
“Democracy is the bridge between diversity,
liberty and equality. The tensions between
difference and equality create a political
paradox – but democracy is the mechanism by
which we continually try to square the circle…
Democracy is both means and ends. It is a
weapon in the struggle for socialism and it is
the form in which socialism will be realised”
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The issue of democracy has become more important
to me. From a key political concern it has shifted to
become perhaps the central concern. It is both the
problem for left advance and the solution. It is the
means by which a social democracy will be created
and it is the form that a social democratic society will
take. If there is a crisis of democracy the answer is not
to be found in less democracy but more.

The idea for the pamphlet took root one night at an
abortive meeting of a North London Constituency
Labour Party. As Chair of Compass I was due to
address the meeting but it snowed in North London
that day and the transport system collapsed. Two or
three people turned up and we agreed to postpone
the meeting. But on the way out of the Labour Club a
stream of bird fanciers were carrying cages of exotic
birds into a packed and noisy downstairs hall. The bird
fanciers, it would seem, had a greater sense of
purpose and drive than the socialists. Changing the
world held less interest and commitment than fancying
budgies. Disaffection is not specific to this seat … it is
replicated across the country. How did this happen?
Why have politics and democracy become so
meaningless to the people it should matter most to?

This focus on our democratic future chimes with
the central thrust of thinking behind Compass. When
it was founded a little over a year ago the original
Compass statement covered a range of left issues:
equality, liberty, public services, the economy,
globalisation and the environment. But the thread
running through the statement, the answer to the
problems and challenges faced by the left, all revolved
around the issue of democracy. Compass is the
pressure group of the •democratic left•.

In writing this pamphlet two books by Richard Swift
and Colin Crouch have greatly helped my
understanding of the importance of democracy to the

left. More widely the work of Zygmunt Bauman, David
Marquand, Thomas Frank, Colin Leys, Christopher
Pierson, Hilary Wainwright, Tom Bentley, Stuart Hall
and Alan Finlayson have all had a big effect on what 
I think about democracy, governance, markets, the
public realm, citizenship and New Labour. The list of
recommendations for possible democratic advance at
the end of the pamphlet owe a great deal to The Future
of Democracy in Europe, a Green Paper for the Council
of Europe co-ordinated by Philippe Schmitter.

I would like to thank Deborah Mattinson and her
colleagues at Opinion Leader Research for their
professional work on the focus groups, the Joseph
Rowntree Reform Trust for their support for Compass,
Gavin Hayes, the National Organiser of Compass, for
all his unstinting work building the organisation, and all
the groups listed at the end of the pamphlet who have
supported Compass and the members who have
joined it. Finally, I would like to thank Daniel Leighton
for his ideas, support and comments on an early draft.

Thinking about democracy and markets has had 
a profound effect on me. For the last ten years I have
worked as a •Labour lobbyist•. When I started such
work, around the formative years of New Labour,
there was (and still is with some) a sense that we can
have it all … markets and democracy, economic
efficiency and social justice. My view now is that you
can•t. The march of the market denies the space for
democracy. This is not an argument about absolutes
but points of balance. The danger is not a mixed
economy but the development of a market oriented
mono-culture. There is nothing wrong with markets
per se … indeed they can be beneficial. But what they
can•t be is left to their own devices. Then their impact
on society becomes destructive.

In 1969 the phrase dare more democracywas used
by the then German Chancellor Willy Brandt to

www.compassonline.org.uk   info@compassonline.org.uk   [3]
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The Electoral Reform Society campaigns for a stronger democracy – 
one that encourages people to vote and gives them the expectation 
that their votes will really count.

That will require a change to an electoral system that:
■ allows for the representation of all significant opinions,
■ extends voter choice and 
■ makes the elected more accountable to the electorate.

So far, Labour can be proud of its record in constitutional reform.
When creating new institutions – the Scottish Parliament and the
London, Northern Ireland and Welsh Assemblies – it has recognised
the need to move away from the defective ‘first past the post’ method.
Now it’s time for a better voting system for Westminster as well.

ERS,
6 Chancel Street,
London 
SE1 0UU.

Tel: 020 7928 1622

Email: ers@reform.demon.co.uk
Web: www.electoral-reform.org.uk 



UNISON, the UK’s largest union
with over 1.3 million members,
want a manifesto for world
class public services. We want
the whole staff team to work
for the public good, not being
driven by market values, but by
Labour values.

■ public services not 
privatisation

■ fair employment contracts 
■ an end to child poverty 
■ closing the gender pay gap 
■ lifelong learning opportunities 
■ a minimum wage for 

16/17 year olds

UNISON – campaigning for a 
third Labour term

To find out more about UNISON’s priorities 
call: 020 7551 1759,

email: positivelypublic@unison.co.uk or visit:
www.unison.org.uk

To join UNISON call:
0845 355 0845
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