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Prologue


A Constitutional Crisis




The cleverest politician cannot subjugate those who only wish to be free.


Jean-Jacques Rousseau





When Britain’s finance-dominated economic model collapsed in 2007 and the state bailed out the banks, what in normal times passes unremarked became undeniable. The state is the single most important factor in determining the distribution of material goods within the territory it controls. Through the operations of the central bank and the institutions of law enforcement, the state stood revealed as the ultimate arbiter of outcomes in the economy. The state enabled grand larceny in the financial sector and then coordinated the getaway.


Mainstream coverage has shied away from what the collapse taught us. Rather than denying what is plainly true those who dominate public speech have taken refuge in nonsense. The BBC tells us that quantitative easing is like putting ‘imaginary petrol’ in our cars.1 Politicians resort to the occult principle ‘as above, so below’, and talk about ‘the nation’s credit card’ or they exploit the Sadean possibilities of concepts like austerity.2 When particularly lurid crimes come to light they are dubbed scandals.3 It is a symptom of the crisis in which we find ourselves that public speech regularly descends into desperate euphemism and appeals to magical thinking.


But despite all the extravagantly misleading analogies, the secret is out. The state allocates rewards and applies penalties. It inflicts pain and confers pleasure, exults some character types and forms of conduct, degrades others. It seeks to determine who knows what, and who can speak with some expectation of being heard. Around it congregate legitimating stories that are also tickets to sustenance for the tellers. The state seethes with mutually reinforcing fictions and fantasies. These stories form part of the state. They are how business is conducted, how the show goes on.


The state is avid for facts about the population and energetically infiltrates a nominally independent civil society. It finds, and lavishly rewards, partners in a nominally private economy. As I write, civilized men and women in official agencies are doing their best to ensure that nothing threatens what they understand to be national security. Yet their account of what constitutes national security is as secret as their work to defend it.


The bailout of the financial sector and the subsequent revelations of widespread criminality in the political and economic directorate mark the beginning of a constitutional, as well as an economic, crisis. After all, bankocracy is a form of the state and replacing it will entail deep constitutional change. This is not widely acknowledged in the easily available circuits of communication. Instead we have been subjected to an energetic exercise in distraction, in which themes that appeal to an unreformed public opinion are being mobilized to prevent the obvious from becoming politically relevant.


Our current arrangements can no longer be defended by anything resembling a reasonable argument. And those who dominate speech no longer try. Instead they use a mixture of cheap tricks and esoteric learning to keep the population befuddled and divided. The Coalition government has pitted public sector workers against private sector workers and mobilized resentment against welfare recipients and immigrants. The Labour opposition has refrained from questioning the fundamentals of the government’s programme and has been content to wait until the 2015 election, when it will promise hope and change without troubling voters with too many details. It can scarcely afford to be too explicit, given its own responsibility for the financial sector’s wholesale collapse, and its continuing commitment to a political settlement that converts public passivity into extravagant financial sector profits.


Though this shared crisis management has so far been successful, there are grounds for thinking that it is the kind of success that begets failure. The state is openly acting to preserve the power and wealth of the financial sector. The financial interest has become, in the official mind, the national interest. For politicians to talk about market forces and administrative expertise now seems ridiculous. Their efforts to impersonate the ruled are falling flat.


In a system that prides itself on its representativeness this is a problem. People are on the brink of wondering if the state that underpins and protects a few favoured interests might be remade as an instrument for securing the common good. They will remain on the brink for years yet. This is the heart of the constitutional crisis: we no longer recognise the impersonation of the national mood offered by Parliament via the BBC.


How this crisis is resolved will determine the future of the country. The odds will always favour what R.H. Tawney called ‘the oldest and toughest plutocracy in the world’. But the outcome is only foregone if we decide that it is. The current arrangements are indefensible and we all know it. Perhaps there is nothing we can do to change them. But not to try, not to draw on every resource we have, seems too disgusting to contemplate.




Introduction


The Needs of Oligarchy




We have been taught not to like things. Finally somebody said it was


OK to like things. This was a great relief.


David Byrne





This book argues that republican doctrines and habits of mind provide valuable resources for those who want Britain to become more democratic, more equal, and more truly prosperous. They also provide a means of uniting the fragmented majority that wishes an end to bankocracy and the regime of crime. It sets out to convince by first subjecting the existing constitution to a process of destructive description, and by then drawing the outlines of a modern republican constitution. Anything useful will be soiled with much use. Republicanism is no exception and, if The Magic Kingdom is to persuade, it must scrape away some of the junk.


The argument does not concern itself much with the monarchy. But the standard meanings of the words ‘republic’ and ‘republicanism’ in British English oblige me to say something about the Crown. It is never easy to forget that Britain has a crowned head of state. In 2012 the Diamond Jubilee and the London Olympics made it impossible. We saw our Queen on a barge on the Thames and apparently leaping from a helicopter into the jamboree for the New Jerusalem that was the games’ opening ceremony. The Prime Minister David Cameron made the connection explicit in his New Year message in 2012:




The coming months will bring the global drama of the Olympics and the glory of the Diamond Jubilee. Cameras and TV channels around the planet will be recording these magnificent events. It gives us an extraordinary incentive to look outward, look onwards and to look our best: to feel pride in who we are and what – even in these trying times – we can achieve.1





Cameron is on easier terms with the Palace than any of his recent predecessors. He sees in the institution a device with which to reconcile the country to the austerity – ‘these trying times’ – he claims is necessary. More profoundly, he wants to use the monarchy to bind people to an economic and political settlement in which the power of the financial interest is confirmed and the reorganization of British society begun by Margaret Thatcher is made permanent.


The Coalition government, backed by much of the rest of the British apparatus, the Loyal Opposition, the press and the BBC, used first the Jubilee and then the Olympic games to promote the idea of Britain as the shared endeavour of diverse peoples. For a precious few weeks in the summer of 2012 the roars from the stadium drowned out discussion of a shaky government’s controversial programme. It was a lesson well learnt. In the years ahead the emotional resources of monarchy will be deployed in defence of a political order that can survive only so long as that discussion is deferred.


Most British people are happy enough to have a crowned head of state. According to a Guardian/ICM poll in May 2012 69% of the public think the country ‘would be worse off without the monarchy, while 22% say the country would be better off’.2 Support for abolition has been steady at around 20% for the last two decades according to Ipsos Mori. In the Jubilee year this fell to 13%.3 Given these figures, efforts to recapture the Olympic spirit of wordless unity will doubtless continue to give the Queen a high billing. In 2014 the Crown can be expected to take a prominent role in commemorations of the outbreak of the First World War.4


Those who want to abolish the monarchy and replace the Queen with an elected President go by the name of republicans. They can occasionally be heard in the responsible media, as voices of complaint at moments of national celebration. In the highly choreographed exchanges that characterise public life in Britain, the appearance of monarchy calls for its proper, dissenting response. Someone will be found to insist that the country will never be right until it more like somewhere else, France, say, or the United States. The conventions observed, both sides go about their business. The great majority of sensible people enjoy themselves, taking pleasure in the way the world is, while an eccentric few have another kind of fun, gnawing away at their sour abstractions. This is how we like our controversies, predictable and reassuring. Cosy. My intention here is to describe another, less familiar and more substantial, republicanism.


It might seem strange to deny that republicanism and anti-monarchism are the same thing. But there is something much stranger about a political culture that can only bring itself to discuss republicanism in the context of its vestigial monarchy. The extent to which we conflate anti-monarchism and republicanism in Britain, or more precisely in England, is highly unusual, even unique. It is as though the continued existence of the monarchy in its current form gives us permission not to think seriously about the systems of government that have replaced it almost everywhere else in the world.


Instead of discussing the substance of public sovereignty – what it means for a people to be self-governing, what it means for a people to be effectually free – we content ourselves with a debate about the personal qualities of the Queen, the antics of some of the more spirited members of her family and the relative merits of continuity and modernity. Republicanism is reduced to a manageable scale, to become a particularly eccentric faction of liberal opinion. Here too, public speech takes on an air of nursery nonsense. Anti-monarchists calling themselves republicans propose changes to the constitution that are not in formal terms republican and that would confirm the power of a small number of politicians, civil servants and private actors.


Some critics of the monarchy worry about the culture of deference that the institution promotes. A hereditary head of state makes a mockery of the idea that we are the authors of our own destiny and legitimates a much wider pattern of inherited privilege. The institution stifles ambition and poisons social relations. But if we want equality of opportunity, then the evidence suggests that equality of condition is the most pressing consideration. Denmark manages to have a monarchy and high levels of social mobility. But it is also much more equal than Britain. America is a fitfully democratic republic and is even more unequal than Britain. Most people aren’t persuaded that abolition is the royal road to social justice and they are right to be sceptical.


Others argue that, by appearing to stand above party competition, the monarchy legitimates the content of that competition, that it keeps controversy in proper bounds. Its claim to be apolitical puts electoral politics in its place and protects a very particular, and highly political, idea of the nation. If you oppose monarchy you can be denounced for hating your country. Meanwhile, gigantic powers – the military and the intelligence agencies, the Bank of England, the institutions of law and order, offshore finance in the City and the Crown Dependencies – huddle in the shadow cast by a diminished crown.


There is more to this idea. But the monarchy serves an even more consequential purpose. It draws attention away from the core of the existing constitution and acts as flypaper for the radical imagination. The person and personality of the monarch obscure and protect the Crown-in-Parliament, the organizing principle and sovereign power of an unreformed and deeply exotic state. The monarchy enrages and befuddles the opponents of the existing order and pushes them to oppose the great majority of their fellow citizens. Advocates of democracy blunder into a vote they cannot win. Principled opposition to the current shambles is tempted into irrelevance by the continued existence of the Crown.


Every oligarchy faces the same problem. It must prevent those it excludes from uniting and demanding inclusion. So it tries to ensure that the majority fails to understand it. Further, it seeks to obscure the form of government that haunts and terrifies it, republicanism at full stretch, what we might call the maximum republic. But while the problem is the same everywhere, each oligarchy must find its particular, usually national, solution. The British version of oligarchy has an important asset in the Crown.


In America the nation and the flag, the military and the Christian faith are all pressed into service, in order to prevent a formally sovereign people from discovering and exerting themselves in their own interest. Empire frustrates republic through a constant exertion, a costly and elaborate regimentation of sentiments both liberal and conservative, blue and red.5


In Britain, too, oligarchy survives through astute appeals to both conservative and liberal impulses. Red and blue again, even if the colour scheme is reversed. But the monarchy supplies part, an important part, of the necessary obfuscation, by acting as a focus, a point of obsession, for the reforming imagination. The English republican is permitted public speech only to rail against Ruritanian incidentals. The great, apparently casual, popularity of the Queen prevents discussion of the origins and structure of power. The Queen is both the most conspicuous element of the unreformed constitution and worst place to begin the work of reform.


Republicanism in the strong sense I will describe is about much more than anti-monarchism. Indeed, it isn’t about anti-monarchism at all. This will strike some readers as eccentric or even offensive. But it ought not to be so impossibly difficult to imagine that a fully sovereign people might want to keep a crowned head of state. I am willing to leave the decision to a body politic that understands its options and is free to decide for itself. If such a body politic wants the Crown to remain while insisting on its own supreme power, this should hold no terrors for a republican. Whether the Crown would accept such an arrangement is another matter entirely.6


Republicanism seeks to remake the state as the shared possession and achievement of a sovereign public. Once we consider republicanism in these terms, we do not have to choose between a popular monarch and a republic.7 Radical change to the constitution of the state, and hence to the distribution of knowledge and power, need not abandon the inherited forms. It does not have to set itself against the affections of the majority. On the other hand, a republicanism that inveighs against cakes and ale holds few terrors for our masters.


Our options are not exhausted by sentimentality about the person of the monarch and its mirror image, outrage at this same sentimentality. We can very easily find a place for a crowned head of state in a thoroughly republican constitution. But those hostile to monarchy too often lend the little weight they have to the momentous confusion they say they oppose. It is time to do without the satisfactions of an essentially phony confrontation, so we can grasp the conflict that matters, between democracy and oligarchy.


At the moment the opponents of oligarchy in Britain are divided and preoccupied at best, at worst actively hostile to one another. Republicanism can provide the majority with a shared critique of the existing order and a coordinating agenda. But it will only do so if it is understood in terms that reach beyond the flesh of appearances into the guts of how our lives are currently administered by others.


The natural, unforced meaning of the word republican in Britain tells us something about the country’s unacknowledged legislation, the poetry through which the existing order convinces itself and others. A few know that republicanism is not the same as anti-monarchism. For the most part they are tucked up tight inside the tangle that this book aims to unpick. If those of us on the outside can grasp the distinction then we begin to articulate a new constitution.


The current organization of the state, consisting as it does of a mass of statutes, habits, immemorial principles and hasty improvisations, provides a playground for a certain species of conniving intelligence. What is uncodified can be slyly deformed in what is sometimes, revealingly, called the national conversation. The first two chapters of The Magic Kingdom set out to describe the governing settlement and the political economy over which it presides, the better to appreciate both their strangeness and their coherence.


We’re not supposed to pay much attention to these things. They are meant to go without saying. But we need to talk plainly about our system of government, even if doing so can seem simple-minded or impolite. The obscurity of our arrangements provides cover for rampant criminality and abuse. Public life takes the form of a series of carefully organized robberies and assaults, in which the political order is thoroughly implicated. In such circumstances the act of description transforms what it describes, by drawing attention to the tacit understandings and whispered asides that form part of its fabric. Meanwhile reticence and irony serve as pillars of the unreformed state.


The Magic Kingdom sets out the form and merits of republican government and suggests how republican principles might be embodied in a new constitution, a new relationship between the state and the people. This is not a matter of making Britain more like somewhere else, like France or the United States. Nor is it a matter of tidying up some of the messier anachronisms. It is about establishing a maximally republican form of government, in which each citizen has both power and the knowledge needed to exercise it.


Republicanism consists in common ownership of the state. But the scale and composition of the political nation has changed since republican principles were discussed in classical Rome, renaissance Florence and revolutionary America. Thanks to advances in scientific and technological understanding, nations have become immeasurably more wealthy and productive. States have become larger and more complex, their power far greater. The conditions of common ownership can only be satisfied if we take into account this new power and complexity.


Popular ownership of the modern state will not be secured if we limit ourselves to the established categories of classical constitutionalism. There is more to a constitution than the legislature, the executive and the judiciary. The systems of communication, subsidy and credit are achievements of state power, as are the artificial persons that dominate material production and exchange. At the moment when such things are mentioned at all they are usually treated as matters for technocratic administration, as facts of nature, or as the unchallengeable outcome of competition in free markets. In this way much of our political discussion becomes a kind of efficient gibberish, wrong but useful. Republicanism itself must be thoroughly renovated if the idea of the state as a common possession is to be more than a pious-sounding fraud. If we do not encompass the whole of the constitution of the state in our discussion we are only tinkering.8


There’s more to this work of revision. Republicanism has its origins in a world of radical inequality and violent prejudice. There is much that is repulsive in it. The patriarchal and elitist assumptions that riddle the republican tradition need to be picked out if its fundamental principles, and the energy they generate, are to be made generally available. A republicanism worth having is a feminist, anti-racist and egalitarian republicanism.


If we reject republicanism outright because of its history we give up useful resources. Worse, we leave those resources in the exclusive possession of those who think us unworthy of public status and will do all they can to keep us confused and disunited. Better to take reasoned and unsentimental possession of a tradition that, for all its many faults, has magnificence in it.


Not only that, republicanism has found expression in English, in ways that make it useful here and now. We are unlikely to persuade our fellow citizens if we set ourselves against what they know and love about where they live. Our current rulers work hard to exploit the affections of those they rule and set them against any change in conditions. With a little care we can align the desire to belong with the inclination to be free.9


The final chapter sets out how a republican agenda in Britain might be advanced over the next few years. The referendum in Scotland and the General Election in 2015 both offer opportunities to those who no longer wish to make their lives in a crime scene. But it is in a properly republican programme that the best chance of successful reform resides. An independent Scotland that reproduces the Westminster model in one country is less attractive than a Scotland in which each citizen has an equal share in the state, and where public debate includes, and indeed centres on, the vital interests of the people as a whole.


By breaking the silence that surrounds the constitution the Scots threaten more than the Union with England. They are disturbing the complexes of sentiment and consent on which the unreformed state in Westminster rests. In the aftermath of the referendum on Scottish independence there is a chance that constitutional reform will re-emerge as a political cause in the rest of the United Kingdom. The Scots will not secure English, Welsh or Northern Irish liberty. But the movement for Scottish independence poses a threat to oligarchy in all of the United Kingdom. After all, if the Scots can escape Westminster-Whitehall, the City of London, and the BBC, then why can’t everyone else?


As things stand the general election will take place less than a year after the referendum. We now have the means to communicate among ourselves and find common ground in ways we have only just begun to appreciate. The old methods of control have withered and the new ones are not yet securely in place. Competition in the Parliamentary system is not sufficient as a response to problems that cannot be addressed adequately by the powers of a Parliamentary majority. But a republican movement that resists the blackmail implicit in our electoral system and engages with it nevertheless will threaten the existing parties with extinction. This threat of extinction in turn will make possible the deep reform we need. Parliament is not a prize to be won, it is a puzzle to be solved, one constituency at a time.


Edmund Burke wrote that ‘it is more easy to change an administration than to reform a people’.10 But while reform might be difficult it is necessary. We are what the unreformed constitution has made us, with its schools and newspapers, with its tunes and turns of phrase. If we want to change the constitution, we must first change ourselves. This means setting aside the temptation to identify with national politicians chosen by the dominant parties and made familiar through the operations of the print and broadcast media. It means taking advantage of the opportunities to communicate and coordinate with others online while remaining wary of the techniques of surveillance and manipulation now being piloted. The republican tradition offers us a way out from the nauseating complicity and insinuating appeals to sentiment that characterise so much of our public life. It is, as we shall see, a tradition characterised by suspicion as well as candour. We will need both in the years ahead.


This, then, is a republican text that is not anti-monarchist. The mere fact that we have a crowned head of state does not seriously impede the creation of a substantive republic, or a socialist commonwealth for that matter. To imagine that it does opens up a vast field for the exercise of a style. It is fun to cry ‘death to kings’ and spit defiance at hereditary privilege. Readers looking for such a thing can find it in Christopher Hitchens’ The Monarchy: A Critique of Britain’s Favourite Fetish. First published in 1990 it is as fresh and urgent now as it was then. Which tells you most of what you need to know about romantic anti-monarchism.11 There is more fun to be had in the patient discovery of our current arrangements, even more in the steady work of replacing them.


While the politics of Britain suggest that it is time to revise these arrangements, the economics loudly insist on it. For more than a decade the state-owned Bank of England allowed the financial sector to increase the supply of credit and run up unsustainable debts. Once confidence collapsed the same state-owned institution reduced real interest rates below zero and spent £375 billion buying bonds from the country’s bloated and anaemic banks. What was blandly called a programme of quantitative easing saved those who caused the problem in the first place. Since then the Coalition government has shifted the costs incurred onto the rest of the population.


We are accustomed to hearing that constitutional reform is not a ‘bread and butter’ issue. But the powers of a country’s central bank are a matter of deep constitutional significance. The £375 billion created by the Bank of England could buy enough loaves to reach from here to Mars and back, with change for butter.12 Quantitative easing is only the latest variation on the theme of financial sector dominance. This dominance was established, and has been maintained, through the actions of state institutions. These institutions have caused some to win and ensured that others lost. All this passes unremarked in constitutional debate because constitutional debate has become a site of mystification and misdirection. The main parties will not draw our attention to the relevant facts. We do not help matters if we keep our attention fixed on the House of Windsor, that light from a long dead star.


The Magic Kingdom is a response to local conditions. It is an attempt to challenge a particular oligarchical arrangement. But what happens in Britain is not a merely local matter. Just as Prussia was once described as an army with its own country, modern Britain is best understood as a complex of globalised finance companies with its own country. The business coalition represented by the City of London is dedicated to the cause of free trade in a regime of private property. In Geoffrey Ingham’s words, the City seeks to remove ‘the substantive obstacles to absolutely free exchange which the existence of independent nation states presents’.13
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