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For my parents


		

	
		
			
We thought, because we had power, we had wisdom.

Stephen Vincent Benét
Litany for Dictatorships, 1935


		

	
		
			“I met Mr. Kane outside. He said they came again last night,” Cassie said as she walked through the door and flopped onto a chair in the living room.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“What did they want this time?”

			“Oh, the usual, do I still think the way I did ten years ago, am I a member of any protest group, what colour is my underwear?”

			“Dad!”

			“Sorry sweetie, it’s just getting a bit ridiculous now, that’s all.”

			“Why are they still doing this if you haven’t done anything wrong?”

			“It’s more about letting me know they’re there.”

			“Why?”

			“The kind of things I used to write are not appreciated anymore. They want to make sure I understand that and don’t get involved in anything.”

			“Are you?” she said, getting up to go to the kitchen.

			“What do you think?”

			“I don’t know anymore, what we’re taught at school suggests that anyone who ever disagreed with the government should be shunned.”

			“Is that what counts as learning these days? Are you going to spurn your father because of his supposed mistakes?”

			“I guess not,” she said, smiling as she walked back in with an apple, “but it is a bit confusing. I sometimes don’t know what’s right or wrong anymore.”

			“That’s not unusual at your age you know. You’re still growing up, trying to work out the world for yourself. True, life in today’s Britain can be a bit bewildering but you’re just going to have to get on with it I’m afraid.”

			“That’s not really the puzzling part. I remember hearing you and Mum talk when you still lived at home. You often spoke about how things were in the old days, how you wouldn’t have had to go through all of this just to do your job.”

			“You were much younger then, maybe you didn’t understand everything.”

			“Yes, but I’m seventeen now so you can probably stop patronising me. I think I’m old enough to get it.”

			“Perhaps it’s time we chucked you out on the street to fend for yourself as well then.”

			“Hah hah, you’re so funny.”

			“Alright, settle down now. How’s your mother?”

			“She’s fine.”

			Cassie ruminated for a few seconds before speaking again.

			“Dad?”

			“Yes, my dearest darling daughter?”

			“Why are things the way they are?”

			“How do you mean?”

			“You both talked all the time about politics and the economy and how bad life was getting for people, or how much the country had changed from the one you grew up in. I don’t really get it, what’s so different now?”

			“Some of it is just age sweetie. People often yearn for more carefree times, which tend to be when they were younger, but the last thirty years or so have seen some big changes in how everyone lives. We don’t have the same opportunities we once had. It depends on your point of view I suppose, but I think we’ve moved in the wrong direction.”

			“How?”

			“The increasingly wide gap between us and our rulers, both socially and financially, or the lack of faith most people have in the organisations that are supposed to protect us. Those ideas weren’t always so ingrained. It’s hard to pin down to specifics but having lived through the shift, it’s difficult not to feel a bit nostalgic.”

			“That’s what I really don’t understand. I’ve heard almost nothing about this glorious past and at school we learn about the splendid present, so I can’t connect the two. It’s like everything that happens to you. I sense something isn’t quite right and I constantly feel like bad things are going to happen.”

			“I think you should worry more about your final year in school, which isn’t too far away.”

			“Why, there’s not much to look forward to afterwards.”

			“What do you mean? You’ll be off to university hopefully and ...”

			“Don’t change the subject. Why won’t anyone tell me?”

			“Who have you asked?”

			“Just you and Mum.”

			“Ok, let’s keep it that way.”

			“Why?”

			“Don’t worry about it. Just don’t go questioning people too much about this sort of stuff.”

			“See, that’s the problem. All you ever say is not to worry about it. It’s like I can’t think for myself. You’ve always said you need all the information to see the truth. Why is this different?”

			“That’s not what this is about. It’s just ... better if you don’t know.”

			“Really? I’ve lost one of my closest friends and my father disappears regularly, sometimes for days at a time, just to point out a couple of things I know for sure. What frustrates me is why. Why are you the enemy?”

			“I’m not the enemy Cassie. I’m just another convenient scapegoat.”

			“See, let’s start there, I’ve no idea what that means.”

			“Cassie, why do you think I get bothered so much? It’s because I know too much. I don’t want to put you in the same position.”

			“I can take care of myself.”

			“Maybe, but this is different.”

			“I wouldn’t tell anyone what you told me.”

			“I know sweetie, I trust you. That’s not the problem.”

			“Then what is?”

			“No matter what I tell you, there will always be information out there that will try to disprove what I’m saying. I’m not sure it’s going to help you deal with anything.”

			“Dad, I need to decide what I’m going to do for the rest of my life sometime in the next few months, and everything we get taught is about what we can bring to the future of the country, what part we can play in the next great steps of our nation. How can I decide what the best choice for me is if I don’t understand exactly what kind of place I’m supposed to be working for? Shouldn’t I know what I’m getting myself into?”

			I sat thinking for a few moments.

			“Ok. Look, I can tell you but there are two conditions.”

			“What?”

			“Firstly, you never tell anyone. Not your mother and especially not any of your friends. I think it’s right that you know so you can make up your own mind, but there are not that many people around that admit to knowing this stuff anymore and it can mark you out as being different, and that’s enough for the authorities to ask questions.”

			“Ok. And the second?”

			“You have to listen to it all, every last thing I say. If you want to know why The Stability System exists, then I’ll tell you, but no getting bored and giving up half way through.”

			“Ok, I get it.”

			“I hope so.”

			“Dad, don’t worry. I’ve listened to the way you and other adults talk about this too many times. It’s always in hushed tones and quiet corners. I get it, it’s secret. It’s a bit dangerous. I have to be careful.”

			“I’m beginning to think you should have spent more time asleep when you were younger and less sitting on the stairs listening to conversations that weren’t your business.”

			“Then how would I have ended up the well-rounded individual I am today?”

			“Shush now smart-arse, and make your father a cup of tea.”

			“So where do we start?” she said, getting up to put the kettle on.

			“With democracy.”

			“Oh, that again.”

			“Come on now, it’s important, that’s why I’ve told you a bit about it before,” I said, following her into the kitchen and sitting down. “I know it’s judged now as being unnecessarily cumbersome but at one time it was considered the best way of doing things. It was never perfect, but it was as close to fair as it could be.”

			“But surely now we’ve stopped using it, it no longer has any relevance to how we live our lives.”

			“Actually, that’s not quite true. It’s a question of history. You need to understand the last system and why it was discarded before you can understand the present one. You’re forgetting that democracy, after universal suffrage in the 1920s, survived for nearly a hundred years and the basic principles had been in use for centuries before that.”

			“What’s universal suffrage?”

			“Well, suffrage is the right to vote in an election and the universal part came about when women were given the same rights as men. From then on people accepted it as the best way of giving everyone in the country a say in how things were run. Sure, it had its faults but the basic theory of electing a representative for a group of people who would bring their thoughts, hopes and grievances to a central decision-making body was a sound principle. You understand how the country is run now, right?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“But you also know this system hasn’t been in use for very long.”

			“Yes, yes. What I don’t understand is why you think it’s so bad.”

			“Because I, and everyone else of my generation, grew up with something we consider better.”

			“That doesn’t answer my question. Why?”

			“People had some say in how Britain was governed back then. If you chose to vote, or protest, or sign a petition, you could at least say your views had been recorded and you’d taken an active part in the running of the country.”

			“Can’t we still do that? I mean, people still get to vote at least.”

			“Not in the same way, not at a national level. You do citizenship classes, don’t you? How do people make their opinions heard?”

			“I don’t know. The Central Cabinet make decisions about what‘s best for the country.”

			“And what if you don’t agree with what they decide?”

			“I hadn’t really thought about it.”

			“Nobody does anymore.”

			“Fine, but in school we were taught that it was too slow moving and restricted the ability of the country to prosper.”

			“That’s a very simplistic view but unfortunately one that also has an element of truth. It wasn’t necessarily the fault of the system though, just how it had been applied. It took hundreds of years to get to a point where everyone was able to have their say, so in some ways democracy was just a blip in the history of Britain.”

			“A century seems like more than a brief change.”

			“Perhaps when you’re seventeen but at fifty it doesn’t seem so much. To put it in perspective, the first steps towards democracy were taken in the thirteenth century. It took more than seven hundred years to get to universal suffrage but less than a hundred for it to disappear completely. Maybe it’s flippant to describe it as fleeting but the amount of time, thought and effort it took to get to a point where everyone could have a say seems wasted now. How much is written about all this in your school books?”

			“Maybe half a page or so.”

			“And what did your teacher say about it?”

			“Not a lot, he said we only really needed to be aware that it was the old method. It comes up now and again, but not in a very positive way.”

			“Doesn’t it surprise you that a system developed over hundreds of years only gets mentioned briefly when you’re learning about how the country works, especially as it was still in use until about a decade ago?”

			“I guess that’s a little strange, but isn’t the point that it’s discredited now, that it’s no longer fit for purpose?”

			“Well, that’s for you to decide.”

			“Why don’t they say more about it in school?”

			“I think we’ll probably get to that at some point. We should really start with the Magna Carta though, the set of thirteenth century documents which set out the principle of the rule of law.”

			“What’s that?”

			“It meant that everyone was entitled to a fair trial and no one was above the law, technically not even royalty. That may not seem important now, but the principle whereby anyone could be sent to jail was the first step in saying that everyone was equal, even though it only applied to an elite group at the time. More than four hundred years later the Bill of Rights strengthened the idea that people should have certain privileges enshrined in law. It was essentially the beginnings of what used to be referred to as civil liberties.”

			“What’s does that mean?”

			“That you have to ask that question is part of the problem. They were the freedoms the population as a whole had that couldn’t, or shouldn’t, be taken away. They were never really written down in one place but were made up of a bunch of things like the Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights, new laws, traditions and sometimes even just historical writings from the past that helped develop our ideas of democracy.”

			“It sounds a bit disorganised,” Cassie said as she put two mugs of tea on the kitchen table and sat down across from me.

			“It was, and it might have been a good idea to write it all down in one tidy document the way other countries did, but in fairness they often based their constitutions on the lessons learnt here.”

			“But we have one now don’t we?”

			“Not one that sets out the rights of individuals with respect to the state, which is what most do. Ours is a vague wishy-washy document that makes no real promises and was only written to pseudo-legally do away with history. It has no bearing on our ability to hold our rulers to account or any connection with what were once our rights.”

			“So why did democracy fall out of favour?”

			“It’s more complicated than that, it was more that it gradually became less acceptable to those who governed. It’s hard to pinpoint where exactly its demise began, it often depends on who you speak to. Historically, it may have started with Margaret Thatcher, the Prime Minister in the 1980s, but that’s so long ago that most people have forgotten the details. She certainly pushed the ideology of market forces shaping the country and went to war with the unions.”

			“They were responsible for destabilising the country according to our history teacher. Isn’t that why she had to defeat them?”

			“What you’re taught conveniently ignores the growth in poverty and inequality that took place in the eleven years she was in power, something that is still with us today and has plenty to do with the anti-union stance she promoted. While it’s true they were unpopular because they often held the country to ransom, that was no different to banks saying they were too big to fail when the 2008 crash happened. There are people still alive today who hate Thatcher for the way communities were ripped apart by her actions, but equally there are those who think she improved the country immensely by dragging the economy into the modern age. Because of her electoral success, the opposition found themselves gradually coming around to her way of thinking, which led us to where most people remember the demise of democracy beginning – when the Labour party took over in 1997.”

			“What was that again?”

			“It was one of the two main political groups that tended to win elections in the late twentieth and early part of this century. The other one was the Conservative party, often called the Tories. In theory they had very different views about how the country should be run, but in the mid 1990s they started to become more similar, as they were both very business friendly when traditionally only the Tories had been, and Labour had sided with unions and workers. Anyway, after about seventeen years of Tory rule, a guy called Tony Blair led Labour to a huge victory.”

			“That name’s familiar. How was that a turning point for democracy?”

			“Well, it wasn’t immediately, and really it was the combined efforts of Thatcher and Blair that prompted its downfall. He carried on her inequitable economic policies, and then added a few undemocratic twists of his own. In those days the cabinet was much the same as it is today, made up of the ministers in charge of departments, except they were elected, then chosen from the party which had a majority. The British government was in theory run by consensus, where the cabinet would discuss major issues facing the country and try and solve them together. Over time Blair began to lose interest in this and turned to advisers instead, meaning decisions about the country were being made not by a group of MPs but by unelected staff, something that was called a sofa government.”

			“A what?”

			“It was a term used to describe a less formal way of running the country, sitting around with your aides deciding policy rather than doing it the more formal way of consulting with ministers. There was nothing necessarily wrong with having a close group of advisers and discussing issues with them but they seemed to become more important in Blair’s government. Don’t get me wrong, he wasn’t the first to do this, but he took it to a different level, probably because he fancied himself as more of a US-style president than a British Prime Minister.”

			“Couldn’t he do what he wanted? Isn’t that what democracy was, politicians making decisions for the people.”

			“I suppose so, but it was a representation of it which didn’t conform to the traditional view.”

			“I’m not sure I understand. If he had been elected surely it was his right to do things as he saw fit.”

			“Yes and no, the rules and traditions of British democracy allowed a certain amount of autonomy for the Prime Minister but there were also restrictions on the role.”

			“Like what?”

			“There were four main ways he should have been held to account, by the public, press, parliament and his own party. Also, the judiciary had a say in the matter because in those days anybody could take the government to court to challenge something considered against the rule of law.”

			“That seems like a lot of ways to make sure he does what he should.”

			“Well, yes, but think about each one. Public opinion would show up in elections, protests and polls; freedom of the press was considered necessary so all politicians could be held to account; parliamentarians and political parties were in danger of being voted out of power if they didn’t support the rights and views of people. So the theory of democracy is very good, it’s just that in practice it relies on the goodwill of politicians not to push the limits too far.”

			“And this Tony Blair did?”

			“He did, but within the rules. Every government has done to a certain extent, no matter who was Prime Minister, but things seemed to get more high-handed under him. Once he got things started, it was easier for those that came after him to keep the laws already in place and in some cases expand them. Don’t get me wrong, he did some good things as well, it’s just the bad things were very bad.”

			“Such as?”

			“He’s remembered mostly now for the Iraq War.”

			“Oh, we did something about that in school. I knew I recognised his name from somewhere.”

			“Really, what does the Department for Education have to say about it?”

			“That it showed the value of a strong leader.”

			“Interesting twist, but not entirely accurate. Firstly he sent troops to Afghanistan after the attacks on New York in 2001. This was generally seen as ok as the scale of what happened was shocking to people who lived in Europe’s relatively secure bubble. When the case was made for going to war in Iraq two years later, public opinion was against it unless there was United Nations support, which never came. There were huge demonstrations, and many of his own party refused to back him, but he went ahead anyway. He cajoled parliament into voting for the war and presented evidence that was eventually proven to be seriously flawed. How many innocent civilians died is still disputed, but it was a lot. By the time US and British forces withdrew more than eight years later, one monitoring organisation had it at well over one hundred thousand, but those were only the ones they
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