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            Preface

         
 
         ‘Good morning, sir. How is East Devon today?’
 
         This cheery greeting, delivered by one of the policemen watching over the entrance to the House of Commons on my last day in the place, after nearly twenty years, reminded me why I should never write any kind of memoir. He had got the wrong person. And the wrong constituency.
 
         Apart from musing on how cushy it must be to represent somewhere like East Devon (and how unfair it was that Labour MPs got all the tough places), I felt a sense of profound political insignificance. I was the sort of person who had sat at the Cabinet table but not, alas, when the Cabinet was meeting. Consulting Alastair Campbell’s voluminous diary record of the New Labour years to see if I appeared on his radar, I found only this: ‘Got a message to Tony Wright to shut up.’
 
         So when it was suggested to me by my old friend Sean Magee, now at Biteback Publishing, that I might write a book, I knew it could not be a memoir. He agreed that I might instead bring together some of the political writing I had done over the years, supplemented by a more personal opening chapter. This is what I have done.
 
         In the opening section I have tried to give a sense of what life was like for someone born shortly after the end of the Second World War who became interested in politics from an early age and, in different ways over subsequent decades, took some small part in it. I hope it gives a flavour of the times, and what has changed. The rest of the book – a mixture of longer articles and shorter pieces – reflects some of the themes and issues I have been interested in over this long period, and which still seem to have some relevance today.
         
 
         I am grateful to Sean for asking me to do this book and for making sure I did it, even when he would much rather have been at the races. It is dedicated to my father-in-law, Edmor Phillips, who died on general election day in 2010. He could rarely be prised away from his corner of west Wales, but was nevertheless a genuine citizen of the world. I hope he knew he was the audience for everything I said and wrote, and the person whose opinion and approval I most valued.
 
         
             

         
 
         Tony Wright
 January 2012
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            PART ONE
 
            DOING POLITICS: THEN AND NOW

         
 
         It was different then. The first general election of my lifetime was in February 1950, when I was nearly two. The great reforming post-war Labour government, led by the unassuming Clement Attlee, scraped a win but without a working majority. Another election soon followed in 1951, narrowly won by the Conservatives with more seats but fewer votes than Labour. A commentator on the 1950 election, writing in the Political Quarterly (which I now edit) declared: ‘It is good to record a record poll, and a hard, clean fight … The record poll of 84 per cent is a reflection of the high level of political interest and concern throughout the country. Correspondents from other lands have applauded it as another tribute to the political maturity of the British electorate.’
         
 
         It is not just the turnout that now seems remarkable. In 1950 no less than 90 per cent of the total vote went to the Labour and Conservative parties between them, and this rose to a staggering 97 per cent the following year. In 2010, by contrast, the figure was only 65 per cent. Behind the 1950/51 voting figures were party memberships that ran into the millions, although the exact numbers are uncertain. What is certain is that politics was rooted in rival political traditions, each embedded in its own political culture.
         
 
         My family were Labour. That was our tribe. It was also the dominant political tribe in our little Northamptonshire town, where most men worked in the shoe factories (many had the top of a finger missing, caused by the ‘clicking’ machines), and in the strange-speaking place a few miles away called Corby (known as ‘little Scotland’) where my father worked as a clerk in the steelworks. The surrounding Northamptonshire countryside was inhabited, in our eyes, by a different tribe of squires and foxhunters, demanding deference from the villagers, blue to our red. In our town, as in similar working-class communities, being Labour really was part of a dense culture of chapel and Sunday school, Co-op shop and working men’s club. These were the institutions, along with the football club, which framed my early life. Even today I have our ‘divi’ number at the Co-op (4735) engraved in my memory.
 
         So I was Labour by cultural immersion, not intellectual conversion (which only came later, reading R. H. Tawney’s The Acquisitive Society while working on a kibbutz in Israel in 1967, just after the war). There was Us and Them, and Labour was the party of Us just as the Tories were the party of Them. We lived in our own house, just across the road from the council estate, which made us ‘upper’ working class, but such distinctions – though important in other ways – did not detract from the general sense of political Us-ness. Evidence of the recent war was all around in the remains of old army huts, the concrete floors of which provided our football pitches. My father had emerged from the war as an officer in the RAF, meeting and marrying my mother when he was stationed at the local air base, and as a Conservative. In the early days my mother would put up a Labour election poster in the window when my father had gone to work and take it down before he came home. He too, though, soon succumbed to the Us-ness of the community he had joined, and to the political assaults of my mother, and before long he was secretary both of the local Labour Party and of his trade union branch.
         
 
         There was one occasion, before his re-education was complete, when he made the mistake of referring to Churchill as ‘the greatest living Englishman’. This set my mother off – did he not know that Churchill had set the troops on the striking miners at Tonypandy? – and my father was banished to the shed until he recanted such political heresy. It is not surprising, then, that I grew up thinking that politics was something that mattered in a rather profound way – that it defined who we were, where we had come from and what future we might have. It was not expressed like this, of course, but this is what I took it to mean. My understanding was not very sophisticated at this stage, but it was fundamental.
 
         It meant that politics was part of my life from a very early age, in a way that seems odd now but was entirely natural then. Politics (Labour) and football (Wolverhampton Wanderers) became my twin enthusiasms. (I had no idea where Wolverhampton was, just that they were the team of the moment.) On one side, my heroes were our Labour leaders Bevan and Gaitskell; on the other, Peter Broadbent, the dazzling inside left of that great Wolves side of the 1950s (whose skills I tried to emulate). I was decked out, interchangeably, in Labour red and the old gold and black of Wolves. As soon as I was old enough, I got a job delivering newspapers before school, which allowed me both to scrutinise the opinion polls to see how the political battle was going and to examine the football forecasts so that I could fill in my fixed-odds pools coupon. The result of both activities was that I regularly missed the school bus.
         
 
         On election days in the 1950s my job was to run from the polling station at my primary school to the Co-op Hall at the top of the road with the lists of polling numbers, which were then marked off by the party workers on the electoral registers pinned to large trestle tables. This showed who had voted and who had not, so that the latter could be ‘knocked up’. Many Conservatives had cars, while most Labour voters didn’t, so a good ruse was to get our elderly supporters to ask for lifts to the polling station from the Conservatives. I remember my grandfather, retired from managing the Co-op grocery shop, winking at me on one occasion as he alighted from a large Conservative car to cast his Labour vote. What puzzled me at the time about these general elections was that our town voted solidly Labour but the Conservatives always won. This seemed very unfair.
 
         At the 1959 general election, a headline in the local newspaper reported that an open-air election meeting in our town addressed by the Conservative candidate had been interrupted by an eleven-year-old boy who had asked questions about the H-bomb and old-age pensions. What it did not report was that I then arranged with my friends to drive this Conservative candidate out of town on our bikes, planting fireworks in the back of his Land Rover that exploded as he furiously drove away with us in hot pursuit. We had expelled the class enemy from our territory. At least that was how I saw it; I suspect my friends thought it was just a bit of fun.
         
 
         In 1958, during the run-up to the general election of the following year, the local Labour Party hired a coach to take members to a big rally in the De Montfort Hall in Leicester, some twenty miles away, where both Hugh Gaitskell and Nye Bevan were to speak. This was the period when the Labour Party was divided into Bevanites and Gaitskel-lites – the fundamentalists and the revisionists – but I did not know this at the time. We were just Labour, loyal to our leaders, untroubled by faraway schisms and united in our opposition to the Conservative enemy; though for some reason my mother was particularly taken with the fact that Hugh Gaitskell was an accomplished dancer. What we did not know, of course, was that within the next few years both Bevan and Gaitskell would be dead, our leaders taken from us before their victories could be won. For years afterwards I kept the copy of the Daily Mirror that announced Gaitskell’s death in the cupboard beside my bed, along with my prized collection of football programmes (and, shamefully, birds’ eggs).
         
 
         Allowed to go, I had a chance to see my political heroes in the flesh. Coaches disgorged party members from all over the East Midlands and the hall was packed. In my memory there were thousands there, and I had a perch high up on the front row of the balcony. Since I was only ten, much of it went over my head, except for the exciting atmosphere and one line from Bevan which stayed with me. ‘Those Tories,’ he said, in that captivating Welsh lilt, ‘they might be trusted to look after animals but they should not be trusted to look after the country.’ I thought this was very good. What was even better was that afterwards – because my father was a party secretary – we were allowed to go backstage to meet the great men. I wish I could record a memorable exchange, but I was probably too star-struck to do anything but look gormless.
         
 
         The only politician I had encountered in person until then was our own MP, G. R. (Dick) Mitchison, who would sometimes come to social events or political meetings in the Co-op Hall. He was a kindly man with a disarming stutter, but also rather grand. Not only was he a QC but also the owner of a castle in Scotland, which I then assumed was entirely natural for a Member of Parliament, even a Labour one. Even more exotic, though, was his wife, Naomi, who combined being a famous writer with the honorary chieftainship of a tribe in Africa. To the ladies of the Co-operative Women’s Guild she must have seemed like a visitor from another planet, but valiant efforts at communication were made on both sides. The Mitchisons were liked and respected, and when my parents were invited to their daughter’s wedding in the crypt chapel at the House of Commons I was included too, my first step inside the place.
 
         Our next MP, after Mitchison retired, was another grand figure, Sir Geoffrey de Freitas. A former Wing Commander, who had also been a High Commissioner, he sported a magnificent moustache and a dashing demeanour. By this time I was in the sixth form at grammar school and chairman of the Young Socialists in Kettering. In this capacity, one day in 1966 I received a letter from Sir Geoffrey at the House of Commons, enclosing a ticket for the forthcoming final of the World Cup. The letter invited me either to attend the final myself or to raffle the ticket for branch funds. A nanosecond of reflection persuaded me that the latter course of action would be far too complicated and divisive and that I had a clear duty to go myself. So, courtesy of our MP, I watched England win the World Cup from a seat not far from the Royal Box. Still a schoolboy, I sensed that the rest of life might be something of an anti-climax after this.
         
 
         By now I really was a political obsessive. I filled the letters page of the Kettering Evening Telegraph with a running commentary on the political issues of the day, drawing responses from people who had no idea they were arguing with a mere schoolboy. My teachers at the grammar school, a mixture of the mad and the inspirational, must have found me very irritating. Certainly my English teacher did, who reported in my last term: ‘When he sets his mind to it, he can produce most competent work; when he allows his political prejudices to influence his literary criticism, his work is usually irrelevant and tedious.’ A great inspiration to me was our History teacher, Mr Cowell, known to us for some reason as Tarzan, who managed to weave irreverent references to contemporary politicians like Harold Macmillan and Selwyn Lloyd (whom he called ‘Selluloid’) into accounts of the Great Reform Act and changes to the Corn Laws. On my last day at school the deputy head, Mr Wood, who taught Latin and was normally a master to be feared, summoned me to his room. I expected the worst. He took down from his shelves the two volumes of The History of British Socialism by Max Beer and said that he would like me to have them. I cherish those books, along with the memory of the teacher who gave them to me.
         
 
         The only other books in our house were on biblical prophecy. My father spent much of the Second World War in the Middle East and had immersed himself in the Bible and its prophecies. Even the Jehovah’s Witnesses learned to avoid our house, as my father was always ready to break off from his gardening to instruct them in their prophetic errors. So I had to find reading material elsewhere, which I did first in our little local library and then in the cornucopia of Kettering Public Library. This magnificent civic building, with an art gallery attached, became an integral part of my life. It was where I went every afternoon after school before I caught the bus home, and also where I found a Saturday job. My preference for the library over the school rugby team incurred (not for the first time) headmasterly wrath: I was stripped of the prefect’s stripes on the wrists of my blazer, leaving only the faded rings where they had been. But the library provided history, politics and literature in glorious abundance, whereas rugby only gave me cuts and bruises. Many years later when I wrote a book on R. H. Tawney, I dedicated it to Kettering Public Library. It would have seemed unthinkable to me then that libraries, a core part of the civic infrastructure, would one day be in peril.
         
 
         Like all of my school friends, I was the first in my family to go to university. I wanted, inevitably, to study politics. The headmaster had decided that I should go to Oxford to study PPE (Politics, Philosophy and Economics). This I duly did, but I stayed only for one term, which caused distress for my proud parents and invoked yet more headmasterly wrath. I enjoyed the delights of Oxford (and went back later to do a doctorate), but at that time the first year of PPE had no politics in it and that was what I wanted to do. So I arranged a transfer to the London School of Economics for the following year, and spent the intervening months (after a winter as a daffodil inspector in Jersey, patrolling the fields and inspecting the hold of ships in search of the dreaded eelworm) wandering around Europe and North Africa with my thumb extended, as many of my generation did in the 1960s.
         
 
         While living in a cave on the side of the rock of Gibraltar, I read in a newspaper that Spanish students were protesting against Franco’s Fascism under the slogan ‘Franco no, democracia si!’. I decided, as an act of solidarity, that I would attach a piece of cardboard with this slogan on it to my rucksack before travelling back up through Spain. When I presented myself at the Spanish border post, I soon realised that this had not been a good idea. I was taken by the guards into a side room, and they began to question me about where I had come from and what I was doing. Every time I said the word ‘Gibraltar’ they would spit on the floor in unison. When they asked where I was a student and I gave them the name of the LSE a book was consulted, producing much excitable chatter. I was then removed to a holding room in the town police station. After a while, realising that matters were now getting serious, I went up to the desk and demanded (just like in the films) that I should be allowed to see the British consul. In response a policeman hit me, sending me reeling back into my seat.
         
 
         Eventually I was marched out to a bus, put on the front seat, with a row of policemen on the back row holding rifles, and driven to the Gibraltar border. There I was kicked off the bus and handed my passport, which had been stamped to say that I was henceforth prohibited from entering Spain. It was a forlorn ending to my anti-Fascist crusade. It also left me with the problem of how to get to France and home without going through Spain, which was only solved by signing up for the Swedish Merchant Navy. It was hardly Homage to Catalonia, but it was a sharp lesson for a youthful socialist that liberal democracy should not be taken for granted.
         
 
         Arriving at the LSE in 1967 after a spell of portering at the old Middlesex Hospital, I soon found myself at the epicentre of the student revolution. The place was in constant turmoil. During one student occupation a porter died. Daily mass meetings brought student leaders from all over the world to the university in revolutionary solidarity. It was impossible not to feel in some way part of what was happening. I duly wrote a long (and now embarrassing) article for my local paper at home, explaining that it was all about participatory democracy and the breaking of oppressive bureaucratic structures. This was the spirit and meaning of 1968.
 
         Yet in truth I had a far more ambivalent attitude to what I was witnessing, though this did not stop me getting involved in various kinds of mischief, helped by the convenient proximity of the LSE to inviting targets. I organised a group from our hall of residence to occupy Rhodesia House in the Strand every Thursday. We would walk in, sit down and wait for the police to carry us out into the street (where, on one occasion, I was interviewed by a young BBC television reporter called Martin Bell). There were endless demonstrations and at one of these, again in the Strand, I was arrested and carted off to the cells at Bow Street police station. I was charged with obstructing the police, which I knew I had not. Alarmed to discover that the charge (and sentence) was potentially very serious, I resolved to plead not guilty, and spent many hours in the Law Library at the LSE working on a defence. When the case was heard at Bow Street Magistrates’ Court, I was shocked – in my innocence – when a police inspector gave a version of events that was entirely fictitious. He knew it was – and knew that I knew it was, as I put to him in questioning – but he also knew that a court would accept his version rather than mine. In the event, the wily stipendiary magistrate said that he had no alternative but to find me guilty, but had decided to fine me the princely sum of ten shillings. He inquired – with a twinkle in his eye – if I would like time to pay. It felt like a magnificent vindication.
         
 
         I had no qualms about this kind of activity – occupying Rhodesia House to support the fight against minority rule, opposing the Vietnam War in Grosvenor Square, invading the pitch at Twickenham to disrupt the Springbok tour in the name of anti-apartheid – but I did have a growing feeling of unease about student militancy itself. I wanted to be part of a university, not to destroy it. The idea that university authorities were agents of oppression seemed to me to be ludicrous and self-indulgent. Besides, I was Labour, by background and identity, and I had nothing in common with those self-styled revolutionaries of assorted sectarian affiliations who thought that social democracy was an enemy that had to be attacked. They thought that its defeat would open the door for the triumph of the revolutionary left, whereas it seemed obvious to me that it would instead clear the path for the advance of the political right (as it did).
 
         If I was troubled by such political illiteracy (and by actual illiteracy – throughout the ‘troubles’ at LSE the wall of the Old Theatre had ‘Anarchism’ sprayed on it, but misspelt), I was even more disturbed by the sheer intolerance and illiberalism of some of the student Trots. Opposing views were shouted down and their proponents intimidated. This was not my idea of how a university, or politics, should function. One occasion in particular sticks in my mind. Michael Oakeshott, the distinguished conservative philosopher, was delivering a lecture on Roman political thought when a group of Trotskyite thugs burst into the room, roughed him up and poured a jug of water over his head. It was all over in seconds. The elderly philosopher simply shook himself down, said nothing about the incident (which doubtless just confirmed his general view of the world) and calmly continued his description of the Roman understanding of potestas and auctoritas as forms of rule.
         
 
         I was learning that there were different kinds of socialism (and politics) and that some I wanted nothing to do with. At this time Marxism was the dominant discourse of the social sciences, stripping away the liberal veneer of bourgeois societies to reveal the class power beneath. Politics was a function of economics. It seemed to me that, despite the analytical value of this approach, it carried with it a devaluation and misunderstanding of politics that was wrong and even dangerous. I was being taught at this time by Ralph Miliband (father of David and Ed), who was the leading political theorist of British Marxism. Handing back an essay I had done on Lenin’s State and Revolution, he said: ‘The trouble with you, Wright, is that you are basically a liberal.’ I did not regard it as a ‘trouble’ to be associated with a kind of politics that wanted to combine liberty and equality, and refused to make politics only a derivative of something else. Nor did I regard it as accidental that Marxists managed to get so much analysis right, and so much politics wrong.
         
 
         After the LSE I had a year in the United States, courtesy of a scholarship to Harvard. From the moment I arrived (on the new QE2, glimpsing the Manhattan skyline at dawn) it was exhilarating. All the academic giants were at Harvard – figures like Daniel Bell and John Rawls – and I was able to attend classes with all of them, while my personal tutor was Seymour Martin Lipset, the renowned political sociologist whose book, Political Man, was already a classic. In one lecture series, where there was always standing room only, the rival political theorists Robert Nozick (on the right) and Michael Walzer (on the left) conducted a running debate on the relationship between liberty and equality. This was heady stuff, and a kind of teaching I had never experienced before.
         
 
         There was also the headiness of America itself. At Christmas some of us drove non-stop, three days and nights, from snowbound Boston to sun-drenched California. There were regular bus trips down to Washington for Vietnam demonstrations outside Congress. Greyhound buses provided a means of exploring every corner of this extraordinary country. Above all, there was the atmosphere of civic energy and democratic optimism of a kind that I had never encountered before and which I decided was a well from which I would periodically need to drink thereafter. Yet I came to feel something else too, a sense that here was a country that was simply too vast and various for the kind of political movement I was attracted to; and it was this that finally reconciled me to the prospect of returning to a Britain that might be less exciting, but was somehow more manageable.
 
         At this stage I was not certain what I would do when I returned home. It would be something to do with politics, but whether this would be of an academic or more worldly kind I was not sure (a dilemma I never really resolved). I remember telling an American girlfriend, as we sat in a fish restaurant on Boston harbour, that I thought I would probably become a Labour MP, but this was a notion rather than a plan. I already had a place waiting for me at Oxford to do a doctorate; however, this was the default option rather than a settled intention. I tried to become a journalist, writing from America to the BBC, The Guardian and The Times, inviting them to take me on – an invitation which they lost no time in declining.
         
 
         So it was Oxford, and the academy. More precisely, it was a thesis on the political thought of G. D. H. Cole, the scourge of Fabian centralism and an apostle of a creed of participatory democracy known as guild socialism. Happy days were spent poring over Cole’s papers in Nuffield College, or interviewing remaining members of the Cole Group, which had been a central fixture of left-wing life in Oxford in the 1930s. The redoubtable Margaret Cole, widow and ferocious guardian of her husband’s legacy, came to visit, gamely agreeing to be picked up from the station on the back of my motorbike. Even happier days were spent meeting, and marrying, Moira, my Welsh wife.
 
         Yet I was still trying to break out of the academy. I applied to be one of the researchers for the Labour shadow Cabinet (posts which were funded by Rowntree and so known as ‘chocolate soldiers’) and was invited to interview at the House of Commons. Most of the shadow Cabinet appeared to be in the room, with Roy Jenkins presiding. The interview seemed to be going extremely well and my hopes were steadily rising. Then, Tony Crosland, whose 1956 book The Future of Socialism was the key text of post-war social democracy, slowly uncurled himself from his near-somnolent state on the chair next to mine and, through a fog of cheroot smoke, drawled out his single devastating question: ‘So, tell us Mr Wright, how would you solve the problems of the British economy?’ That was the moment I failed to get the job. A long and kindly letter from Douglas Houghton, the chairman of the Parliamentary Labour Party, informed me that it had been very close and that I was the runner-up, but that the job had gone to someone called Matthew Oakeshott (now Lord Oakeshott, the Liberal Democrat peer). It seemed that I was destined to remain in scholarly life, despite my periodic attempts at escape.
         
 
         There followed a first lecturing job at the University College of North Wales in Bangor, where I encountered the troubling politics of nationalism (and tried valiantly to learn just enough Welsh to impress my wife’s Welsh-speaking parents). On one occasion the college was closed by a student protest demanding that Hebrew should be taught through the medium of Welsh. This was a more complicated kind of politics than I had previously experienced, organised around different kinds of division. Then I spotted an opportunity to work in a more worldly version of a university and moved to the extramural department at the University of Birmingham, which was to become my academic home. I felt I was joining a great academic tradition that included the Workers’ Educational Association and the university extension movement, bringing learning to the masses and nourishing an active democracy. In fact, this tradition was already in decline (and in universities now has, disgracefully, almost entirely disappeared), but I believed in it and felt proud to be part of it.
 
         It was also great fun. The department was full of wonderful characters (like my roommate Harry, the son of Marie Stopes, the patron saint of modern birth control) and housed in a magnificent Edwardian mansion on the edge of the leafy Edgbaston campus that had once been the family home of the screw-making Nettlefold family. Its majestic grounds were now the university’s botanical garden. From this base we sallied forth, armed with boxes of books, to run courses on every subject under the sun in towns and villages from Birmingham to the Welsh border, aided by organising tutors who were resident in the different parts of our great educational empire. Looking back, it feels like a lost golden age.
         
 
         I settled into a pattern of life that, typically, involved writing during the day and teaching in the evening and, often, also on Saturdays. Much inventiveness was needed, especially for someone teaching politics, in devising titles for courses for which people might be persuaded to sign up. One particularly unfortunate title that I remember in the departmental brochure was ‘Child Abuse – A Practitioner’s Guide’. Many of mine were called ‘The Politics of …’, with the missing word carefully crafted to sound more interesting than politics. Classes attracted a wide variety of people, which made teaching interesting, and some of the very best students were those who had brought up children and missed out on university but now wanted to do something else with their life.
 
         There were special courses for the Armed Forces, and also for the growing army of school governors. (At one of the latter, in deepest Worcestershire, I first encountered a bolshy German parent who is now the admirably feisty Gisela Stuart MP.) A class at a Birmingham mosque was regularly interrupted by the call to prayer; and one for miners was held in a Staffordshire town that I did not know would one day be part of my constituency. I also ran regular day conferences, particularly aimed at schools, on the political issues of the day, with both politicians and academics as speakers.
 
         For one of these conferences, on the issues raised by the Brandt report on international development, I had secured the former Prime Minister Edward Heath as a speaker. Thinking I needed a suitably impressive vehicle to transport him from New Street station to the university, I asked Harry, who drove one of those vast elongated Citröens, if he would oblige. He readily agreed. The only problem was that he was a notoriously dangerous driver – colleagues would routinely inquire if Harry was on the road before setting out for a class in the same vicinity. My first meeting with him had been interrupted by a call from his solicitor, with Harry enquiring ‘how this relates to the last dangerous driving charge I had’. Perhaps it was his mother’s fault: she had prevented him riding a bike in case it damaged his reproductive organs.
         
 
         A message came from the Vice-Chancellor that under no circumstances would Harry be allowed to transport a former Prime Minister to the university. I therefore turned to another colleague, who had recently inherited an ancient Rover with all the trimmings and was happy to help, although he warned me that the car sometimes had difficulty engaging first gear. On the appointed day, Heath emerged from the station accompanied by his security officer, and we set off for the university. All went well, until we had to stop at the traffic lights near Edgbaston cricket ground. The lights changed, and changed again, and again, but the car resolutely refused to find first gear. The security man started looking around anxiously. Heath remained impassive and uncommunicative. Finally, the car lurched forward – and the rest of the day, including Heath’s impressive speech (who by then had relaxed), went well.
 
         I had not given up on practical politics, though. Soon after arriving in Birmingham I had been selected as the Labour candidate for Kidderminster. The constituency was based in the carpet-making town but also covered a large chunk of lovely Worcestershire countryside. When our first child was born the local paper announced it as a ‘Victory for Labour’; but it was to be the only one. There was no chance of winning – the seat was securely held for the Conservatives by the scion of the Bulmer cider family, and the 1978–9 ‘winter of discontent’ was the final nail in the Labour government’s coffin – but the whole campaign was thoroughly enjoyable. It was also my first experience of the Liberals, who ran the local council, and their particular style of campaigning, which seemed to involve making up fictitious ‘facts’ (including the fact that they were going to win) and shamelessly disseminating them. It was a style of campaigning – making promises in the sure knowledge that they would never have to be implemented – that eventually caught up with them when they formed part of a coalition government.
         
 
         Among my party members were Edward (E. P.) and Dorothy Thompson, great historians and figures of the left, who lived in a manor house near Worcester. Edward’s The Making of the English Working Class had become a key Labour movement text, but when I made the mistake at one party meeting of referring to it, and saying how much we valued having them with us, they almost resigned on the spot. Campaigning around the villages in Edward’s Land Rover one day we were greeted by an old man who declared that it was the first time he had seen a Labour candidate since 1945. This immediately persuaded Edward, an inveterate romantic, that the historical tide was moving in our direction. What was actually happening was that the Labour Party was in the process of putting itself out of power for a generation.
         
 
         These were dismal political years, at least for social democrats, as Labour turned itself into a basket case after 1979. I recalled a remark by my old LSE tutor, Bob McKenzie (of election television ‘swing-o-meter’ fame), that he could not understand why the Trots spent all their time attacking the Labour Party when they could easily take it over instead. This they now did, to the despair of traditional party supporters and to the benefit of the Thatcherised Conservative Party. In this bleak political environment, I concentrated on producing books and, with my wife’s help, babies.
 
         I was now watching politics, and writing about it, much more than doing it. My civic energies went into school government and the local community health council rather than into the Labour Party. I did chair the Birmingham Fabian Society, though, where we regularly agonised over the state of the moderate left with visiting politicians. Our most memorable meeting was with Shirley Williams, her last as a member of the Labour Party, just as the Gang of Four was breaking away to set up the Social Democratic Party (SDP). I introduced her by quoting, mischievously, from a book by her father, George Catlin, on the importance of loyalty in politics. The room was packed, the atmosphere charged, and Shirley was magnificent. For many people present it was the evening when they decided whether to stay in or leave the Labour Party. I knew that I could never abandon the party that had always been part of my family’s life; but I was deeply unhappy that it had got itself into such a state that Shirley Williams felt she had to give up on it.
 
         Then a far more profound misery descended, which had nothing to do with politics, and which changed everything. In 1985 our youngest son died, aged two years and eight months, after heart surgery that was supposed to put him right. Nothing can prepare a parent for this. Years later, I told a television interviewer how this experience created a particular bond between Gordon Brown and David Cameron, behind and beyond the antagonism. At the time I could not see how the rest of life would be possible. I even searched for solace, and solidarity, in churchyards among the graves of young children from a distant age when infant deaths were common. I tried to escape my grief by railing against the slum that was then Birmingham Children’s Hospital, where children had to be wheeled outside on their way to the operating theatre, and the lack of paediatric intensive care beds meant that several times our son was prepared for surgery that was then postponed. This was – almost literally – the roof that needed fixing by a future Labour government. I became a public service reformer because of my frustration at the impossibility of getting information about surgical success rates at different hospitals. The lack of bereavement support at the hospital drove me to compile a research report on the whole issue. Yet I was really only trying to find ways to cope with what had happened.
         
 
         There was something else, though, which I like to think changed everything afterwards. Partly it was a feeling that nothing worse could ever happen, and that this provided a kind of protection in the rest of life. Partly a sharp sense of perspective about what mattered and what did not. I like to think, whether true or not, that this fostered a spirit of independence, a feeling of detachment, of not being beholden to anyone or anything, and an impatience with stuff that did not really matter. Perhaps all this was a construct I had created for myself, a way of keeping my son as an active presence in my life, but I wanted it to be true.
         
 
         
            ‡

         
 
         Becoming a Member of Parliament in 1992 was the result of several happy accidents. I was not scouring the country for a seat, but when I was encouraged by some local party members in the Staffordshire constituency of Cannock & Burntwood, a Tory-held marginal just north of Birmingham, to put my name forward, I readily did so. I nearly missed the selection meeting as my ancient Volvo broke down on the M6 and I only arrived just in time, accompanied by an AA escort. I had no expectation of winning, assuming that some union stitch-up had probably fixed the outcome, and almost decided there was no point in turning up for the meeting the following morning when the result would be announced.
 
         In the event, I did turn up, and was taken aback to hear that I had won. My good fortune was in having found a constituency in which there was not only a genuinely open contest, but which had already adopted a one-member-one-vote selection system long before the party as a whole. Many years later an elderly party member, recalling this selection meeting, told me, ‘Nobody had ever talked to us like you did.’ When I asked her what she meant, hoping to hear about my compelling oratory, she said I was ‘like a lecturer, walking about’.
         
 
         Over the years the constituency changed its boundaries, and its name, but my happy relationship with it endured. When the local party disagreed with my stance on the hunting ban and I invited party members to instruct me how to vote, as they clearly had much stronger views on the issue than me, they adamantly refused to do so.
         
 
         There was also the good fortune of a win in 1992, by a nail-biting 1,000 votes or so, one of only a couple of dozen Labour gains in that election. Despite its recovery from the nadir of the 1980s, it was still obvious on the ground that Labour had not yet done enough to win an election. The Tories had dumped Mrs Thatcher and installed John Major, and could still play the tax card against Labour with telling effect. Our own local contest had a sharp ideological edge to it (at least for our supporters) as the incumbent MP, Gerald Howarth, had been Mrs Thatcher’s PPS and was a prominent member of the right-wing ‘No Turning Back’ group. For us, he represented the handbag over the water. Evicting him was therefore a particular pleasure, although (as I later pointed out to him) it enabled him to find a much safer seat elsewhere. He was not grateful for this favour at the time.
 
         Cannock & Burntwood was a traditional coal-mining constituency, straddling the Cannock Chase coalfield, but in 1992 there was only one pit left. Taken down it for the first time, I was in the cage at the surface, preparing to plunge into the depths, when one of the men slammed the cage door shut with the reassuring words, ‘We have the worst safety record of any pit in the country.’ It is impossible not to feel a particular privilege in representing coal miners, and we waged a passionate but futile campaign to save the pit from the mass closure programme that the Conservative government had embarked upon. The issue dominated my Parliamentary apprenticeship. On a cold December dawn in 1993 some of us waited at the pit head for the final shift to come up. Then, led by a lone piper, and with banners flying, there was a march that snaked its way from the pit and through the town. It was extraordinarily moving, as people clapped and cried and shouted support, knowing that this was the end not just of a pit but of a way of life that had sustained the community for a century. The future was going to be a different country.
         
 
         Having won a fourth successive election, despite everything, the Conservatives began to think that they might be in office for ever. Many on the Labour side had come to the same gloomy conclusion. Commentators who should have known better started announcing the arrival of one-party rule. That was the background against which a small group, all of us newly elected MPs, formed a New Agenda Forum to ‘promote new thinking on key political issues to help the Labour Party regain the political initiative’. The Guardian promptly dubbed us the ‘Cerebral Tendency’. In a pamphlet we announced: ‘Our message is one of modernization and renewal’. We argued that it was time to ditch Clause IV as the statement of what the party stood for, and drafted our own replacement for it.
         
 
         I was also part of a discussion group that had been convened at the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR), the Labour-leaning think tank, to talk through these same issues. At our first gathering someone pointed out that our meetings would clash with those of the party’s National Executive Committee. David Miliband (then at IPPR) promptly suggested that we call ourselves the Not the NEC Group, to merry agreement. That evening we were going through the division lobby in the Commons when John Smith, who had replaced Neil Kinnock as Labour leader, said he wanted to see me (‘laddie’) in his room. This sounded very promising for my future career. It turned out he had heard about our little group and was furious about its name. (‘If Peter Hain gets to hear about this he will make all kinds of trouble.’) I tried to explain that it was just a joke, but he found it anything but funny. It had to be stopped, now. This was my first brush with a more muscular kind of politics.
         
 
         Under John Smith’s leadership, Labour strengthened its position; but there was underlying tension between those who believed in ‘one more heave’ and those who thought something more radical would be needed to restore Labour’s fortunes. I was emphatically, and vociferously, in the latter camp. So was Tony Blair, then shadow Home Secretary. Sharing a table with him in the Commons cafeteria one evening, I said I hoped he was ready for the red boxes and the black cars that were on their way. He simply did not believe this, still insisting that we had ‘not yet done enough’ to convince people that we were a genuinely changed party and that something more fundamental was required.
 
         On the morning of John Smith’s sudden death I was sitting on a London bus behind two elderly women. Looking at the newspaper billboard announcing his death, one said, ‘He was a good man,’ and the other replied, ‘Yes, he was.’ That’s all, nothing more, but they had said it all. In the constituency we held our own memorial service and put a bench in the churchyard in his memory. This meant that Labour needed a new leader, and I had no doubt that it should be Tony Blair – I was the first Labour MP to say so publicly (which probably also secured my first entry in Gordon Brown’s little black book). From this moment the New Labour Project was to be constructed in earnest, with Blair and Brown as its joint architects.
 
         For me, this was the renewal of social democracy, the necessity of which I had argued for in print and speech. It was not just an electoral tactic, but an essential revisionism. At this time my name regularly appeared in the ‘ones to watch’ newspaper features on the intellectual movers and shakers of New Labour. Yet this was misleading, as I was never an insider; in fact, Peter Mandelson once informed me that my role was that of a ‘useful outrider’. I am not sure that I was content with that role, or whether I actively chose it. It would at least have been nice to be invited inside the tent. The nearest I got was a note from Tony Blair in 1995, saying he did not want to put me on the front bench at the moment – ‘I think you are better (for me) doing what you are doing now. But you know I am a huge admirer of you and your time will come!’
         
 
         From time to time I would be asked by Blair’s office to supply material for speeches, usually to buttress points he wanted to make with historical references or quotations. On one occasion, just as I was finishing a Friday evening constituency advice surgery, Blair himself rang with a query. He was doing a big speech the following day and wanted to ask me, ‘What is socialism, exactly?’, and could I supply a couple of good quotes? This was refreshing and alarming in equal measure; and not a request that could have been made by any previous Labour leader. It was a reminder that Blair really was in a class of his own.
 
         A request of a different kind came from Gordon Brown. The decision had been taken to change Clause IV, and Gordon asked if I would rapidly put together a collection of writings with him (helped by a researcher he would give me) that would demonstrate the rich variety of socialist thought. As we talked he began tossing assorted volumes at me from around his book-filled room that he thought might be useful, most of which he had probably read. Here was a genuine intellectual, although his purpose was firmly practical. The book (a rather handsome anthology called Values, Visions and Voices) was duly produced and launched by Brown and Blair at the Labour conference. I had assumed (and hoped) that this collaboration would lead to a continued relationship with Gordon, but it did not. As his rivalry with Blair intensified, I suspect this complex, formidable, driven and unforgiving man thought I was in the wrong camp.
         
 
         In fact, I was in a sort of no man’s land of my own. Much of my Parliamentary activity at this time was taken up with pressing for various political reforms, such as the protection of whistleblowers and the curbing of patronage, and I was given a Parliamentary award for my work by the Campaign for Freedom of Information. I was also very critical of Parliament itself, and of its expenses, which did not make me very clubbable. In one debate on MPs’ pay and expenses soon after I arrived in the place, I described the advice I had been given on my first day by a colleague on how I could maximise my travel expenses. (This involved buying a certain make of diesel car with a big engine so that you could claim the highest rate for engine size while also maximising miles to the gallon.) Leaving the chamber, having recounted the story, I was accosted by a senior colleague who warned me icily that I ‘would never be forgiven for what I had just said’. It was my first encounter with the Parliamentary omerta on the matter of expenses. This same colleague, Stuart Bell, went on to preside over the Parliamentary expenses system that, a decade and a half later, exploded over us all.
         
 
         It was an early indication of just how toxic this issue was. I described in a New Statesman article in 1996 (under the heading ‘Palace of Low-grade Corruptions’, reprinted on pages 190–95) how I had endeavoured to pursue the issue, and the resistance I had met. ‘What really matters,’ I wrote, ‘is that when the rest of the world is having to learn to live with the requirements of audit and performance indicators, the Westminster club will go to extraordinary lengths to avoid scrutiny of its own inner workings. That makes it ripe for assorted low-grade corruptions.’ As it turned out, of course, also for some higher-grade ones. When I coupled this with an argument about the defects of Parliament, and Parliamentarians, as instruments of effective scrutiny, it is not surprising if I was viewed with suspicion and irritation by many of my Parliamentary colleagues.
         
 
         By the time of the 1997 election, when Conservative disintegration combined with Blairite transformation had made the outcome certain, I was playing a leading role in the promotion of the New Labour cause. When Penguin wanted to produce a set of election specials, I was asked to do the Why Vote Labour? one (with David Willetts writing the Conservative equivalent). However, I had also written a widely-noticed Fabian pamphlet (with the title Who Wins Dares) in the run-up to the election in which I argued that it was not enough to win the election if it did not also mean a new kind of politics: ‘There may be those who think that a governing project can be assembled and contained within the parameters of spin-doctoring, media-managing, polling and focus-grouping. It cannot. I am prepared to believe that these black arts are indispensable to the conduct of modern politics; but I am not prepared to accept that they provide a substitute for a governing vision.’
         
 
         Worryingly, at least for my political career, words like ‘thoughtful’ and (worse) ‘independent-minded’ had started to become routinely attached to my name in the public prints. This made me doubt whether I would be given a job in the Blair government, despite my public profile and regular appearance on speculative lists of likely names. The journalist John Kampfner has recorded how, when he once mentioned my name to Peter Mandelson, ‘Mandelson bristled and replied: “The trouble with him is that he thinks too much.”’ This was not a good omen. My ideal job would have given me a role in implementing some of the political reforms for which I had been arguing, or advancing the cause of public service reform. In the event, I was summoned to attend upon the new Lord Chancellor, Tony Blair’s old pupil-master, Derry Irvine.
         
 
         I had never met him before. He said he wanted me to be his Parliamentary Private Secretary, an elaborate name for the lowest form of sub-ministerial life. When I said that he did not know me, he replied, ‘Tony has told me all about you.’ I then pointed out that I was not a lawyer, to which he retorted that there were already too many of those. I had resolved that I would only take a proper job or nothing, but he went on to explain that I would not be a ‘normal PPS’ but ‘more of a special adviser’ and that he would arrange for me to have access to all the official papers. As Derry was also to preside over the Cabinet committee implementing the government’s big constitutional reform programme, this was an attractive proposal and I accepted. It was further agreed that I could continue to speak freely on all other issues except those relating to the work of the department.
 
         The problem was that it did not work out like this. Within days, the official machine had clearly told Derry that there was no role of the kind he had offered me, and there was certainly going to be no routine access to departmental papers. He wrote to say that we should ‘abstain from any mutual discussion’ of constitutional matters, and that anything I said or wrote on such matters should make clear that it had no connection with my departmental role in relation to him (‘the message needs to be unambiguous’). It was already clear that Derry and I had entered into a relationship that was going to cause difficulties for both of us.
         
 
         Matters rapidly became much worse, as comments by me on assorted issues were invariably (and inevitably) trailed in the press as coming from ‘Irvine aide’, despite my insistence that they had nothing to do with him. His proximity to Blair made him an especially inviting media target. When, in the course of one interview, I said that I could see no reason why Charles should not marry Camilla at some point if he wanted to (‘better a happy king than an unhappy one’), and that the Church would simply have to like it or lump it – all of which seemed to me to be pretty obvious – the balloon went up. Derry had to write me an official letter which began, ominously, ‘Alastair Campbell has contacted me about your recent interview on the Today programme’, and went on to demand a vow of future silence from me. Geoff Hoon, the department’s minister in the Commons, told me that Derry had asked about the state of my mental health. Once Alastair had cracked the whip, I realised that (for both my sake and Derry’s) I had to make my escape.
         
 
         It was still the summer of 1997 and, on my return from holiday, I wrote to Derry to tell him of my decision: ‘Having been offered something more than routine PPS-dom, I find myself with something less. Of course, I could just settle for the status, and my regard for you personally, but that is not really my kind of politics. I think it may be sensible for me, and easier for you, if you dispense with my services. There need be no public fuss about it.’ Unfortunately, there was a different kind of public fuss going on by this time, which centred on the cost of the wallpaper with which the Lord Chancellor (who combined a prodigious intellect with a political innocence) was refurbishing his state rooms. He said that if I resigned just at this moment, when he was under attack, it would be linked to the wallpaper issue and be very damaging to him personally. I therefore agreed to stay on until things were calmer and quieter.
         
 
         In the end I stayed, with ever increasing frustration, until the calm of the following summer, when I slipped away quietly. I was the first to leave the Blair government; but in my resignation letter I said, accurately, that I was ‘a loyal and enthusiastic supporter of the government and this is a resignation only in the sense that it is a natural moment to take stock and move on’. But move on to what? I had reclaimed my freedom, but with no clear idea of what I was going to do with it. It was also the moment, although I did not see this at the time, when I had removed myself from the conventional political career ladder. Some years later I was told that this is how my action had been perceived in Downing Street, perfectly reasonably. Yet it had not been my intention. I retained an arrogant and politically naïve assumption that, despite casting myself adrift, my services would still be called upon at some point by Tony Blair.
 
         It soon became clear that this was very unlikely, never more so than when a message appeared on my pager one day that said: ‘The Prime Minister is pissed off with you. Phone No. 10 at once.’ The exact nature of that particular offence is long forgotten, although it doubtless involved expressing a view on something or other that was regarded as ‘unhelpful’, but what really shocked and appalled me was that some No. 10 apparatchik had thought it appropriate to put such coarse language in the name of the Prime Minister, who almost certainly knew nothing about it, and that it was acceptable to communicate with a Member of Parliament in this way. Although an enthusiastic supporter of the Blair government, I began to worry increasingly about its political style. In turn, the party managers began to worry about me.
         
 
         The closed world of Westminster likes to put people into categories. Once in a category, such as ‘maverick’ or ‘usual suspect’, it is very hard to escape. Having abandoned one role, I knew I had to find another, but I also knew that it would not be easy. There were plenty of agreeable ways for a Member of Parliament to pass their days; however, that is not the same as having a role and there are inherent frustrations in being a government backbencher, at least if you want to avoid being either a toady or a malcontent. I sampled the Council of Europe, a kind of Siberian exile assuaged by sybaritic pleasures, but that just intensified the problem. I had aborted one kind of political career, and now needed to find another that would make it worthwhile to continue being a Member of Parliament (beyond the constituency work that will happily fill any vacuum).
 
         I saw my opportunity when, in 1999, Rhodri Morgan vacated the chair of the Public Administration Select Committee to devote himself to Wales. I thought I had a good claim on the job, as it was a committee on which I had previously served and which reflected my interests in the operation of government, so I decided to try to get it, the first time I had actively pursued a job. The trouble was that these select committee posts were in the gift of the whips and they soon made it clear that this particular gift was not one that they were prepared to bestow on a troublesome character like me. (In fact, I was a serial loyalist with only occasional lapses.) I was outraged by this, not just personally but because I thought it was a corruption of Parliament by the executive. When I said this to Clive Soley, who chaired the Parliamentary Labour Party, he told me that I did not help my case by being seen as ‘a kind of visiting professor’. This upset me, because I knew it was true, and I vowed to become less semi-detached. I realised that I had no political patrons to whom I could turn, a major disability, although when I approached Jack Straw he readily offered his support.
         
 
         It was only some years later that I discovered that the post eventually came my way because of the intervention of Tony Blair, to whom I had also made indirect representations. As my informant, who had worked at No. 10, put it: ‘He thought he owed you one.’ It was hardly a triumph for Parliamentary democracy to have select committee posts decided by the Prime Minister (a matter to which I was to return later) but in this case I was grateful for the outcome. It meant that I had become Parliament’s man, not the executive’s, and it gave new purpose to my political life. It also meant that I was often described as someone who had deliberately eschewed one kind of political career for another. That was not quite how I had seen it at the time, but it was a retrospective narrative that I was happy to encourage. It was also more comforting for the question to be why you are not in the government rather than why you are. In my maiden speech in the Commons in 1992 I had declared: ‘It is a fact – although it may be an unpalatable one – that this country has never taken the business of democracy very seriously. We have taken the idea of strong government and a strong executive seriously but not democracy’. So perhaps I had always been a Parliament man, really.
         
 
         From the start I wanted to turn the select committee with the most boring name into the most interesting and effective one; and in the process to show that the scrutinising role of Parliament could be made to matter far more that it usually did. The committee (which we deliberately branded as ‘PASC’) had the advantage that it was not confined to a single department but could range widely across government. This meant that, for more than a decade, it provided a running commentary on the conduct of government at a time when it was a matter of considerable and continuing controversy. The profile of the committee steadily rose and it established a reputation for the vigour of its scrutiny, the independence of its approach and the quality of its reports. Even when we were being critical I wanted to ensure that we were also constructive, which helped to cement my close relationship with a succession of Cabinet secretaries, if not always with ministers. We came to be seen as a constitutional watchdog, and one that was quite prepared to bite when the occasion demanded it.
 
         One such occasion arose immediately, as the committee was examining the proposed Freedom of Information legislation. The government had produced a bold white paper but then a weaker bill, and we set about strengthening it. The committee’s work gave a focus to Parliamentary (and public) discussion of the proposals and prompted Labour rebellions in support of our amendments, much to the displeasure of the whips. After one vote, in April 2000, I complained in a letter to the Chief Whip about the conduct of the whips: ‘Colleagues arriving to vote were told that one lobby was for the “intellectual wankers”. A young colleague who had previously always supported the government was told “never to ask for anything again”. Another loyal and respected colleague who could not support the government was told he was “pathetic” … I simply cannot believe that this is how a mature party should treat decent and loyal colleagues on a matter like this. Not only is it wrong, but it must surely also be counter-productive to deal with people in this way.’ I never received a reply, of course, but we did succeed in getting some important improvements made to the bill that made ours one of the strongest FOI regimes in the world.
         
 
         This episode had another consequence, which was not appreciated at the time but was to have dramatic effects some years later. In the course of taking evidence on the FOI bill, it was pointed out to us that its provisions did not include Parliament and that this omission should be rectified. When we recommended changes to this effect, Jack Straw (who was handling the bill) accepted the recommendation and it went through the Commons on the nod. Without this provision the subsequent disclosures about MPs’ expenses would not have been possible. Jack likes to say that it is all my fault; and I like to remind him of his role. The fact is that it took FOI to lift the lid on the murky secrecy of a Parliamentary expenses system that was in desperate need of scrutiny and reform.
 
         I found myself in the curious position of supporting the government but developing doubts about its governing style, which I began to think would end in tears. Despite its crushing majority, there was an intolerance of reasonable dissent, a disparagement of Parliament and an obsession with presentation. This was not the sort of new social democracy for which I had argued, and which I had believed Tony Blair to stand for. I started to issue warnings, but without wanting to become a malcontent – not a stance that the party managers either understood or liked. In one article in 2000 under the heading ‘I am still a Blairite, but is Blair?’, I suggested that there was ‘a problem at the centre of the Blair project’ and that ‘unless this problem is attended to, there will be tears before bedtime’. (See pages 91–6.) The problem, I continued, reflected itself in a political style ‘that is often downright embarrassing. We have the sterile verblessness of ministerial speeches delivered de haut en bas without the flicker of original thought or the passion of real argument. This is a politics for middle managers.’ When a whip phoned to express displeasure at this, I explained that I was just trying to be helpful.
         
 
         One small incident added to my unease. Peter Mandelson had invited a small group of us, no more than about half a dozen, to meet him in his room at the Northern Ireland Office to discuss the state of the Project. He asked us to take it in turns to say what New Labour was all about. We fumbled our way through the familiar answers – improving life chances, empowering people, reducing inequality, combining economic efficiency with social justice and so on – until it was Peter’s turn. He said the answer was to be found in a single word: change. That was the governing idea. I found this deeply disturbing, partly because I was a conservative in everything but politics, but mainly because it was so politically rootless and vacuous. If it simply meant that there was a standing need to be responsive to new circumstances, then it was trite. If it was intended to mean more than this, then it was alarming.
         
 
         One of the advantages of having a Parliamentary power base as a committee chair was that I could ride some of my hobby horses. Among these was the need to bring Prime Ministers within the accountability framework of the select committees, something for which that great constitutional gadfly, Peter Hennessy, had long pressed. The Prime Minister was the only minister who did not have to appear before a select committee, not even once a year, and the knockabout that was Prime Minister’s Questions was no substitute for this in terms of effective accountability. PASC took up the issue, but were always directed to other ministers. When we thought we had identified something for which the Prime Minister was uniquely responsible, in the shape of the annual reports that the government had started producing on its performance, the government’s response was to abolish the annual reports. When I persisted, Tony Blair wrote to say that he could ‘see no case for departing from the longstanding convention that Prime Ministers do not themselves give evidence to select committees’.
 
         I transferred the campaign to the committee that brought together all the select committee chairs (under the exciting name of the Liaison Committee), pressing for an annual Prime Ministerial appearance. The rebuffs still continued. Robin Cook, then Leader of the House, asked me to abandon the cause as ‘Tony has made it clear that he is never going to agree’. Then came the announcement that Tony Blair had decided to appear twice a year in front of the Liaison Committee, with the first such meeting to take place on 16 July 2002. It was a small victory for Parliamentary democracy; a new constitutional convention had been born.
         
 
         As I had expected, Tony Blair glided effortlessly and note-lessly through these two-and-a-half-hour sessions, charming a committee that was much too unwieldy to inflict any real damage on him. These virtuoso performances left the Conservative members wearily resigned to their fate – they were never going to win an election again while Blair was around. When Gordon Brown took over as Prime Minister, these jolly occasions turned into rather dour seminars. Each Prime Minister will handle things differently, while the task for the committee chairs is to sharpen up their own act.
 
         On our own committee, with its membership of independent spirits from all parties, we got stuck into a range of issues where we thought reform was needed: from quangos to the House of Lords, and from the honours system to lobbying. We produced proposals for a Public Standards Commission that would bring coherence to the ethical regulation of government, and opened up the issue of prerogative powers that made governments too strong and Parliament too weak. We proposed pre-appointment hearings by select committees for key public appointments and ran a long campaign to give a statutory basis to the constitutional position of the civil service, during the course of which, uniquely, the committee drafted its own bill in order to push the issue along. It was a particular cause of satisfaction that this historic measure was finally enacted in the last hours before the dissolution of Parliament for the 2010 election.
 
         Because the committee was not merely reacting to issues that had been generated by government but also pursuing its own agenda, what frequently happened was that resistance to our proposals at the time turned into at least partial adoption at a later date. On public service reform issues, for example, our analysis of the targets regime and its unintended consequences helped to produce a more sensible approach; while our advocacy of user rights in the form of a developing system of public service guarantees eventually found its way into Labour’s manifesto for the 2010 election (by which time it was much too late). We even floated the idea of a lottery system for over-subscribed school places – after a visit to the United States – which has attracted more interest subsequently. Our proposals on House of Lords reform, involving a mix of election and appointment, were eventually adopted by both Robin Cook and Jack Straw as Leaders of the House and could have provided the basis for a durable settlement of this intractable issue. Our suggestions regarding the regulation of lobbying were rejected at the time but taken up when a new lobbying scandal demanded a response.
         
 
         Not only was the committee conspicuously active, but it frequently found itself in the eye of the prevailing political storm. It went into battle with the government on behalf of occupational pensioners on the back of an Ombudsman report, and won. When special advisers like Jo Moore and Damian McBride misbehaved, it demanded tighter controls on their conduct (including the ability to sack them). When assorted ministers also got into trouble, it argued the case for an independent investigator of compliance with the ministerial code. None of this made us popular with the government, but it did show that Parliament was doing its job.
 
         No political storm was more intense than that surrounding the ‘cash for honours’ affair (more accurately, ‘loans for peerages’). The committee had previously undertaken a major inquiry into the honours system, and when these allegations about party donors being offered peerages and other honours appeared we decided to examine the issue. Then came the surprise announcement that Scotland Yard had also decided to investigate whether the law on the sale of honours had been broken. We were asked by the police to suspend our own inquiry, which – after taking legal advice – we did, above all because we did not want to run the risk that a Parliamentary inquiry might make it more difficult subsequently to mount a successful prosecution.
         
 
         In the event, what was originally intended to be a short police investigation dragged on interminably. It was led by Inspector – later Assistant Commissioner – Yates (‘Yates of the Yard’ as he became known), who would come to my office periodically to brief me on how it was going and when it was likely to be concluded. He also wanted to assure me that the continuous leaks about the inquiry were not coming from him. He was impressive, sharp and determined, and we got on well. I told him that I did not think he knew what he had taken on and that, although the practice of rewarding big party donors with peerages was incontrovertible, it was unlikely to take a form that would pass an evidential test under the law. He told me that he was ‘following the evidence where it leads’ and we joked about whether he was ever likely to find a ‘smoking gun’.
 
         Finally, and I think inevitably, he could not; although he did believe that he had uncovered a seedy underbelly of political life that needed exposing. While the affair dragged on, it dominated everything, with arrests at dawn and, for the first time ever, a Prime Minister being interviewed by the police. To some (including Lord ‘Cashpoint’ Levy and his lawyers, who also contacted me) it seemed excessively heavy-handed, but press and public loved watching politicians getting their collars fingered by the police. Since then Mr Yates has had his own collar fingered for what seems like excessive inactivity on press phone-hacking.
         
 
         The affair threatened to dominate Tony Blair’s last period in office. At one point he asked to see me. He was bubbling with frustration and indignation at what was happening and the fact that it showed no sign of coming to an end. He was also upset at the way in which his staff had been treated. ‘What on Earth can be done?’ he asked. I said that in my view the investigation was unlikely to lead to charges, but that it had to run its course. I do not think he found this very reassuring, or helpful. My main concern was to prevent such a scandal happening again by beefing up the safeguards, and this is what the committee recommended once it was able to resume its own inquiry.
 
         Then there was the other dominating issue of Iraq, into which I also wanted the committee to have a role in forcing a proper inquiry. I had not supported the war, despite my general support for the ‘liberal interventionism’ that Blair had espoused, simply because I did not think the case for it had been made and that it was likely to do more harm than good. However, what preoccupied me after the war was the need for Parliament to put in place an inquiry into what had happened. It did not seem adequate to me that Parliament should constantly bleat about the need for an inquiry but not have the means to establish one. The particular focus was Iraq, but the point was a more general one about the position of Parliament in relation to the executive. The committee had previously proposed the mechanism of a Parliamentary Commission of Inquiry to investigate major issues that went beyond the resources and remit of particular select committees, but we now made this case again with particular reference to Iraq. Our pressure helped to get an inquiry, and then to make it public, but the need for Parliament to regain the initiative on inquiries of this kind remains.
         
 
         Beyond committee work, there were other reforms to pursue. One of these was for fixed-term Parliaments, for which I introduced a bill in 2002, telling the Commons: ‘If it were suggested that one runner in a race should be able to fire the starting pistol at a moment of his choosing and, moreover, that that runner should be the one who had won the race last time, it would be considered absurd and monstrously unfair, although no doubt there would still be those who would defend the practice as traditional and having the merits of flexibility. Yet that is precisely what we allow in relation to general elections.’ There was little interest in that argument then, but it seems to have been accepted now.
 
         Nor had I given up on MPs’ expenses. In June 2002, giving evidence to the Committee on Standards in Public Life, I said: ‘My guess is that any future difficulties with Members of Parliament are far more likely to occur around issues to do with the allowances that they now get … If you have lax rules, I’m afraid that you will have lax use of money … Unless you get hold of these issues now and think about them, they will come and hit us later on.’ And hit us they did some years later with the force of a political tornado. It did not take unusual prescience to see what would happen, as everyone inside the system knew it was rotten. The problem was in getting something done about it. At the beginning of 2008 I wrote again to the chairman of the Committee on Standards in Public Life, requesting an ‘immediate inquiry into the whole system of MPs’ allowances’, but this was rejected and it was only much later – when the ship of state was already sinking – that an inquiry finally happened.
         
 
         Public outrage in the wake of the expenses scandal was entirely justified. MPs had enjoyed a system that invited abuse and many had readily accepted the invitation. They had nobody to blame but themselves for the opprobrium that descended on them – and, by extension, on Parliament and the whole political class – not least because they had consistently tried to resist disclosure and had blocked reform. Pointing out these obvious truths did not go down well with many Parliamentary colleagues, some of whom were fighting for their political lives. The retribution that came was brutal, but uneven. For every Member of Parliament who has gone to jail, there are others who are lucky not to have done. When the storm broke, the Parliamentary club huddled together in a paralysis of trauma. Recalling the nicknames that had sometimes been given to Parliaments in the past, I suggested at one PMQs that we might be remembered as the Moat Parliament or the Manure Parliament. Nobody laughed.
 
         Yet there was something pathetic about an expenses scandal. For a whole variety of reasons – not least, the existence of an independent and impartial civil service – although there were some black spots, British government had a deserved reputation for propriety, certainly by international standards. The effect of the Parliamentary expenses scandal was to put this reputation at risk and to play into the hands of those (including those in the press) who peddled various brands of anti-politics. This is why it was both serious and pathetic at the same time – lacking the kind of systemic corruption familiar elsewhere, all we could provide was a scandal of MPs fiddling their expenses. Yet this was no less damaging to the reputation of the political system.
         
 
         However, acting on the principle that a crisis is too good an opportunity to waste, it seemed to me that here was a moment when it might be possible to achieve some serious Parliamentary reform. All the party leaders were busily trying to out-bid each other in their zeal for political reforms of assorted kinds, in a desperate attempt to show the electorate that they had learned the lessons of the expenses scandal. The fact that many of the proposed reforms (such as changing the electoral system) had nothing at all to do with the scandal of MPs behaving badly did not seem to matter.
 
         It was against the backdrop of this frenetic atmosphere that in June 2009 I wrote to Gordon Brown – by then Prime Minister – suggesting a way forward on political reform. Among my suggestions was a proposal for a ‘new special committee on Parliamentary Reform, composed of authoritative reform-minded Members, set up for a defined period only, and with a mandate to come forward quickly with reform proposals’. I cited the need for the House of Commons to control more of its own business and to elect its select committees. I received no reply to this letter, although both Jack Straw and Harriet Harman (to whom I had sent copies) were enthusiastic.
 
         Shortly afterwards Gordon Brown made a statement in the House announcing a raft of political reforms. As he rose to speak, Jack Straw came over and asked if anybody had told me that, as part of the package, Gordon was going to announce the government’s support for my proposal and that I was to chair the reform committee. Of course, nobody had told me, but I was delighted nevertheless. It even made me wonder if I should have written to Gordon (and his predecessor) on assorted matters previously.
         
 
         I knew the committee would have to move quickly before the fleeting window of reform opportunity opened up by the expenses scandal started to close again, which is why I insisted that it should be required to report by the end of the Parliamentary session in November. There had, uniquely, been elections held for places on the committee, and this had produced a strong core of reformers from all parties. We worked at a frenetic pace to produce a report by the date we had been set. This was made easier by the fact that the reform agenda was well-rehearsed, and some of us had been advancing it for a long time; what had been lacking previously was the political will and opportunity to make it happen. At its centre was an argument about the need to shift the balance between Parliament and government if Parliament was to become a more vital institution. It could now also be argued, in the face of the expenses scandal, that this might help to repair the damage that had been done to the institution’s reputation.
 
         In practical terms, we proposed a mechanism for enabling the House to take control of its own business, thereby breaking the total grip of the executive, and another for electing the chairs and members of select committees, to end the nonsense of scrutiny committees being appointed by those they were supposed to be scrutinising. These were the fundamental reforms from which many others could flow. One or two members of our committee also saw this as an opportunity to ride their own hobby horses. For example, Chris Mullin mounted a genial but tenacious campaign to get a recommendation that the Commons should sit in September, as he thought the summer recess was outrageously long. I suggested that, on the model of the ‘Baker Days’ in schools, we might perhaps call these September sittings ‘Mullin Days’ and that Chris (who was to retire) might send postcards from exotic places each September to his former colleagues.
         
 
         In our report, rather portentously called Rebuilding the House (see pages 195–202), we said that the House of Commons was ‘going through a crisis of confidence not experienced in our lifetimes’, but that this also offered ‘a rare window of opportunity’. In normal times our proposals would almost certainly have met organised resistance from the party machines, but these were emphatically not normal times. There was a little skirmishing, but the momentum behind the report ensured that it was accepted by the House. Not for the first time, a scandal had been a trigger for reform. One of the last acts of a discredited House of Commons was to lay the basis for a very different kind of Commons in the future, if it took full advantage of the instruments it now held in its hands. There are already some positive indications that this is beginning to happen.
         
 
         In personal terms, I could not have wished for a more satisfying legacy. Long-standing health problems had caught up with me and I had announced a couple of years previously that I would be standing down at the next election. It was an unexpected bonus to spend the final months of my Parliamentary career in the intense activity of a reform enterprise that promised much for the future. Jack Straw was kind enough to say in the House, on the last day of the last Parliament, that I had been ‘a paradigm of the best of the Members of this House who have shown that it is possible, by assiduity and imagination, to be profoundly influential from the back benches, on either side’. If that is even a little true, then it may perhaps offer encouragement to others.
         
 
         
            ‡

         
 
         One of the many interesting observations in Tony Blair’s memoir, A Journey, is his view of what it means to be a professional politician. ‘To the professional politician,’ he writes, ‘every waking moment is, in part or in whole, defining. To them [sic], the landscape of politics is perpetually illuminated, and a light which is often harsh shines on a terrain that bristles with highs and lows of ambition, risk and fulfilment. They are in a constant fret about what may befall them as they navigate it.’ This reminds me of the extent to which I was not a professional politician, and what a disability that was. Yet it captures, precisely and honestly, what the world inhabited by the professional politician is like. In this world everything is political. Every event, however trivial, is interpreted in terms of its political significance. Life inside this political bubble is so intense and enclosed that it can be difficult to understand how different it is from the world outside. One letter from a constituent (at the time of the shocking Baby P case that provoked intense public anger) made the point exactly: ‘I don’t normally get involved in the goings-on in the world, as we can’t normally do anything about it but grumble and get on with life.’ That, I suspect, gets pretty close to the typical British political sensibility, notwithstanding any episodic excitements. If politicians understood this better, they might be less inclined to get in a frenzy about the next headline and focus more on doing some durable good.
         
 
         This also provokes some reflections on how the political world has changed in the past half century or so, since the time when I first started taking an active interest in it. There are at least two senses in which it has become much more professionalised. First, many more of the participants are people whose only career has been politics, which increases their relentless focus on the activity itself (and on their career prospects within it). This may be inevitable, but it is nevertheless striking (as is the almost total disappearance of the working class from the House of Commons). It also raises the prospect of a separate political class in which the leading players look and sound very much like each other, with its attendant dangers and disabilities. Such people may not have much experience either of real life or of running anything. All they know about is politics. It was Aristotle who identified the importance in politics of knowing ‘where the shoe pinches’. It is one thing to learn about something; but quite different to feel it. The direct pressure of feeling was once strong in the House of Commons, but it is much less tangible now. One antidote may be to nourish another class of non-professional politicians to undertake the task of scrutiny and accountability that is indispensable to good government. This is a particular issue for Westminster politics, which fuses executive and legislative power. A more radical solution would be to consider whether there may now even be a case for trying to separate out these powers more.
 
         There is a second respect in which the professionalisation of politics has advanced. The activity of politics is an inextricable mixture of high purpose and low cunning (or, at some times and in some places, of low purpose and high cunning). It is both deeply serious and a kind of game, purposeful and puerile at the same time, a combination which can give rise to confusion and disillusion (as well as to comedies like The Thick of It, which – unlike The West Wing – see only the game). Politics is now played with techniques of marketing and manipulation undeveloped a generation ago. It takes place inside a media bubble of round-the-clock ‘news’ that demands an unceasing war of position and rebuttal. Politicians who are good at this game (and look and speak the part) will prosper; others will not. An exemplary figure like Clement Attlee – a bald little man, of whom it was said that he would never use one word when none would do – would not get a look in now. This seems to me a serious loss.
         
 
         Then there is the much-reported decline of trust in politicians over recent decades, which began long before the Parliamentary expenses scandal, which just served to make it a whole lot worse. We have to be careful here, though. There was no golden age. As Trollope wrote of politics in the middle of the nineteenth century: ‘It is the trade of the opponent to attack, it is the trade of the newspaper to be indignant, it is the trade of the minister to defend; and the world looks on believing none of them.’ There certainly used to be more deference, but that is not the same as trust. What there was, though, was much more secrecy; and it is doubtful that many of the commanding political leaders of the past (Gladstone? Lloyd George? Churchill?) could have long survived the kind of intense and intimate scrutiny that now goes with the territory. This is the paradox of transparency. When more is exposed to scrutiny (to increase trust), there is inevitably more to be concerned about (which diminishes trust). The result is that although political standards are almost certainly higher than they once were, and political conduct much more tightly regulated than it ever was, this has been accompanied by an erosion of trust.
         
 
         Perhaps we now live in a post-trust age in a wider cultural sense. This is good if it produces a sceptical questioning of received wisdom and those who purvey it; but not good if it means a default position of cynicism and contempt. There are sections of the British media – nicely described as ‘junk journalism’ by Chris Mullin – that, engaged in a desperate race to the bottom, have given up on any serious civic role and pump out a daily diet of contempt for politics and politicians, as well as much general unpleasantness. Equally, alas, bile seems to be the default setting of much of the blogosphere. The sneer has replaced the argument. What is at issue here is not party bias – although that remains strong – but bias against politics itself. It is difficult to be sure about cause and effect, but it is likely that such a relentless onslaught of negativity and cynicism will make its malign influence felt. Wherever it comes from – from old media or new – the lazy rant against politicians and all their works just feeds the malevolent forces of anti-politics.
 
         What is clear is that, compared with the post-war period, participation in the formal political system has declined sharply. After the 2001 general election I wrote a piece for The Guardian in which I said that during the election I could ‘smell civic death in the air’. In 2010 there was relief that the turnout figure managed to reach a less than glorious 65 per cent, higher than the miserable figure of the previous two elections but almost 20 per cent lower than the first election of my lifetime sixty years previously – and this despite the prospect of a change of government and the boost from the first-ever televised debates between the party leaders. Millions of people have turned their back on even a minimum engagement with the formal civic realm. Generational change has produced a seismic decline in voting as a basic civic duty. The fall in party membership, and of identification with parties, is part of the same story. Only a politics of anti-politics is on the rise.
         
 
         There is much debate about why this has happened (and whether it is offset by other forms of participation) and what possible remedies there might be. There are many favourite nostrums, but no agreed answers. In some ways what has happened is surprising, just as it might seem surprising that the general expansion of education and prosperity has resulted in a coarsening of language and behaviour rather than a gentle civilising of the population. Perhaps it is just easier being a satisfied consumer than a dissatisfied citizen. The internet brought the promise of a reinvigorated democracy, opening up the political arena with expanded participation and new transparency, but its transforming effects have not (so far) included the rejuvenation of our representative institutions. Then there is the blunting of the old ideological antagonisms that propelled many people (including me) into political activity; but these have been blunted for a reason and will not benefit from a process of artificial re-sharpening.
 
         It is sometimes suggested that in a globalised world many issues are simply too far away for people to get a political purchase on, even if they wanted to. When Tony Crosland wrote his celebrated The Future of Socialism in 1956, he could say in the preface that he was not going to discuss anything beyond these shores. This would seem ludicrous now, when so much power on so many fronts lies elsewhere. As John Major rather plaintively put it in his memoir: ‘Governments can cajole, entice or plead, but they can no longer control.’ Bankers say they will go elsewhere if they are made to pay for the financial crisis, so financial regulation is only effective if it is international; climate change is inherently global. Even institutions like the European Union that are designed to get to grips with unaccountable global power are met with the charge (certainly in Britain) that they usurp a mythical national sovereignty. If the big issues (and the big power) really have gone elsewhere, it might seem rational for the domestic political space to contract. Except that the local and global sit together, and we have to get a political handle on both. Nor is this a new problem. Delivering newspapers one morning in 1962 before going to school, at the height of the Cuban missile crisis, the headline in the Daily Telegraph (the only Telegraph on my round, delivered to a gloomy bungalow) proclaimed: ‘World on the Brink.’ I remember thinking that I might not be able to come home that day as the world could be destroyed by nuclear warfare while I was at school. We required politics to save us then, and it is no less needed to save us now. Yet politics has to be able to show that it matters, that it can make a difference on the big issues and bring unaccountable power to heel, or people will increasingly give up on it and just cultivate their own gardens.
         
 
         It may be that the kind of politics that dominated the twentieth century – with its roots in mass parties, organising ideologies and representative institutions – is in the process of being replaced by something else. The academic John Keane has recently coined the term ‘monitory democracy’ to describe this new dispensation. In this view, politics increasingly becomes the preserve of a class of professional politicians, sustaining themselves with all the techniques now at their disposal, and their activities are watched over by a network of scrutiny bodies of various kinds, both official and unofficial. There seems to me to be a good deal of truth in this description and there are many worse ways of doing politics. If we nevertheless feel uneasy about it – and what it means for representative democracy and democratic citizenship – then we had better try to do something about it.
         
 
         It is not a matter of dumping representative democracy, as antiquated and irrelevant, but of making it work better. It has to become richer and thicker. Just giving someone a vote every few years and letting the politicians get on with it is not an adequate model for a mature democracy. Nor does it have to be, now that the contents of the democratic toolkit are so enlarged, offering new opportunities for communication and involvement. This is a challenge for our political institutions, but also for the conduct of our politics as a whole, which can itself be democratised.
 
         We could start by doing politics in a rather different way. Even as a participant I was turned off by the ritual name-calling and reflex adversarialism that too often passes for political debate, so it is not surprising if the electorate is. The routine predictability of political exchanges (conducted in their own sterile language) is depressing. As Anthony King once remarked: ‘Anyone switching on the radio in the morning, however blearily, can instantly tell whether the person being interviewed is a politician or not.’ There is plenty to argue about – including big questions about the state and the market – but just playing the old tribal games does not help us very much. Honest grown-up argument that does not just involve trotting out a party line would be a tonic for our politics. I have long been a political reformer (and still am), but have become convinced that unless we learn to do politics differently, then merely institutional reforms will not work. This is emphatically not an argument for consensus, but it is an argument for some intellectual (and political) honesty.
         
 
         Politics in Britain is already changing, rapidly and unexpectedly, as a result of the 2010 election. Old truths (about the first-past-the-post electoral system delivering majority governments and about the British not liking coalitions) have turned out to be convenient fictions. A new sort of politics is in the making, and people seem to like it (though this is not the same as liking what it does). The political world is turned upside down; what seemed like a temporary arrangement of political necessity begins to look like a durable alteration in the British way of doing politics. In the plural politics of coalition, differences are acknowledged and negotiated (posing a challenge for a media culture that lives off discovering ‘splits’ and exposing ‘U-turns’). Manifesto promises become bargaining positions. Politics becomes more fluid and less monolithic.
 
         None of this was planned. It happened because the electoral system could no longer prop up a party system eroded by a more fragmented electorate. For as long as the first-past-the-post electoral system produced a majority, its lack of proportionality could be overlooked on the grounds that it delivered a government that could govern and a clear line of accountability (in Bagehot’s memorable phrase, a form of rule that was ‘come-at-able’). Once this was no longer the case, then this intellectual support necessarily fell away. It used to be argued that electoral reform would be required to make politics change; it is now argued that it is because  politics has changed that electoral reform is needed. Despite the emphatic rejection by referendum of the Alternative Vote in 2011, this argument is unlikely to go away. Parties doing business with each other, co-operating as well as competing, begins to feel like the norm rather than the exception. There is a real opportunity in all of this to do politics very differently.
         
 
         Yet none of this will matter ultimately if the purpose of politics is forgotten, or the activity becomes so disparaged or neglected that it ceases to perform its democratic function. Some of the most profound aspects of life have nothing to do with politics: ‘How small, of all that human hearts endure, that part that laws or kings can cause or cure’, as Dr Johnson put it. We should protect ourselves from the political obsessive (as I undoubtedly once was) and keep politics away from those parts of life where it does not belong. Yet when all this is said and done, the fact remains that politics is the place where a society grapples with its common concerns – and that place needs to be kept in a good state of repair.
 
         That requires us to be citizens, not just consumers. This was the classical ideal of an engagement with public affairs – the realm of res publica – that naturally sat alongside the world of private, family and business concerns. That is what a citizen did. Not to take an interest in public matters was not to be a fully rounded human being. It was an abdication of social responsibility not to be prepared to share the burden of public office. We could decide to give up on all this, to retreat into our own gratifications and the satisfactions of the market, and contract out the public realm to somebody else – some think that is what is happening now and what the culture of our times encourages – but this means giving up on the continuing public conversation about the nature of a good society and the terms on which we live together that politics enables us to have.
         
 
         It is this conversation that sits behind all the immediate issues that provide the daily diet of political argument – all the taxing and spending decisions and all the policy choices – and gives them context and meaning. Michael Foot wrote of Aneurin Bevan that he ‘converted the small change of politics into large principles’, and that is what political leadership should endeavour to do. Too often we seem just to have the small change, with the large principles wheeled out only for special occasions; making the connection, in a way that is authentic, is the real political challenge.
 
         Governing is tough, and in many ways it has become much tougher. It is not surprising that politicians often express frustration (as Tony Blair did in his ‘feral beasts’ speech) with a climate of commentary that suggests all problems are straightforward and only politicians’ idiocy prevents them being tackled. The more complicated truth is that many problems are intractable; and that policy frequently involves adopting a least-worst course of action. This is not something that newspaper editors or academics have to face up to; but it is what politicians have signed up for. However, they do not help themselves, or the intelligent conduct of politics, by playing the game of pretending that they have all the right answers or that their political opponents have all the wrong ones.
         
 
         The pressures at the top of politics are now relentless, making it difficult (but ever more necessary) to carve out a strategic space in which directions can be set and stuck to. The days of Harold Macmillan taking to his bed with a Trollope in the afternoon are, sadly, long gone. At the same time, the old solidarities that structured life in the early post-war period – war, class, work, community, behaviour, family and faith – have weakened and fragmented. The social underpinnings of collective life have become badly frayed. As a constituency Member of Parliament, this was brought home to me on a daily basis. People turn to the state because somebody has to pick up the pieces, but it can only do so inadequately. David Cameron’s ‘big society’ is offered as a response to this; although it is difficult to see how his ‘broken society’ provides the materials for it. When I went to visit a little Baptist chapel in my constituency that was celebrating its centenary, I was told how it had been built by miners in a matter of weeks. They came up from the pit at the end of their shift and got on with building their chapel. This is the kind collective self-help that really does represent a big society.
         
 
         There is wide agreement that some fundamental rethinking is required, but less consensus on which political traditions can best contribute to this. Neither the state nor the market has covered itself in recent glory. As yet it is unclear what the new solidarities that provide the basis for collective action (and political choice) might be, or how they might be formed. The daily political knockabout goes on, and there is no shortage of issues to fight about, but at the same time there is an absence of any kind of theory that can provide the basis for a new political direction to fit the condition in which we now find ourselves. We should be honest about this, rather than pretending that old certainties are still intact, and in an open and enquiring way set about the task of remedying the deficiency. Unless we are content for politics to revert to a mere game between the Ins and Outs of a political class – which for my generation it was not – the need for the kind of intellectual reconstruction that can frame political choices is both necessary and urgent.
         
 
         What is clear, though, is that we want good people to take an active part in political life (there are plenty of bad people who will always want to). It seems to me that far too little attention is paid to the process of political recruitment that provides the small class of professional politicians from which governments are drawn. We could start by deciding what we think ‘good’ means – in terms of competence and experience, certainly, but also (and perhaps especially) of integrity and judgement – and then make sure that there is a party (and public) recruitment process that properly tests this, weeding out the worst kind of political careerist. It is hard – probably too hard – to remove politicians once they are in, just as it is difficult for the public to know what politicians are really like or what they get up to. In my experience some of the very best people (in all senses) are to be found in political life; but also some others (many fewer, fortunately) who could not really be safely trusted to walk a dog. The mystery is not how the latter were elected, but how they were selected. How we get politicians, and how we get rid of them, should be taken much more seriously than it currently is.
 
         This takes us back to Tony Blair. At the end of his memoir he declares his belief that ‘the way we run Westminster or Whitehall today is just not effective in a twenty-first-century world’. That is worth listening to, coming from a long-serving Prime Minister. Then he goes on to say that ‘the debate … focuses exclusively on the issues of honesty, transparency and accountability as if it were a character problem. It isn’t. It’s an efficiency problem.’ The trouble with this is that good government is about efficiency and integrity, exercising power as well as holding power to account – good government requires good accountability. These dual responsibilities should not be seen as alternatives, as they too often are, but as the indispensable constituents of a well-functioning polity. If Tony Blair had seen this more clearly, instead of just being irritated and frustrated by what he saw as distracting process issues, then he may have avoided some of his more obvious difficulties.
         
 
         There will never be a shortage of politicians (though there may be a shortage of good ones). Far more serious is the need to ensure a culture of democratic citizenship that makes everyone, in some sense, a citizen-politician. This is the only real antidote to the development of a separate political class. It requires a vibrant civic culture, a sustained and continuous civic conversation; yet what we have is much closer to a civic crisis. The causes go deep, and are not confined to this country, but there are specific features of the British political tradition – the top-down adversarialism, a fragile public realm, an enfeebled Parliament, an unrepresentative electoral system, weak local democracy, a corrosive media culture – that have contributed to the malaise. Each will need to be remedied if the civic tradition is to be reconstructed.
 
         It is in the nature of citizenship that it has to be regularly practised if it is to be kept in good condition. Inactivity soon produces atrophy. That is why it is worth exploring ways in which opportunities for democratic involvement can be enlarged and a culture of citizenship nourished. The alternative is to leave the activity of politics to a professional political class and to settle for the role of subject-consumer. This would be to abandon a whole conception of what it means to be a citizen. The writer Raymond Williams once said that ‘culture is ordinary’. In a healthy democracy doing politics would be ordinary too, which is how it seemed to me when I first encountered it, those many years ago.
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