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To Change

There has been a remarkable change in the
style and tone of government since John Maor
became prime minister. Are we witnessing the
of anew kind of Conservatism?
David Marquand interviews Chris Patten

birt

Chris Patten was appointed chairman of the Conservative Party last November.
Previously he was secretary of state for the enivironment and minister for overseas
development. He entered parliament in 1979 asMPfor Bath. Heis46 and ismarried

with three daughters.

It has been argued that British pdlitics
tendsto movein cydes fram an individud-
igic phase to a collectivis phase and back
again. In the 40s you had a cdllectivist
phase the 50swere a mare individualigic
phase the 60s callectivis and adbvioudy
the 80s were a very individudidic phase
Do you think that we are nov moving badk
intoamorecollectivis phase?

No. And it's what gave me some encou-
ragement even during the darkest days
of last year. | recall the anecdote that
Bernard Donoughue tells, of going
round Parliament Square during the
1979 dection and Cdlaghan musing
about the inevitability of what was
about to hit them below the belt. Calla-
ghan saying, thereare occasionsin poli-
tics when there's atide running against
you and whatever you do you're out.
Now | have never fdt that there was a
tide running against the Conservative
Party, or Conservative ideas in that
sense. There hasn't been the mood for
labourism or socialism - whatever that
may be in the 90s - that there was for
the ideas that Mrs Thatcher and others
were articulating in the late 1970s. |
don't think there is much sign of intel-
lectual stirrings on the Left to produce
that sort of climatic change, nor do |
think that there is much fedling in the
country that the time has come to go
back to big spending, big taxing, big
bureaucracy.

Whet | do think is that if we can find,
more successfully than we've been able
to in the past, an English rhetoric for
what seems to come so naturally to the
German Christian Democrats, namely
the social market economy, then we're
on to a very substantial winner which

will, among other things, ensure that
John Mgjor is prime minister for rather
along time. | say that becausethereisa
feeling that while we need to continue to
apply some of the economic |essons that
we've been attempting to learn in the
1980s, there's dso a fedling that we
need to be more explicit about the social
responsibilities that should go with
successful individualism. We have to
emphasise both the importance of the
collective and the community and the
need to find ways of using market
mechani sms to run community services
more effectively without appearing in
the processto devalue those services.

Do you think thereare, within the palitical
tradition of this country, the mord and
intellectual resourcesto makethat kind of
Chrigian Demoarétic sodal marke rheto-
ric mean something to British people?

Advertisng men would say that we
were up against a problem with which
they were familiar. If you're sdlling
shampoo, they say, it's extremely diffi-
cult to sl it on the grounds that it's
both good for clearing up dandruff and
makes your hair lustrous. So, to con-
tinue an inadequate metaphor, they
would say it's inherently difficult to
argue a case for the socia market econ-
omy. People can understand the socia
bit and they can understand the market
bit but they can't see the two together. |
don't actualy think that's necessarily
right, and the challenge is to proveit's
not right. After al there are, inherent in
patterns of human behaviour, things
which underpin what should be a
straightforward argument to get across.
Hardly anybody, for example, attempts

to achieve even the most individudistic
thing without having a broader socia
sense. You climb a mountain because
mountains are there, and if you climb a
very high one you put a nationd flag on
thetop. | think it'saterribly inadegquate
way of looking at political philosophy to
assume such a split between the indi-
vidual and the collective or the com-
munity, because people operate in both
ways. | wrote in a widely-remaindered
book a few years ago that people in a
way express their individualism best in
groups larger than themselves, in their
family, in their church, their club and
their school, and the collective, the
socia, isimportant to theworking out of
your individualism. So that is a fairly
fundamental aspect of human behaviour
patterns. It doesn't seem to me that it
should be impossible for paliticians to
find away of encapsulating it in terms of
political argument. What may make it
more difficult for usin this country isthe
extent to which politica argument was
polarised into absurdities and was very
often ingtitutionalised into absurdities as
well, for example, the way such large
sections of industry were nationalised.

Do you think the social market concept that
you've just been talking about depends
upon individual people accepting in their
own lives, in their own behaviour, some
kind of responsibility to the community?
Can politicians do anything at all to foster
this sense of responsibility, or does it lead
to a rather awful preachy pie-in-the-sky
kind of paternalism which in fact is
counter-productive?

First of all it is Ssmply not an area or an
issue which any politician can leave
alone, for one very obvious utilitarian
reason: you have to ask yourself as a
politician why it is that every sort of
voluntary work organisation in this
country has been growing in member-
ship in the last few years except politi-
cal parties? Now that must tell you
something about human impulse, and it
must tell you something about the sort
of politica messages which the estab-
lished parties have been sending out to
people. But secondly, itisdifficult totry
to mobilise that activity without on the
one hand sounding preachy or on the
other sounding as though you wish to
shuffle off responsibilities which
should properly and legitimately be
carried by the state, or underpinned by
the state. Those are both difficulties for
politicians, but | have no doubt that we
should try to face up to them.

Oneway in particular inwhich govern-
ing politicians have to face up to them s
by establishing the legitimacy of those
organisations in the policy process. I've
been in two areas, the environment and
overseas development, where non-
governmental organisations play, both
in provision and in public education, a
crucia role. And not to try to involve
those organisations without either neut-
ering them or feeling neutered in the
process, is quite smply to cut onesdf
off from the action: and to so crab and
confine government that it behaves less
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imaginatively and less effectively than
it would otherwise. They are plainly
where a great deal of the vitality of our
community is. The greatest disappoint-
ment | had when | was an education
minister for a brief and not particularly
glorious period,was that parents weren't
already more involved and interested in
education. Now we're starting, | hope,
to find parents more prepared to come
forward and play apart in education.

It ssems to me that you are suggeging a
pditical style, perhaps something mare
than style, which is quite Sgnificantly dif-
ferent from that of the Thatche govern-
ments of the 80s. Aren't you asking for a
much more consnsud style of leadership
on thepart of government than you've had
in the las decade, a mucdh less confronta-
tional syle, a much lessradica yle. It's
not jugt government saying, 'Right, hereis
our agenda, were gang to gmash it
through, againg the oppogtion of veted
interests, it's govenment saying, 'Here
weve got some thoughts please tell us
what your thoughts are, let's hash them
out and discussthem and seeif we can find
omekind of comman ground'.

There's a tremendous amount in that
swhich I'd like to unpick. First of al, |
think it would be dangerous and wrong
if we wereto give the impression either
that we had ceased to think radically or
ceased to embrace change. Or that we
intended to encourage a dide back into
soft options, trying to apply butter to
problems rather than solve them. |
smply don't think that that would be the
right way to govern the country and |
don't think it would be electoraly
successful. But we have to establish a
rhythm for our radicalism which
matches the prevailing mood. | don't
think peoplejust want aquiet lifeand no
change, but they want to fed that the
government is setting about changein a
deliberate and considered way. They
fed after, for example, the experiences
of which | have some knowledge - |
now know more about local government
finance than a human being should ever
want to know - that we should attempt
to convince rather more than we havein
the past, and shouldn't rest our case as
much as perhaps we have sometimes on
assertion. Now that is not to say that we
can cop out of change. | don't think that
government's just about standing pat,
as Richard Nixon once said, | think it's
got to be about identifying further
changes and there are changes that I'd
liketo make.

But there is another aspect to your
question which I've touched on a bit
already. We live in a plural society, in
which therearealot of active, informed
non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
which aren't political parties. One
should attempt to involve them in dis-
cussion and debate. Involving them in
that discussion may mean you change
your mind or adapt your opinions, it
may not. | used to say to voluntary
groups that | was entitled to a point of
view as wdll, and that, if they were
entitled to dag me off, | was a least
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entitled periodically to express my res-
ervations about their point of view. But
we shouldn't be so exclusive about po-
licy development or about policy initiat-
ive. There are lots of bright ideas out
there. Why are we taking environ-
mental issues much more seriously,
making them part of mainstream White-
hall management and thinking? Because
of what NGOs have done.

Wherewould you like to see radical change
in the new decade?

| think the main areas for us to concen-
trate on, apart from inflation, are edu-
cation and training, putting more flesh
on what has been said about opportun-
ity. | hope we'll look at the problems of
incentives and disincentives lower
down the income scale. | hope well
continue to look at ways in which, with-
out losing the style or even the moral
impulse of some great public services,
we can use the principles and practices
of the private sector to run them better.
There's more we can say in the environ-
mental field. But those are the main
things. It's a terrific challenge because
if we can rise to it, come the next elec-
tion, we will be able to fight not only on
our record but also on our ideas. And
find ourselves contesting for power
with an opposition which can't by defi-
nition have much of a record, and
doesn't have any ideas either.

| wasvery intrigued by that list. Not long
ao | was in a discusson with somebody
fram the Ingtitute of Economic Affairs and
omebody from the Labour Party think-
tank, the IPPR, and we wer etalking about
the issues of the 90s. We took some of the
onesthat you've mentioned, obvioudy the
economy and the environment, but there
were two others which al three of us
thought were going to be central, neither
of which you've mentioned. One was Eu-
rope, the other was congitutional and
palitical reform. You don't think that these
are aress in which radical thought is
necessary, or you don't think they're
interegting or important, or what?

| think they're interesting and impor-
tant, | didn't mention Europe because
policy will develop on Europe on foot, as
civil servants say, of the work in the
Intergovernmental Conferences. My
own hunch is that in Europe on both
economic convergence and political
convergence, we will find ourselves
much morein the van than people custo-
marily suppose. Let me give one
example of why | think that: there's a
wonderful poem by Cavafy, who | think
is much the best poet of public affairs,
cdled Waiting For The Barbarians, in
which the inhabitants of a Greek city
state turn up every morning at dawn at
the city gates with the keys to wait for
the barbarians to arrive, and they fail to
show up, and as they go home in the
evening muttering disappointedly to
themselves, the citizens say, 'It's such a
pity, because the barbarians were after
al akind of solutionin their way'.

And you werethebarbarians...

'Power has
insidious
ways of
curtailing

one's
sensitivities
asa
politician,
starting with
the fact
that hardly
any minister
| know has
a raincoat'

| think what all of us have experienced
in European councilsis colleagues wait-
ing for us to put the arguments for
prosaicism, as it were, for practicality,
and when we are less theatrically ex-
posed they are going to find that they
are having to put the arguments them-
selves. So our alleged intransigence,
our cultural inclination to ask the 'Yes,
but...' questions, came in very useful if
you were from almost any other
member state. | think the European
issues will resolve themselves with
rather less political hassle than a lot of
people have supposed. For any of us
who've been in government in the 80s,
it's increasingly obvious and increas-
ingly the case that you have to make
large amounts of policy on the Euro-
pean Community stage.

The other issue which you mentioned
was constitutional reform. | think that
one starts by asking a Joad-like ques-
tion, define your terms. If, for example,
constitutional reform involves, among
other things, trying to establish a more
coherent view about the appropriate
relationship, and the appropriate struc-
ture for that relationship, between local
and central government, | totally agree
with you. But | don't go much beyond
that. | don't think people out there are
burning for much more than that. It'san
endlessly fascinating subject, particu-
larly for politicians. But I'm not sure it
gets them humming with excitement in
the Dog and Duck.

I'll come badk to them in aminuteif | may,
but | must pursueyou on Europe. After all,
Mrs Thatcher would till be prime minister
if it weren't for a lot of argument about
Europe Solet meput it in avery smplistic
way. There has been aview in this country
for a long time, going back to the 1910s,
that the European Community is essentially
an association of sovereign states which
co-operate together in certain fields but
which retain their sovereignty. In essence
it's a sort of freetrade area. There is
another view, the prevailing view in the
other Community countries, that it is, in
some fundamental sense* a supranational
organisation moving, in the words of the
Rome Treaty, towards an ever-closer
union. Now on which side of that divide do
you locate yoursdlf, and on which side of it
do you think the Major government locates
itsdf?

I would allow the prime minister and
the foreign secretary to speak for them-
selves, but | undoubtedly take the view
that the Community is going to evolve
into morethan it is at the moment. But if
you ask me precisely what that ‘more’
amounts to, | take some refuge in Car-
dinal Newman, 'l do not ask to see the
distant scene, one step enough for me'. |
also find it extremely difficult to know
what people are talking about when
they use expressions like union and
quasi-federalism.

Extending majority voting in the Coundl of
Ministers, for example.

There are arguments for doing that,
provided you define subsidiarity more

closely. | began to find in the Environ-
ment Council that there were large
numbers of issues on which qualified
majority voting wouldn't have caused
us very much difficulty, but on the
other hand | would have wanted to
define what it was that the Community
should do appropriately first. There's a
real and understandable reservation we
have about some of the institutional
arguments, precisely because of the
institutional longevity which we enjoy
here. There is hardly another member
state which can point to institutions
which have survived so long. Most other
member states have seen their own
democratic institutions either disrup-
ted by internal revolution or authorita-
rianism during the last 40 or 50 years, or
have been subject to invasion from an
external power. And | think that gives
us areal and different perception.

But the question is, can our different
perception be adapted to their perception,
after al they arethe majority and wearea
minority, or are we going to stick to our
different perception come what may, in
which case the road ahead may well be
rather bumpy?

I think it may be bumpy, but | certainly
wouldn't want us to surrender comp-
letely our own views about the best way
of arranging democracy, and | don't
think that any of the others would ex-
pect to surrender their own opinions on
things which they regard as funda-
mental. So firstly, | don't necessarily
accept your underlying argument that
we are inevitably going to find our-
selves in a punch-up with others on
these matters. Secondly, it does seem to
me that we've got some very legitimate
arguments to make about institutional
arrangements, and even though argu-
ments about sovereignty can sound
pretty hollow sometimes - and that's
always been the case, it's one of those
things which it's frightfully difficult to
define in the abstract - nevertheless
we have more practical ways of under-
standing its definitions than a lot of
other countries.

How about monetary union? The govern-
ment is saying the hard ecu is a road
towards a single currency, eventually, or
maybe, but there mugt be no imposition of
a dngle currency. That's a very elegant
formulation which allows you to keep your
options open for alongtimeto come.

I think you'll find a lot of other people
discovering that its elegance covers
their positionstoo.

At the moment the Germans don't seem to
like it too much.

WEe'll see what happensin the IGC. The
more people look at the proposal s about
the hard ecu, the more they seem to
comprehend the points that we're try-
ing to make and sympathise with them.

But aren't you going to haveto say that the
final destination, in your view, is going to
beasngle currency?

It may be, if that's what people choose.
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And you wouldn't go further than that, you
wouldn't say: 'This is what we want it to
be. We hope peoplewill choosethis ?

No, because that begs so many ques-
tions of what elseisin the parcel.

Goon.

I hope they'll choose it, which is what
you're wanting me to say, but if |1 hope
they choose it, what are the other things
that | hope they're choosing as well?
What are the degrees of convergence in
the labour market between southern
Portugal and northern Germany which
they're buying?

Can | go back to the other question which
we touched on, that of congitutional re-
form. You said people in the Dog and Duck
weren't very interested in this, and if |
understood you correctly you said that the
area where you thought something impor-
tant could and should be done might be
reations between central and local govern-
ment, but you didn't really think anything
else was terribly interesting and impor-
tant. What about individual rights? Thereis
now a quite substantial debate, not con-
fined by any meanstotheLeft or thecentre
Left, but induding for example the IEA,
which says that part and parcd of the
Thatcher revolution of the 80s - which
was about empowerment, or at least was
0ld as being about empowerment - must
be the entrenchment of judticiable indi-
vidua rights in the legal system. Do you
have any timefor that argument?

| have some time for it as an interesting
intellectual proposition. | don't think
that it has very much political reso-
nance at the moment. We've empo-
wered people in numbers of ways, both
through the extension of ownership and
through the extension of rights and
choice in the public sector. | don't my-
self think that we need to seek a bill of
rights for the end of this century, but
I'm fairly open-minded on the argu-
ments. Thereis something | suspect you
don't take sufficient account of in argu-
ing about institutional reform. At the
end of the 1970s, when institutional re-
form was a live issue both here and in
the United States, | can remember go-
ing to the United States and people
talking about the crisis of the presiden-
cy, people writing about the importance
of changing the constitution in order to
make it possible for the president to
govern, and similar broad debates
about institutional reform in this coun-
try. What those reflected was the fact
that government had been inadequate,
had failed - in this country most mani-
festly in relation to trade unions and
economic decline. The fact that elec-
tions were fought about who governed
the country, whether as an explicit con-
stitutional question or in terms of who
could best draw up a socia contract
with the unions, reflected that lack of
ability of politicians to govern. The
paradox is that two politicians, Reagan
and Thatcher, who believe in small
government, seem to have made
government itself possible again, and to
the extent that government has been

'There's a
feeling that
we should
be more
explicit
about the
social
responsibil-
ities that
should go
with
individualism'

capable of dealing with issues in the
1980s, then | don't think that institu-
tional reform is going to be as big an
item in our in-trays as it was 10 or 15
years ago. Now maybe you're right to
say that I'm missing something which is
stirring in the shrubbery. I'm not con-
vinced by that.

It may not be gtirringin the shrubbery, but
it might nevertheless be the right thing.
It's not always what stirsin the shrubbery
that politicians need to do. But let me put
the point a dightly different way round.
You sid a few moments ago that you
hoped, and perhaps expected, the kinds of
approaches that you've been describing to
lead to another, longish period of Con-
servativeruleand that John Mgar might be
prime minister for quite sometime...

If we get it right.

| think that's entirely possible mysdf. We
then face a quite interesting question, not
girring in the shrubbery but at a higher
sort of level. British politics have worked
on the bassthat governments are kept on
their toes and made accountable to the
publicthrough theadversarial party system
in which the oppostion is quite likely to
hold power at the next election through the
swing of the pendulum. Now if we do have
another Conservative victory in the next
general election and maybe, goodness
knows, even possibly afifth one, thiswould
be an extremely long period of one-party
rule. We'd be getting almogt to a Japanese-
type political system. Given our constitu-
tion, our political culture, doesn't thishave
somewor rying aspectsfor you?

It has moreworrying aspectsif you'rea
Labour politician.

Obvioudy it does, but I'm askingyou as a
Conservative.

What | was saying earlier about the
responsibilities of being extrovert, of
listening, of seeking to convert rather
than assert in one's dealings, for instance
with the massive non-governmental or-
ganisation sector, is perhaps one reflec-
tion of my concern that we should try, if
wewin, to avoid the arrogance of power.
Power has insidious ways of curtailing
one's sensitivities as a politician, start-
ing with the fact that hardly any min-
ister | know has araincoat.

So if ministers don't have raincoats, and
they're going to have even fewer raincoats
on the hypothesis of another Conservative
victory, isn't the question then, might we
not need some congtitutional changes
which will oblige them to have raincoats?

First of al, | don't myself believe that
we've seen the end of parliamentary
reform. | was Norman St John Stevas's
parliamentary private secretary when
we set up the select committees, and |
regard their development as one of the
most important things that's happened
in our political life. Speaking as a min-
ister, the most intellectually interesting
experiences I've had in parliament have
been exchanges with select com-
mittees. It isincomparably more useful
and interesting to spend two hours

answering the questions of a select
committee rather than 45 minutes
shouting cliches at the opposition, or
having them shouted at you. There is
more that we'll need to look at in terms
of parliamentary reform, and people
are starting to ask serious questions
about the impact of our working hours
on aspirant politicians. It is much more
difficult for women to come in to our
political structures because of the way
we operate. It's outrageous. Secondly,
we will need to look at the ways in which
we refresh ourselves intellectually in
the Conservative Party. We will need to
look to ways in which we can build out of
the Centre For Policy Studies and the
research department here a genuine
independent think-tank for the Con-
servative Party. I've always been a
great admirer of the work of the Konrad
Adenauer Stiftung and of the other pol-
itical academies in Germany, which |
think have helped make policy debate
more informed and thorough and open
than it's sometimes been in this
country

Can | ak alast question: you are express-
ingaview of paliticswhich isquite dosein
all sorts of ways to chrigian democracy on
the continent. Do you fedl thisisa rather
exotic creed in the British Conservative
Party, or do you fed yoursdf to be in the
mainstream?

No, | think I'd regard myself as being in
the mainstream.

It's pretty different from Thatcheriam,
isn't it?

It may be partly a generational thing. If
you were to put round the table Volker
Ruhe and one or two of his colleaguesin
the German CDU, and Ken Clark, John
Gummer, Tony Newton, and others, and
me, apart from the fact that they'd pro-
bably speak English better, you'd often
be hard-pressed to know which was
which. Different perceptions about Eu-
rope, but partly because we start from
different sets of political and personal
experience. But | find myself very
much at home talking to German Christ-
ian Democrats. It does seem to me that
with notable effect they've constructed
a political philosophy which works and
delivers not only in terms of the pros-
perity which it helps to produce but dso
in terms of - to use a rather Christian
Democrat word - the solidarity which
it establishes. The story of Germany
since the war, not only in terms of
economic miracles, but also in terms of
coping with their inheritance and
establishing, with our help initialy,
institutions which are healthy and vi-
brant, is one of the outstanding success
stories of parliamentary democracy
anywhere. So | would hope that what-
ever else the future holds, working clo-
sely and successfully with other Euro-
pean politicians like that is at least part
of the mix. And if in the process we can
learn from them and they perhaps from
time to time can learn from us, it's one
of the better effects of being a part of
the Community .«
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