Adversarialism is primarily a cultural issue, but it is encouraged by
the structures of British politics. Our institutions shape politicians’
incentives and behaviour, and consequently have an important impact
on the culture of politics. The most obvious influence is the electoral
system for the House of Commons, which tends to exaggerate the vote
of the two main parties, under-represent other parties, and deliver
single party governments often with large majorities. A change in the
electoral system would undoubtedly have a major cultural impact.
However, it is not necessarily a precondition to change in the ethos at
Westminster. For example, the establishment in the House of Commons
in 1979 of select committees to shadow the work of government departments helped develop expertise amongst members, engage MPs in
matters of detail, and build allegiances across party lines. Yet these
committees continue to involve only a minority of members. The main
focus of attention in the Commons remains the adversarial forum of the
plenary chamber, and legislation is sent to non specialist ‘standing’
committees, where opposition MPs are inclined to obstruct progress
rather than engage in the more important public duty of seeking to
negotiate better law. Indeed, in 2001 a leaked memo from the then
Shadow Leader of the House proposed that Conservative members
should, rather than doing their best to improve legislation, ensure that
5
bills left the Commons ‘imperfectly scrutinised’. Instead of encouraging such behaviour, our political structures should extend the sphere
within which constructive negotiation takes place.
Some recent procedural changes at Westminster—for example
sending more bills in draft to select committees for consideration—have
helped. But more radical reform is needed. For example, establishing
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permanent legislative committees to take evidence on bills would draw
in more members to cross-party work, and help improve the quality of
parliament’s output. This could help nurture a more constructive
culture, as well as better involving outside groups in debate.
Structural reform alone, however, is not enough to deliver change. A
shift from an adversarial to a more constructive political culture
depends on a conscious effort from politicians. Research, particularly
among women voters, has long shown that the ‘yah boo’ politics which
extends from Prime Minister’s Questions to the TV studios and beyond
is a cultural turn off. The public respects politicians who admit their
mistakes and do not claim to know everything. Estelle Morris has
reported receiving a round of applause from a studio audience for
simply answering ‘I don't know’. Rare opposition members seek to
adopt a more consensual approach, being willing to agree with government policy on some issues and instead engaging in discussion of detail.
Feedback to journalists appears to demonstrate that the public find such
an approach refreshing. Yet examples of such behaviour are limited. In
certain areas there is a tradition of constructive engagement between the
parties—on defence issues particularly it is considered important to
minimise divisions in order not to undermine faith in national security
and the armed services. But there is no similar sensitivity to the danger
of undermining politics itself. This is the challenge that politicians must
now rise to. Such change is only likely to be achieved by concerted
action, taken by politicians on a cross-party basis. This represents a
major cultural challenge, the practicalities of which are further
discussed at the end of the pamphlet. Difficult though it may appear,
until this is achieved, politics is likely to continue to disappoint.
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ore frequent elections and new campaign techniques mean
that the political campaign has changed in both style and
intensity. Campaigning increasingly goes on all year round,
and some political communications gurus have suggested that we have
1
reached the age of the ‘permanent campaign’. Consequently, the problems attached to campaigning have entered everyday political
discourse, rather than being confined to occasional election times.
Campaigning can be divided into two modes: the positive and the
negative. Both of these are used by parties to communicate facts about
their own policy positions and those of their opponents. Both are potentially useful. However, in their modern forms both approaches may
have a detrimental effect on the culture of politics.
Positive campaigning is the more benign of the two. Here, parties seek
to communicate their achievements, their values and their plans for
future policy. The intention of such messages is to create positive expectations about political outcomes, and inspire hope that politicians can
improve the quality of life. These are obviously important messages. But
at the same time there is always the danger of creating an impression
that politicians can deliver more than is realistic. This, understandably,
will feed disappointment.
Overpromising can take many forms. One is for politicians to play
down the importance of the external constraints within which they
operate—in part due to an unconscious denial of the limits on their own
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power. These include restrictions placed on UK politicians by the
European Union, as well as other international institutions such as the
WTO. In addition come the innumerable limitations created by the need
to protect business interests—for example, with respect to delivering
better working conditions or greater environmental protection. Postprivatisation, politicians even find themselves apologising for poor
services that are provided almost entirely by the private sector, such as
on the railways. In all these respects there is a reluctance to admit that
the state cannot deliver everything. Whilst too many pleas of powerlessness are unlikely to boost respect for politicians, a greater degree of
honesty would heighten public understanding of their role. It would
also help shift attention to other bodies—such as corporations or the
institutions of Europe—which often escape proper accountability.
Overpromising is, in part, linked to the consumer culture, and politicians’ reluctance to admit the extent to which social change depends on
the actions of individuals as responsible citizens. The danger here is that
parties are seen as products and politicians, afraid of offending the
public, seek to behave as if the ‘customer’ is always right. This helps
explain why John Prescott is held responsible for a broken promise on
reducing traffic growth, which in truth could only be brought about by
motorists’ decisions to change their own behaviour. Government is criticised for failing to control obesity, when what is needed to achieve this
is a combination of greater corporate responsibility and alteration to
individual lifestyles. The changes desired can only be accomplished by
a partnership between politicians, the public and other groups. A failure
to be frank about this can only fuel disappointment. Remember the
difficulty Tony Blair found himself in at one widely broadcast moment
of the 2001 general election campaign when collared by an angry voter
outside a Birmingham hospital. The Prime Minister sought to placate
his critic, who complained of slow progress in reforming the NHS,
alleging that ‘you are not prepared to pay for it’. Although the midst of
an election campaign was hardly the moment for a sudden change of
approach, the correct response from Blair might have been to say: ‘We,
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madam, have only the money that taxpayers consent to give us. It is
therefore you who are not prepared to pay for it!’
Whilst the positive campaign may sometimes feed disappointment,
the potential harm it does to politics is mild compared to that of the
negative campaign. Some negative campaigning is of course essential to
political discourse: just as politicians point out the strengths of their
own programmes it is their duty to highlight the weaknesses of their
opponents. However, it can also represent adversarialism at its worst,
and act to undermine trust.
Though negative campaigning has always been part of our political
culture, it has grown in ferocity in recent years. Such campaigns do not
just focus on substance, but increasingly on questions of politicians’
competence and integrity. In opposition, Labour became masters of this
art. Thus the behaviour of some Conservative MPs, including taking
payment for tabling parliamentary questions, was mercilessly
exploited, allowing allegations of ‘sleaze’ against the government to
2
stick. In his book documenting Labour’s general election campaigns of
the 1990s, Philip Gould proudly describes the growing use of negative
techniques, explaining how in the run up to 1997 the campaign sought
to make Labour appear ‘a positive voice in a sea of sleaze and cyni3
cism’. His frank descriptions demonstrate how corrosive this approach
can be. Of the party’s general ‘attacking strategy’, he said that ‘the
strengths are many: it keeps the focus on them; it stops us being the
incumbent; it shows [Tony Blair] to be strong; it gives us momentum; ...
it means that we are not offering a reason to vote for us. But on balance
4
it is working’. Purely by stirring up cynicism about their opponents,
perhaps on the basis of behaviour by a small minority of wayward individuals, the purveyors of the negative campaign can create a relative
advantage for their own side. However, this does little to reassure the
public that politicians on the whole—even those on the opposing
benches—are honest and hardworking, and driven primarily by a sense
of public duty rather than a desire for personal gain.
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Building on the successful campaigns that Labour ran before 1997
using the slogan ‘you can’t trust the Tories’, the Conservatives in opposition have also engaged in increasingly negative techniques. They too
have sought to focus on issues of competence and trust, albeit often with
little basis in substance. They have not been able to resist exploiting
opportunities provided by mischievous press stories, such as so-called
‘Cheriegate’, to score points against the government. Conservative
leader Iain Duncan-Smith clearly saw partisan advantage in his oftrepeated mantra, ‘you can't believe a word they say’. This has now been
developed by Michael Howard, on the back of the recent Blunkett saga,
5
to suggest that Britain has a ‘grubby government’. Piled upon the
already negative impressions created about their own party, retaliating
by bringing their opponents into equal disrepute may be seen to offer a
short term gain. But in the longer term there is a danger of a ratchet
effect, with each opposition in turn gradually dragging down the reputation of the political profession further.
Over recent years positive and negative campaigning tactics have
reinforced each other. Tony Blair’s promise that Labour in government
would be ‘whiter than white’ set unrealistic expectations that were
quickly dashed. And Tory attempts to capitalise on any wrongdoing
have since exacerbated these negative effects. Both approaches are antithetical to politics.
If the campaign is not to feed disappointment, it too requires cultural
change. The continued pursuit by parties of short term political advantage by raising unrealistic expectations about their own powers and
seeking to undermine trust in their opponents’ integrity, runs the risk of
bringing the entire political system into ever greater disrepute. The
political profession (and those who report it) will only maintain trust if
they set realistic and honest expectations. Campaigns based on more
open engagement about policy options, constraints and responsibilities,
of individuals as well as the state, seem essential if politicians are to
boost public respect.
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The more that politicians seek to exploit public disillusionment by
telling us that other politicians cannot be trusted, the more the public is
6
likely to take them at their word. With an election on the horizon, the
parties face a classic ‘prisoner’s dilemma’ with respect to negative
campaigning methods. If one seeks to exploit public mistrust in politics
by undermining the other, it may potentially reap electoral benefits. But
the ultimate result of such tactics, particularly when pursued by both
sides, is that the whole system suffers. Again, the answer lies in a more
co-operative and responsible approach, and a cross-party recognition
that our culture has to change.
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M

odern politics could not function without the media. In a
mass democracy, politicians and their supporters cannot
communicate directly with voters more than occasionally.
The media now provides the framework within which most political
communication takes place. A healthy media, and a healthy relationship
between the media and politicians, is therefore essential to a healthy
democracy.
Problems with the health of this relationship have been the subject of
much recent debate. Various journalists have written with passion about
1
the corrosive effect of the media culture on democracy. And these criticisms are not limited to journalists from the left. Peter Oborne, for
example, has suggested that the media ‘prefer the short-term to the
long-term, sentimentality to compassion, simplicity to complexity, the
dramatic to the mundane, confrontation to the sensible compromise’.
He concludes that ‘it is hard to imagine any environment for political
2
decision making that could be more damaging and unhelpful’. Yet this
is precisely the environment in which politics is increasingly conducted.
Whilst the media is crucial to politics, it has its own culture and motivations, which can potentially come to be at odds with the ethos of politics. Whilst politics does not constitute a market in the true sense, the
media largely does. Competition has always been a major determinant
in its culture. However, the increasingly fierce competition caused by
today’s new technologies and global pressures has some troubling
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consequences. Decline in market share for newspapers results in costcutting and encourages more aggressive journalism and more sensational headlines. Whilst this in itself might not matter much (the trust
the public place in newspaper journalists is consistently lower than that
in politicians) there are serious problems when this culture spreads.
Broadcasting is also becoming more competitive, and newspapers are
influential in setting the agenda of the other news media. These factors
have a major impact on the way in which politics is communicated, and
in turn on how politicians themselves behave. Indeed, the logic of politics has shifted to fit in with that of the media, rather than the other way
around. This has left us living in what some have dubbed a ‘media
3
democracy’.
There are many concerns about the media, including, for example,
issues of privacy and press intrusion. However, what interests us here is
the question of how the media culture is antithetical to the culture of
politics. This section therefore focuses on just five ways in which this is
the case.
The first is the way in which the media feeds adversarialism. It
increasingly provides the site where conflicts between political actors
are played out. Too often, policy debates are presented as a simplistic
argument between two sides—usually government and opposition, but
sometimes politicians and their external opponents. Disagreements are
particularly celebrated when they occur between members of one party,
which leads to caution in expressing opinion for fear of generating
‘splits’. All of this generally ensures that the complexity of politics is
hidden from view, and that the public is denied the opportunity to
engage with the difficult task of balancing the interests involved. Some
of the media’s more highbrow elements are among the worst offenders
on this count, and help to set the tone for other media outlets. In contrast
to most everyday conversations, where opinions include shades of grey,
interviewees on our top programmes are often carefully vetted to ensure
that they will put opposing points of view.
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At the time of the fuel protests in 2000—one of the recent occasions
when domestic politics came nearest to collapse—there was little help
from the media in presenting the complexities faced by policy makers.
Day after day as the crisis developed, Radio 4’s Today Programme
pitted ministers against the protesters and their sympathisers, who
urged them to cut fuel duties to benefit hauliers. Little or no mention
was made of the potential environmental benefits which the ‘fuel duty
escalator’ was intended to bring. Then finally, the morning after the
Chancellor conceded that the next fuel duty increase would be dropped,
ministers on the programme were confronted with representatives of
the green lobby, who complained about the consequences for pollution.
At a time of national crisis such as this, the responsible reaction from the
media would have been to facilitate discussions at the early stages that
engaged listeners in the complexity of the issues. Instead, politicians
found themselves damned when they did and then damned when they
didn’t stick to their policy. The ultimate victim in this kind of adversarial showdown is politics itself. Such coverage absolves the public of
responsibility, turning citizens into bystanders—consumers,
even—rather than participants. The media culture constantly seeks
somebody to blame, and it is usually a politician. Far more rarely is it a
corporation, an entire industry or even citizens themselves.
The second, and more serious, difficulty is that the adversarial media
culture no longer stops at providing a forum for political figures to
argue with each other. The media also feeds disengagement by itself
adopting an increasingly adversarial attitude towards the whole political class. Professor of Media Studies Stephen Barnett has charted four
ages of political journalism, leading from the age of journalistic deference in the 1940s and 1950s to the healthier age of equal engagement in
the 1960s and 1970s, followed by the age of journalistic disdain in the
1980s to the age of contempt that he claims we have reached today. As
he suggests, the attitude that journalists now display means that ‘the
notion that politicians are honest, honourable individuals doing their
4
damnedest to make their country a better place does seem faintly odd’.
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Media outlets rarely miss an opportunity to imply that politicians are
corrupt, hypocritical, or simply inept. To some extent, similar cynicism
pertains to all professions, but this is by far the most extreme case. At
times, it includes the wilful withholding of information. For example
the publication of MPs’ expense details in October 2004 was greeted
with criticism of the ‘scandalous scale of Westminster’s gravy train’, ‘an
5
average of £118,437 in expenses perks’ and ‘snouts in the trough’. The
fact that the vast bulk of ‘expenses’ comprised the salary costs of staff,
plus the rental of office space and other essentials, was omitted from
most newspaper reports. And the culture of contempt is not confined to
the tabloids alone. Just as the Today Programme sets the standard for
adversarialism between politicians, so the Paxman interview—which
has created the model for a new generation of interviewers—is the
benchmark for demonstrating journalistic scorn towards policy makers.
Many senior journalists now present an image of themselves as superior
to the second-rate political classes, intimating, as David Walker
suggests, that ‘they have no power; apparently, they merely frame the
6
questions which “those lying bastards” refuse to answer’.
Politicians themselves have helped fuel the age of contempt, through
their growing aggression towards one another. So too have periods of
weak opposition, such as the early 1980s and late 1990s, when journalists saw themselves as the only effective force to keep the government
of the day in check. And the principle that broadcast journalists should
not show bias towards the governing party, whilst being extremely
valuable, may also have played a part. One way of not appearing
partisan is to criticise each side as severely as the other. Maintaining
standards of impartiality whilst not undermining faith in the institution
of government itself is a difficult line for broadcasters to tread—but it is
clear that there is an urgent need to do so.
Three further factors are more straightforward, but equally important.
One is the tendency of the media to report negative rather than positive
political stories. Balanced debate requires coverage of the successes as
well as the failures of policy. Whilst policy problems, and premonitions
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of future problems, are widely reported, policies that turn out to work
are largely ignored.
At times, journalists themselves have sought to draw attention to such
anomalies in reporting. An ironic recent example was found in The
Guardian. On the day that new crime figures were published, Polly
Toynbee’s piece in the comment pages was entitled ‘What the papers
won’t say: crime is actually falling’. Sure enough, the front page headline in the same paper the next day proclaimed ‘Sharp rise in rape cases
overshadows fall in crime rate’. The article focused on the negative
aspects of the figures, only grudgingly admitting halfway through that
it was probably improved reporting, due to growing confidence in the
7
police, which had resulted in the increased rape figure. With the media
providing the public’s access to information, and politics so frequently
reported to fail, and so rarely to succeed, it seems inevitable that this
will feed disappointment.
Meanwhile, though some subjects are reported negatively, or through
a simplistic adversarial lens, others get little coverage at all. The focus is
generally on announcements that have just been, or are about to be,
made, whilst the long term effects of policy have little ‘news value’.
Thus, for example, warnings that the national minimum wage would
cost a million jobs were widely covered before its introduction. We
subsequently heard little about the impact of this important policy
change, or indeed the fact that the negative predictions proved to be
incorrect. Similarly, coverage of policy making in Europe (particularly in
the Parliament) is almost non existent, not least because most newspapers have no Brussels correspondent. In all of these ways the media’s
basic function to provide information to feed political debate is found
seriously wanting.
Finally, though most journalists aspire to inform the public of the
truth (even if a partial truth) this is not always the case. The opinion-led
reporting of some newspapers may go beyond omitting unwelcome
facts. An ex Daily Mail journalist appearing on a recent Fabian platform
confessed to having been ‘constantly under pressure to write things I
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didn’t think were true’. Yet the sanctions against papers publishing
incorrect stories are minor, whilst the growing number of stories based
on unnamed ‘sources’ cannot be verified at all.
In short, the growth of mass politics has placed an important duty on
the media to facilitate informed political debate. Yet this responsibility
is too often overlooked, and is increasingly driven out by market pressures. The media has reported much about declining levels of political
trust. But, as David Walker has noted, there is little sign of self-examination with respect to how they contribute to the problem. It is true that
not all of the fault lies with the media itself. Politicians, recognising the
media’s power, altered their mode of communication, leading to ‘media
management’ and ‘spin’ which, in retrospect, seems to have helped feed
cynicism. The culture of modern politics and the press have fuelled each
other in unhelpful ways. A return to a culture of constructive engagement, rather than one of either deference or contempt, is necessary if our
faith in politics is to be restored.
Yet change is exceptionally difficult to achieve. Journalists guard their
independence fiercely, whilst politicians fear the wrath of the media if
they dare to criticise it. Compare ministers’ readiness to condemn the
interference of the unelected House of Lords to their reluctance to criticise the—far less accountable—press. Witness the The Sun’s recent
chilling response to suggestions of a new privacy law: ‘get your tanks
off our lawn’. This was coupled with an allegation that ‘too many politicians are sad, sordid, pathetic, inadequate wimps with private lives that
8
make ordinary people’s stomachs churn’. Individual politicians are left
in no doubt about the potential power of the press to drive them out of
office. Yet they cannot circumvent the media, and still less should they
expect it spontaneously to reform itself. Despite the best efforts of good
journalists, the profession as a whole can, in Peter Oborne’s words,
‘destroy with a pitiless and awesome brutality. But they can rarely create
9
anything new, original and good’.
The answer lies to a large extent in tackling market failures through
forms of regulation. The media market is, of course, already regulated,
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particularly with respect to public service broadcasting. Central to this
in the British system is the BBC. The corporation is not only respected
worldwide for the quality of its reporting, but is also widely trusted by
the British public. It is where citizens go in search of reliable news
programmes, with 84 per cent of the public saying they use these for at
10
least 15 minutes per week. A similar percentage say that they trust the
11
BBC’s journalists to tell the truth. This makes the BBC a precious
resource which should be nurtured, and gives it big responsibilities in
maintaining our national political life. Yet the BBC is increasingly
subject to competitive pressures, whilst the examples above demonstrate how even its style of political reporting can contribute to the
problem. And the events around the Hutton report helped illustrate
how fragile public confidence could prove to be. The current charter
review process therefore creates both a threat and an opportunity to the
BBC. The corporation needs to use this to review and strengthen its role
in setting the standard for political reporting, and to bolster high quality
factual programming which allows a fair assessment of policy. In return,
politicians of all parties must recognise the central role the BBC plays in
promoting an engaged politics. It should be free to offer a real alternative, based on quality, rather than being expected to compete in a
market. This appears increasingly essential to underpinning the quality
of British democracy.
It must also now be time to strengthen press regulation. As Onora
O’Neill has suggested, press freedom must be balanced by responsi12
bility, and cannot be expected to extend to the ‘freedom to deceive’.
The Press Complaints Commission represents one of the last bastions of
self-regulation and has proved to be ineffective. A new independent
regulator could be given powers to impose meaningful fines on newspapers for publishing untrue stories, and to require corrections of equivalent prominence to the original article. This would not only help stem
untruths in the newspapers themselves, but help prevent these infecting
the rest of the media.
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These changes alone are insufficient, however, to tackle the ‘culture of
contempt’. A concerted focus needs to be given by responsible journalists, academics and policy makers to rebuilding a healthy relationship
between our media and our politics. This is not something that journalists, operating in a competitive market, can deliver on their own. One
way forward would be for the government to fund a serious institute, or
a standing commission, to oversee the relationship between politics and
the media. This government has established an Electoral Commission to
promote transparency and good practice by the political parties, and to
encourage political engagement, which could offer a model to guide a
similar Commission on the Media. Such a body could commission
research, promote good journalistic practice, and open the press and
broadcasters up to greater scrutiny by the public. It would clearly need
to be at arm’s length from both the government and the media, but
might be overseen by commissioners with respected journalistic and
policy experience. This would help make the media more publicly
accountable, in a way befitting an industry with such a key role in the
democratic process.
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B

ack in 1962, Bernard Crick saw ideology as one of the key threats
to political rule. Writing at the height of the Cold War, he argued
that politics was the essential alternative to rigid and fully
systematic dogmas that could lead to totalitarianism. Yet in later years
Crick pointed out that it is not only possible to have too much ideology,
but also to have too little. His Fabian pamphlet of 1984 sought to defend
politics against dogma on the one hand and ‘managerial pragmatism’
1
on the other.
Forty years after Crick’s In Defence of Politics, it indeed seems that
there is too little ideology in politics. Voters have an increasingly
confused sense of what the major parties stand for. In theory, each
party’s policies are underpinned by broad ideological values that enable
them to balance priorities between competing demands. Accordingly,
when voters make a choice between parties, they decide not between
complex packages of policy ideas, but between alternative visions of the
future. Yet by 2001 only 29 per cent of voters said they perceived much
difference between the parties. This had fallen rapidly, from 55 per cent
2
in 1992, and a high of 84 per cent in 1987. The change appears highly
relevant to how people engage with politics, as difference between the
parties plays an important part in mobilising citizens. In 2001 the
turnout among those perceiving a major difference between the parties
was seven per cent higher than among those who believed there was
‘not much’ difference. Even more strikingly, the level of general satis-
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faction with the democratic system was 22 per cent higher among the
3
former group.
Twentieth-century British politics was not strongly ideological,
arguably being more class-based than value-based. The Labour Party
itself was founded primarily as a vehicle for representation of the
working class, and only later adopted a socialist constitution. The
widening of the franchise, however, forced all parties to compete for the
votes of this group in order to survive. Although Labour was recognised
as their ‘natural choice’, the Tories always managed to win substantial
portions of the working class vote. In terms of policy positions there was
much common ground between the parties, as a result of both external
constraints and competition for votes. They frequently ‘stole each
other’s clothes’, and the immediate post-war period in particular was
famous for the degree of consensus between the two main parties over
4
broad policy direction. Nonetheless, the rhetoric and culture of the two
main parties throughout this time remained distinct, even when their
approach to the substance of policy was similar. This helped ensure that
tribal loyalties survived.
It is generally accepted that loyalty to parties has fallen as a result of
the weakening of class identities. The decline of unionised heavy
industry, in particular, broke up Labour’s traditional support base,
whilst growing wealth and rising aspirations saw more ‘natural’ Labour
supporters drift to the Conservatives. In addition, improved standards
of education and the growth of the mass media over the post-war period
created an electorate prepared to break with family or class traditions
and make up its own mind about policy. The creation of ‘New Labour’
was in large part a reaction to these trends.
From 1994 onwards, Tony Blair sought to make a virtue of rejecting
traditional ideology, declaring Labour to be ‘neither old left nor new
right’. This was a highly successful electoral strategy, addressing the
persistent fears that many voters had of the party. But the rejection of the
notion of two established political poles (however fictional), has eroded
already weakened loyalties further still. This has been exacerbated by
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the fact that since this time Labour’s values have often not been
explicit—meaning that new loyalties have not been established to
replace the old. Most recently, the government has claimed to be driven
by ‘delivery’ and ‘what works’, rather than by a distinct vision of the
better society. Whilst the old rhetoric that emphasised continuity with
tradition provided an apparent ideological anchor, this new environment threatens to leave many voters disorientated and confused.
Some of the techniques of modern political communications have fed
these trends. New methods of polling and the use of focus groups have
made it possible for politicians to respond to the views of the electorate
in ever more sophisticated ways. Yet whilst these methods are undoubtedly valuable in making politicians more responsive, they also have
their limitations. If focus groups become the means of setting policy,
what results is unlikely to be coherent or to take account of the conflicts
central to politics. As David Marquand remarks, ‘politics is a process not
5
of registering preferences but of changing them’. The Thatcher governments successfully communicated values to the electorate that changed
(for good or ill) the way people thought and behaved. This shift in
public values, rather than any single policy, was arguably the greatest
legacy of Thatcherism. If Labour is to have a lasting impact, an equivalent shift in values needs to be achieved.
Almost four decades ago Otto Kirchheimer predicted the rise of ‘catch
all’ parties, which would be less ideological and would instead aim to
appeal to a wide electorate, being flexible enough to shift their positions
in response to the public mood. In Britain this pull to the centre ground
may have been accelerated, given the parties’ need to appeal to a few
median voters in target seats. But Kirchheimer was sceptical about
where such developments would lead, noting that ‘the catch-all party
cannot be much more rational than its nominal master, the individual
voter.’ Over time, ‘the voters may, by their shifting moods and their
apathy, transform the sensitive instrument of the catch-all party into
something too blunt to serve as link with the functional powerholders
6
of society’. He thus predicted that parties which respond only to public
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opinion would lose their ideological coherence and, ironically, their
ability to retain voters’ loyalty. This could describe the point we have
now reached. It again demonstrates how the short term interests of each
party may be in conflict with that party’s long term interests, and with
the interests of the political system as a whole.
It may seem odd to suggest that British politics has become more
adversarial at the same time that it has become less ideologically
divided. But in fact this pattern has a peculiar logic. As the parties have
become more similar in both style and substance, they have needed to
demonstrate publicly their differences in other ways. This is seen both
in the workings of parliament and in politics at large. In parliament,
whips need to try harder to stir up tribal loyalties and persuade
members to vote for policies that might equally have been proposed by
the opposition. The vote on introducing variable university top-up fees
was a recent case in point. Outside parliament, parties seek to rely on
voters’ vestigial tribal sentiments but these, as we have seen, are on the
decline. This may leave no choice but to engage in opportunistic and
personality-driven attacks, which simply undermine faith in the system.
All of this suggests that to win voters’ loyalty, parties need to communicate their values and offer distinct visions of the future, between
which choices can be made. In the absence of old class loyalties, these
are the only stable poles around which voters can be asked to navigate.
This is not to call for a return to the sharp ideological divisions that
(unusually) defined British politics in the early 1980s. Rather, the challenge is for the parties to identify and articulate with subtlety what
divides left and right in a post cold-war world. Under the consumer
model of politics offered by the catch-all party—where voters shop
around for competent managers—the electorate seems destined to
become increasingly disappointed. Only if values are explicit can voters
decide which chime most closely with their own, and thus broadly
which side they are on.
It is the ability to offer these big choices that differentiates politics
from consumerism, and encourages citizens to engage in a distinct way.
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Politics enables moral choices, rather than market choices, to be taken
by society on a collective basis. And there are many signs that voters are
seeking such alternatives. The wave of optimism which accompanied
Labour’s victory in 1997 appeared to show the British public’s desire for
a new direction, based on a more caring and inclusive politics. Labour
in opposition had become increasingly nervous about openly stating its
beliefs for fear of exposing internal dissent or finding itself in conflict
with the public mood. Yet many of its policies in government have been
distinctly progressive, from significant redistribution of wealth through
the tax and benefits system to investment in public services, from
increased overseas aid to improved workers’ rights or liberal attitudes
to sexuality. These policies have generally won public support, although
the values underlying them have rarely been articulated. An approach
which presented a more coherent vision based on centre-left values thus
has significant potential to capture voters’ attention and support.
But a more value-based approach also brings other important benefits. First, it may make voters more tolerant of political leaders. As
Michael Jacobs put it in 2002, ideology gives people a ‘reason to
7
believe’. If voters are convinced of leaders’ intentions they are more
likely to accept slow progress, so long as the overall direction of travel
is clear. Rather than measuring whether governments are moving
towards public service ‘targets’, they can be judged by whether they are
adhering to their values. Politicians can express more honesty about the
constraints within which they operate if at the same time they clearly
articulate their objectives, and are seen to be faithful to them. Second,
clear values provide reasons for people to join and work for a party.
Values provide an essential ‘glue’ that binds parties together. Their
absence from debate may help explain parties’ current decline.
Moving to a more value-based politics is no easy matter, although the
potential benefits may be great. The British parties are necessarily broad
churches, accommodating diverse strands of opinion. Nonetheless, it
should be possible for the left to put down markers in terms of objectives that its opponents would find it difficult to support. Whilst articu-
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lating these might alienate some voters it would give many others
reason to believe. It would also put the opposition onto the defensive,
requiring them to state whether they agreed with the sentiments
proposed, and to present alternatives of their own. This potentially
moves the entire political ground towards the left.
A more ideological politics, however, also requires new mechanisms
within the parties. Groups such as Compass and New Wave Labour
have recently been formed by Labour members keen to explore the
articulation and application of centre-left values in the twenty-first
8
century. But such matters should properly be central to the discussions
within the party itself. Despite Labour’s traditional internal structures
for making policy, there is no forum for debating the more fundamental
framework of values that should guide policy, and how that framework
should evolve in a changing world. The last time such issues were
examined was during the revision of Clause IV, now a decade ago. Even
then, with Labour nervous after 16 years in opposition, the exercise was
far less open than it might otherwise have been.
Richard Brooks has recently suggested in the Fabian Review that a
9
decade is long enough to wait for another review of the party’s values.
This is certainly true. There is not only a need to review how the left’s
traditional values of liberty, equality and fraternity fit in the modern
world, but also how fresh challenges—such as those created by new
technologies and environmental threats—can be met. Yet the solution
should not be another one-off event that heightens sensitivities about
party unity, but an ongoing debate. Public intellectuals, and the Fabian
Society itself, have an important role to play in providing the terms and
the forum for this debate. But the party’s own structures should also
facilitate it.
The Partnership in Power arrangements for debating Labour’s policy
are currently under review, amid tensions (as old as the party itself)
about the appropriate role of party members and affiliates in determining programmes for implementation by Labour governments. One
appropriate outcome of these discussions would be the establishment of
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a forum where party values could regularly be debated. This might, for
example, comprise a day at each year’s annual conference where core
values, and the priorities between them, were discussed. This would
capture the imagination of those in the party, and help communicate
Labour’s developing ideas to the wider world. But it would also help
underpin action for Labour in government, and could defuse some of
the traditional tensions about policy making. Whilst it may be impractical for the extra-parliamentary party to determine all of a Labour
government’s policies in detail, the party should have a core role in
helping to define political direction, and a forum within which this is
regularly debated.
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6 | Politics and Political Parties

I

f there is one thing harder than finding someone who will defend
politics it is finding anyone who will defend the political parties. In
debates about political disengagement, parties are often seen as
central to the problem. The number of people who say that they are very
strong supporters of one or other of the parties has consistently
1
declined, from 45 per cent in 1964 to seven per cent in 2003. Meanwhile,
party membership continues to fall, and those who are members of
parties, or donate money to them, are treated with increasing suspicion.
Yet political parties remain an essential feature of a mass democracy.
Not only is their presence inevitable, in order to draw up policy
programmes, offer choices to voters and provide organisation in parliament; it is also highly desirable. For it is within parties that much of the
vital business of politics, as defined in this pamphlet, goes on. In
devising programmes across the full range of policies—from health to
education, business regulation to community policing—the mainstream
parties must balance competing interests, whilst seeking to adhere to
their own principles and devising costed and affordable proposals.
Testing these at elections, and through scrutiny by the media, opposition parties and other groups, allows parties to be held to account.
Without them, politics would be just a mass of uncoordinated individuals building coalitions on an issue-by-issue basis and fighting for electoral support on the basis of personal popularity. The result would not
only be inefficient, it would also offer little in terms of accountability.

Politics and Political Parties
And it would be unlikely to result in coherent policy or fair distribution
of resources. Refreshingly, despite their general lack of enthusiasm, the
voters do appear to recognise this. In 1997, over three quarters agreed
2
that political parties were necessary for the democratic system.
It has become fashionable to talk of the decline of political parties in
the same breath as the growth of single issue politics. Yet whilst single
issue groups may form an indispensable part of building coherent
policy, they can never manage this by themselves. By definition they
value one objective above all others—with a bewildering range of
groups supporting priorities as diverse as greater childcare provision,
more road building, higher pensions or more support for cancer
research. Politicians must adjudicate between these claims, and apply
judgement to ensure that policy is not simply driven by whoever shouts
loudest. This is not always an easy task. As one ex-minister has written,
‘I would have benefited from a more grown up dialogue between those
advocating the different [policy options] rather than simplistic and
3
purist opposition to them all’. Yet this is generally the reality, as the role
of interest groups is to maintain pressure on politicians on behalf of
their cause, and their cause alone. Though a pluralism of such groups
has merits, it also appeals to the consumer culture in ways that can
undermine the political ethos. In seeking members and financial
support, interest groups tend to focus on blaming politicians, and
asking them to act, rather than encouraging campaigns to get individuals and other groups to change. As one expert has put it, pressure
group activity can lead to ‘a vicious circle of enhanced demands for
action, inadequate resources to make a response and increased public
4
dissatisfaction’. Yet if politicians and parties are weakened, rule by
single issue groups is by no means a preferable alternative. Rather, this
would be a recipe for inequity and governance by vested interest, with
moneyed interests always likely to win out.
One role of broad programmatic parties is to present a framework of
general values within which individual demands can be considered. It
has already been argued that a healthy politics would make these values
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more visible to voters and party members alike. If the parties do not
play this role, no other groups can effectively do so. The democratic
principle operating inside parties then provides an additional layer of
accountability for politicians, who are required (even minimally) to seek
support from members for policy platforms, and adhere to them.
Though this internal party democracy is often criticised, it compares
well to the organisation of most pressure groups, where the equivalent
structures are often non-existent. Thus whilst Greenpeace and Friends
of the Earth may between them have more members than the political
parties, their members cannot vote to decide who should lead the organisation or what policy positions it should adopt. Their role is primarily
to receive briefings and be asked to contribute money and participate in
campaigns (largely targeted at politicians). Whilst the energy put into
pressure groups is impressive, they do not offer a model of political
accountability.
Given this vital importance of parties as the debating ground for policies and politics, it is surprising that so little is heard in their defence.
And it is particularly surprising that elected politicians themselves, all
of whom have reached office by rising through party ranks, are so silent
on this matter. Politicians of course spend much of their time working
in their own parties, particularly at election time, and keeping in touch
with local members and campaigns. But as faith in the parties has
slumped, so politicians—ever sensitive to public opinion—have tended
to be increasingly apologetic about their role. If politicians themselves
will not defend parties’ importance per se to the democratic system, it is
difficult to see who else will. This can only deepen the crisis of trust.
Mainstream politicians at times contribute to the problem, reinforcing
the belief that parties are fundamentally problematic. Tighter rules now
apply in public appointments against candidates who are members of,
or donors to, political parties. One rather extraordinary example of this
was seen in 2000, when the Electoral Commission was created to regulate the parties themselves, and to encourage participation in politics.
The legislation creating this key organisation states that none of its five
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commissioners may be a member of a political party, and none may
have been active in a party, or have made a major party donation, for at
5
least 10 years. The same rules on party activism—far more onerous
than those applied even to the most senior civil servants—were, even
more exceptionally, also extended to all of the Commission’s staff. Thus
the body overseeing the parties, and regulating the elections in which
they participate, has no up-to-date internal expertise about the way that
the parties work. This potentially disadvantages the Commission in its
important duties, including its efforts to maximise political participation. The absurdity of this situation further strengthens the impression
that parties are unsavoury organisations best kept in their place by those
unsullied by their association.
The government has responded to concerns about citizen participation in part through plans for new bodies such as foundation hospitals
and New Deal for Community boards. Advocates of the ‘social capital’
theory argue that public involvement in community decision-making
forums like these, as well as being beneficial in itself, can lead to greater
engagement in the political process. However, government initiatives
have often, intentionally or unintentionally, cut out the political parties.
For example, the expectation is that local elected representatives on
New Deal for Community boards will not stand under a party banner.
Moves such as these can help reinforce the view that parties are
outdated, unrepresentative and out of touch. But there is a danger that
this approach further distances the public from the parties. It also seems
probable that such approaches simply won’t work. Once in office,
members will tend to form groups that coalesce around particular
programmes. And it is difficult to win elections on a wide franchise
without institutional backing. It is for these reasons that political parties
formed in the first place.
In fact, parties or party-like organisations are already effectively
contesting local elections to the new bodies. For example, community
representatives on the EC1 New Deal in London have been formally
backed by (though not officially representing) the Independent Working
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Class Association—a breakaway left group which has run candidates in
local elections and for London Mayor. The mainstream parties, meanwhile, do not participate. The phenomenon of the ‘Independent
Kidderminster Hospital and Health Concern’ group is well known,
having secured the victory of Richard Taylor MP in 2001. Initially a
single issue group, the organisation was forced to address the full range
of policy issues once it won control of Wyre Forest District Council in
2002. The removal of established parties from local elected bodies, therefore, does not guarantee party-free elections, but simply spawns new
parties in opposition to the old. But these will often be single issue
parties, whose rise would equate to government by single issue groups.
Worse still, we are seeing the threat from ‘anti politics’ parties, which
feed on public dissatisfaction and take extremist positions that undermine the basis of politics itself. Established politicians will not regain
trust by trying to circumvent or distance themselves from the mainstream parties. Instead they need to celebrate and seek to revive them.
The defence of political parties by politicians is an essential first step in
improving faith in the political system.
In recent years various factors have conspired to weaken the parties
as organisations. Their traditional role in communicating with the electorate has been largely usurped by the media, while incentives to join
have diminished given the numerous other leisure options on offer.
Parties have become more dependent on paid workers, major donors
and state support (for example through payment to parliamentary
staff). Meanwhile, links between members and local communities have
tended to decline. For a period it became fashionable to question the
value of party members and local parties, believing that leaders could
rely entirely on national messages delivered through the media and a
6
central party machine in the American presidential style. But the problems with this model have become increasingly clear. The shortcomings
of the media environment have already been described, whilst vibrant
local campaigns have been shown to have an impact on electoral
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7

outcomes which continues to be significant. The mutual dependence
between party leaders and local members is thus inescapable.
Politicians need to acknowledge that the parties are a resource, a
source of ideas and energy, and an important intermediary between
elected representatives and the public. They not only provide bodies at
election time, but also facilitate communication with the public, and are
needed to provide tomorrow’s political leaders. New democratic
arrangements established by government should therefore aim to renew
the parties, and include their members, rather than excluding them.
Supporting the parties does not mean, as some have proposed,
providing increased state funding for party machines, as this may
simply further reduce links to activists and local communities. But tax
relief on small donations to parties, as currently applies to charities,
would help underline their importance to the democratic system. It
would also encourage improved links between parties and their
supporters.
These changes alone will not be enough, unless the parties also reform
themselves. If political parties are to be seen as worth joining by those
who are passionate about political issues, they must provide a real site
of negotiation with political leaders. Labour’s Partnership in Power
reforms promised to build just such an open and mature relationship
between party leaders and members. But although this system
increased dialogue to some extent it has ultimately generated disap8
pointment. It suffered from insufficient resources, with the funding
priority always being national campaigns at election time rather than
internal party development. It also perpetuated unrealistic expectations,
suggesting that Labour members would actually determine the policies
of Labour in government. But most damagingly, the system was dogged
by a lack of trust on both sides, with leaders insufficiently willing to see
members as a genuine source of inspiration and ideas, and many
members suspicious of leaders’ motives.
Reform of Labour’s policy making machinery is now promised, and
in the previous chapter it was suggested that this should include the
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facility to debate the values guiding policy, as well as the detail of policies themselves. More transparency is also needed within the
system—for example, local parties should be able to view each others’
submissions via the Party’s website. But any such reforms will fail
unless there is also a cultural change, so that members are convinced
that their contributions are valued and that leaders genuinely want to
listen.
Thus a key part of ending the disappointment is a re-engagement not
only between the voters and the politicians, but between the politicians
and the parties that sustain them. This requires honesty by leaders
about the constraints of office, and real consultation with parties, as well
as the public, about difficult decisions. The potential prize—a better
engagement between the parties and the voters—is great.
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Conclusion
Building a New Culture of Politics

T

his pamphlet has suggested that there is one central factor at the
heart of our current democratic difficulties: the failure by participants throughout the system to recall the purpose and essential
nature of politics itself. As Bernard Crick tells us, politics is ‘a sociological activity which has the anthropological function of preserving a
community grown too complicated for either tradition alone or pure
1
arbitrary rule to preserve it without the undue use of coercion’. It is
inevitably an imperfect process. Politics does not allow everyone to get
what they want. It is messy and complex, and involves difficult negotiation and compromise. But it is the only peaceful and fair way of tackling the big questions that face us as a society. It should give us cause
not for despair, but for celebration. Everything from our lack of civil
unrest to the fact that our bins get emptied demonstrates the ability of
politics to do its job. Indeed, it is this very success that has allowed
many people to fall into complacency, or even political apathy. Some
have suggested that this is simply the natural consequence of successful
democracy, and should not give us cause for panic. But such a situation
holds dangers, and the potential seeds of instability. The impression that
politics is merely ‘what politicians do’—and that they fail us much of
the time—has become corrosive. Without public participation, the legitimacy of our institutions is brought into doubt. A slide into ever greater
disappointment with the political system could ultimately prove impossible to reverse.

Must Politics Disappoint?
The environment in which politics exists has changed radically since
mass democracy first emerged in Britain a century and more ago. We are
a wealthier, better educated and more complex society, and have benefited from great technological advances. Modern politics has helped
bring about these changes, but has failed to respond to them adequately.
The adjustments that have been made, rather than reviving politics,
seem in many ways to be accelerating its decline. Mass consumerism
and new methods of political communication have contributed to the
perception that politics is a kind of marketplace where politicians
‘deliver’ in return for individual voters’ support. Added to this, the
adversarial traditions of British politics have led to an aggressive environment where public debate often overlooks the big questions that
politics exists to address, and the competing visions of the future that
only it can help us negotiate. The essential nature of politics, requiring
compromise and negotiation, and a partnership between citizens and
politicians, is hidden from view. Meanwhile, unrealistic expectations are
set, and negative campaigns actively seek to undermine trust. And the
media’s failure to impart the information needed for educated debate
leaves politics struggling to survive in an increasingly hostile environment. All of this runs counter to the culture needed to nurture political
rule. As Roy Hattersley has suggested, ‘the public have lost faith in
2
politicians because many politicians have lost faith in politics’.
We now face a choice. The road on which we are travelling leads at
worst to an ever more consumer-oriented politics, where popularity
depends on personality and managerial competence, and catch-all
parties prevail, unanchored in any clear or distinct sets of values. Here
campaigns are ever more aggressive and personal, targeted at winning
the votes of a shrinking pool of engaged citizens. If trust in the established parties continues to decline this seems likely to spawn a growth
in single issue or anti-politics parties, which cannot adequately resolve
the big questions facing society. Instead they will simply contribute to a
downward spiral of political trust.
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The alternative road leads in a more positive direction, but travelling
there requires determined intervention, and some extremely challenging cultural changes. Here we reap the benefits of a better educated
electorate and communication methods to create a more engaged politics that allows citizens collectively to consider the big choices facing
society. In this model, politicians seek a more honest dialogue with the
electorate, admitting constraints, debating the best use of resources and
explaining frankly when social change is dependent on changes to individual citizens’ behaviour. Real choices are offered on the basis of alternative visions of how society ought to develop, and solutions are
negotiated openly according to the views that are expressed. Achieving
such a shift requires major changes in behaviour, as indicated below,
particularly by politicians and the media. It may therefore appear a
somewhat utopian ideal. However, if the alternative is a continuing
decline in trust and engagement, this is surely the route we must take.
It is obviously more appealing to look for a quick fix solution to the
problem of political disengagement. Hence the proposals to address our
problems by extending postal voting, creating an elected replacement
for the House of Lords, drafting a written constitution or even
restricting the last vestiges of the royal prerogative. Compared to the
challenges of cultural change, such solutions are tangible, practical, and
indeed seem appealing. Yet there is little evidence that they will bring
the solution we seek. For example, levels of political trust in Scotland
remain low, despite politicians’ response to popular demands for a new
3
Scottish Parliament. The Parliament is elected by a proportional system
(another favoured goal of reformers), but has nonetheless adopted
much of the adversarialism of the modern British system, and has a
similarly bad relationship with the press. More recently, the attempt to
create an elected regional assembly in the north east of England was
rejected by voters, after the anti-devolution campaign exploited cynicism about politicians, arguing that there was no need to create yet more
of them. Structural change without a meaningful commitment to a
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change of culture will simply perpetuate our current difficulties, or may
even create new disappointments.
The purpose of this pamphlet was not simply to lament the problem,
but to propose practical ways of resolving it. A number of recommendations were made in earlier sections, and these are summarised below.
Those in the first list fall into the more tangible category, and are potentially the more attractive. Each is intended to encourage the kind of
cultural change needed to build a new more honest and engaged politics. Nonetheless these proposals on their own are unlikely to be
enough. Suggestions for a more concerted change to political culture are
therefore given afterwards.
•

A new relationship between citizens and politicians cannot be

achieved unless the way it is mediated is improved. Changes to the
relationship between the media and politics must be encouraged by

celebrating good journalism, rather than simply trying to clamp down

on the bad. It is proposed that a new national institute or Commission
on the Media be established, to conduct research, highlight good

practice and provide for better public scrutiny of media outlets themselves. This level of investment, and of transparency, is appropriate
for an industry with such a central role in the political process.
•

Trust in the broadcast media must be maintained, and indeed

enhanced. The BBC’s charter review offers an opportunity to protect
the quality of political reporting of one of the most respected broadcasters in the world. The BBC has a unique role in setting the tone for

political reporting, and should not see its standards driven down by
competitive pressures. It must maintain its independence, but also
recognise its responsibility to improve the standards of political information and debate. It must contribute to accountability without stum-

bling into the kind of aggressive and negative reporting that
undermines the whole political profession.
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•

Although the broadcast media is the most important and

trusted source of news, the print media, struggling for survival in an

increasingly competitive market, greatly influences its behaviour.
Press freedom is clearly vital to democracy, but so too is responsible
reporting. Greater regulation now appears essential to maintain

standards. Voluntarism is no longer enough, and it is proposed that
a statutory Press Complaints Commission is created, with meaningful
powers.
•

It will be difficult to strengthen politics if it becomes increas-

ingly isolated within a rampant consumer culture and creeping

market ethos. Whilst ongoing public service reform to improve standards for users is therefore essential, this must always seek to main-

tain and celebrate the distinctive public service ethos. The language
of efficiency in public service must not parrot that of the market, but

be based on a distinct citizen relationship. Furthermore, users will
find it difficult to recognise the necessary limits on public services
whilst the consumer culture continues to tell them that there are no

limits on their own purchasing power. This requires that the culture of
excessive credit and debt is tackled, and emphasis placed on selffulfilment outside the market.
•

Broad programmatic political parties play an essential role in

democracy, and their decline is potentially dangerous for politics.

Government policy should always seek to support the continued
health of the parties, and not sink into sidelining them or stigmatising

those who choose to join them. Relationships between parties and
their members and supporters could be strengthened through intro-

ducing tax relief on small political donations. This would also help
demonstrate that parties are just as valuable to society as charities,
which are currently in receipt of such relief.
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•

The parties themselves must do far more, both locally and

nationally, to connect with the electorate in meaningful ways. They
should be a site of honest engagement between leaders and

members, in order that the latter are motivated and feel that they

have influence. Only in this way will people feel that parties are worth

joining and contributing to. For Labour, the review of Partnership in
Power offers an opportunity to start building these arrangements. As

well as addressing the existing policy making process, it is suggested
that there should be regular opportunities to discuss the values that
underlie policy. Such a reform would provide a greater sense of

purpose within the party, and make explicit the alternative visions
between which voters are asked to choose.
•

Further action is necessary to break down the corrosive adver-

sarial culture of modern politics, particularly at Westminster. For

example, changes to the committee system of the House of Commons
to draw more members into select committee work and to create

permanent legislative committees would encourage cross-party
collaboration, whilst also improving the quality of parliamentary
outputs.

We should not be deceived into thinking that these proposals alone,
significant though they are, will boost citizens’ engagement. If the
culture of politics is the problem it is changes to culture that must hold
the solutions. It has been argued that the behaviour of politicians has
inadvertently done much to fuel the current disengagement. Only a
conscious change in this behaviour will ultimately result in faith in the
political profession being enhanced. This is not to downplay the many
initiatives that are being taken by individual politicians locally to
connect with voters in new and innovative ways. But the danger is that
these efforts are drowned out by the so-called ‘air war’ of national
campaigning and media debate that filters through to politics on the
doorstep.
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In large part the problems have resulted from natural competition in
the political system, whereby individual parties’ pursuit of short-term
gain has—over time—inflicted damage on the system as a whole.
Competitive behaviour by political parties is a central requirement of a
functioning democracy and it would be absurd and dangerous to
attempt to end it. But healthy competition on substantive policy issues,
and scrutiny that keeps government accountable, need not be in conflict
with respect for the integrity of politics. Without such an approach,
public perceptions of the worth of the process are only likely to decline.
The difficult part of achieving change is for politicians to put aside their
obvious differences, in order to defend the culture of political rule itself.
This means taking responsibility, through concerted cross-party efforts,
for promoting behaviour that supports rather than undermines its
ethos.

A new political charter
The final concrete proposal is therefore that politicians be encouraged to
sign up to a basic 10-point charter of behaviour essential to defend politics against declining participation and falling levels of trust. This is as
follows:
•

Frankness about the purpose of politics. Admitting that politics

is hard, that tough choices have to be made, and that not everyone
can win all the time. Celebrating the centrality of debate, negotiation
and compromise.
•

Carving out a distinct political sphere. Making clear that

parties and politicians are not products in a market, that politics is

governed by different rules, and that citizenship can fulfil human
aspirations that consumerism cannot.
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•

Offering political leadership. Acknowledging that, whilst politi-

cians must of course be responsive to voters, it is also their role to
spell out the big choices facing society.
•

Making values explicit. Explaining the vision that underlies

policy and how this underpins particular decisions. Resisting the

‘catch-all’ party by admitting that action is guided by values, and
spelling out what these values are.
•

Honesty about constraints, including the financial constraints

within which policy decisions are taken, and the responsibilities of
others, including citizens, to play a part in bringing about change.
•

Being prepared to show fallibility. Admitting mistakes,

explaining changes of policy and stating when an answer is unknown
or impossible to give.
•

Rejecting opposition for opposition’s sake. Being prepared to

state when politicians from other parties are right. Not attacking
opponents unless an alternative course of action is clear and achievable, and not getting trapped by journalists into knee jerk opposition.
•

Responsible campaigning. Avoiding both exaggerated prom-

•

Defending political parties. Not forgetting how all current

ises and corrosive attacks on the opposition.

politicians arrived in office, and being explicit about how parties’
continued health is essential to the system.
•

Not exploiting lack of voter trust. Perhaps most important of

all, not seeking short term gain from the current culture of disengagement. Respecting the integrity of opponents and resisting alle-

gations of dishonesty or corruption except in the rare and isolated
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circumstances where these are justified. Instead promoting politi-

cians—including those of opposing parties—as hardworking individuals driven by a sense of duty and belief in building a better society.

Although the behaviour of politicians is central to the culture of politics, they are not alone in displaying methods that damage public trust.
In particular, as already noted, it will be impossible to achieve major
change without a different media culture. The media must in large part
provide the forums where a more engaged politics can take place. The
three specific reforms above are designed as first steps to help bring this
about. But delivering change also depends on those at the heart of the
media taking responsibility and showing the determination to promote,
rather than further damage, honest and engaged politics. Just as a new
pact is necessary from politicians, so good journalists must also work
collectively to restore faith in the political process (and indeed in their
own profession). We need a media that promotes honesty in reporting,
covers good as well as bad political news, presents the complexity of
arguments rather than providing stories in simplistic black and white,
assumes good faith by politicians unless there is clear evidence to the
contrary and expresses scepticism rather than cynicism when holding
politicians to account.
Finally, however, it is not simply the responsibility of the traditional
political elite to change the perception of politics. This responsibility is
also shared by individuals and groups outside. It has been suggested
that interest groups, for example, heighten unrealistic expectations of
politicians when they continue to make ever greater demands on them
rather than also drawing attention to the responsibilities of citizens and
other groups. Citizens too have grown accustomed to sitting and
waiting for politicians to act, rather than reflecting on what they can
usefully do to change their own behaviour and that of those around
them. All of us—not just the politicians—therefore have a responsibility
to recognise the constraints on politics and to create an environment
within which it can effectively work.
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In reflecting on the future it is important to remember that mass
democratic politics is young, even in Britain. Only in the last 60 years
has a stable period of mass politics in peacetime occurred. Democracy
communicated through the modern mass media is even younger than
that. Whilst it is therefore easy to be complacent about the survival of
healthy democratic politics, this in fact is far from guaranteed. This
pamphlet has argued that Britain has yet to make an effective transition
to a mass democracy populated by an educated and wealthy electorate.
But it is essential that we now manage this transition. The growing
assertiveness of both public and press in the modern political age has
brought the politics of deference to an end. This is no bad thing. But it
now needs to be replaced by a new politics, not of disrespect and disappointment but of informed engagement. Politicians, the media,
campaign groups and we ourselves, as citizens, have an essential role in
helping to construct it.
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