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GT63A- Westminster System, Topic 4

Westminster Democracy- From Tutelary to Paternalistic Democracy

The Westminster system can be understood in three respects:

(a) Westminster (theory) of democracy

(b) Westminster institutional architecture

(c) Westminster Caribbean adaptations.

Theory of Democracy

Westminster democracy evolved from classical liberalism to a form of liberal democracy. However, it was a paternalistic democracy.

Unlike classical liberalism, it accepted that people had a right to vote, and that this right did not depend on race, gender, property, family, education, reasoned public opinion, or civil society.

But like classical liberalism it regarded property rights as a condition of freedom, not political freedom, but economic freedom. And, like classical liberalism, it idealized bourgeois social values of family, class, religion, and patriarchy.

Like classical liberalism it protected minority rights (the doctrine of liberalism) from the power of democracy (the doctrine of rule by the majority). 

These have led to different epithets of liberal democracy – capitalist democracy, Christian democracy, bourgeois democracy, male democracy or simply western democracy.

Evidence of Paternalism

‘Westminster’ is the parent name taken from the location of the parent parliament at Westminster in England. “Paternalism is the policy or practice of people in positions of authority of restricting the freedom and responsibility of those subordinate to them in the subordinates’ supposed best interest”. It was acceptable in the Caribbean because, as Munroe points out, a majority of Jamaicans (at least) accepted an “authoritarian” form of democracy at the time of Independence. The Caribbean itself had a paternalistic past.

Westminster Architecture

The institutional architecture reflected this paternalism. Power devolved vertically from the Crown to the House of Lords, the House of Commons, and the people (voters). Representative democracy is a form of paternalism. It assumes that voters have to be represented by educated people from the middle and upper classes.

Administrative principles of anonymity, neutrality, and impartiality, ostensibly designed to create an ‘independent’ civil service, was really devised to protect and preserve the aristocratic classes in the House of Lords from the ‘commoners’ in the House of Commons.

The Executive evolved as a committee of the Crown’s Ministers reflecting the powers of the chief representatives of the Crown in particular – Prime Minister, Secretary of the Exchequer, and Lord Chancellor (also a member of the House of Lords).

Representation was conceived in terms of geographical constituencies to ensure that landed classes could have representation over their estates. Representation was not based on the principle of proportionality of numbers and interests.

The two-party concept reflected the two grand social classes of politics, the conservatives (Tories) and middle class liberals (Whigs). However, adult suffrage brought the working class (Labour) into the scheme, leading to a two (and a half) party system, but effectively two-party alternating government system since World War 11. 

The Westminster-Adapted System

Just as European classical liberalism bore little relevance to the different West Indian conditions after emancipation, the Westminster form of liberal democracy was only superficially relevant to West Indian conditions after independence. 

The model lacked a theory of Caribbean societies and did not seek to adapt itself to Caribbean societies as much as to adapt Caribbean societies to its form of paternalistic democracy. In this sense of adaptation, it made adjustments to the newness of Caribbean democracies and emphasized strong government over strong democracy. Since no aristocracy existed to preserve its conservative features it relied on rigid constitutions to do so; and the fear of single party government dictatorship caused the enshrinement of the role of the Leader of the Opposition in the constitution.    

Good Government 

Its overriding operating principle was “good government” as stated in Caribbean constitutions. This meant strong government but one responsible to the legislature (and the Opposition). “Good government”,  was defined as government that preserves public order, public safety, and public morality. The concept itself was a paternalistic one. It assumed that government knew best what good government should entail and placed lesser emphasis on democracy. 

 Minimalist democracy.

Two essential ideas were important to this democracy. One was responsible government and the other was representative government. Responsible government meant that the executive was responsible to the legislature and the legislature was accountable to the electorate. Democracy was not direct and popular since government was not directly responsible to the people and representative of the people except through the legislature in the former case and periodic elections in the latter.

Ghany: Whitehall Model or Westminster Adapted?

British social history tells us why the Westminster architecture of institutional power evolved in the form it did. This form was transferred to the Caribbean.  However, different bodies of scholarly work have since questioned what is meant by ‘adapted’. 

Hamid Ghany believes that the model is better described as the Whitehall rather than the Westminster model. The model is properly called the Westminster-Whitehall Adapted model. Ghany believes that whereas Whitehall (administrative) features remain strong, significant adaptations have been made to the Westminster (parliamentary) systems. He believes that the Caribbean Westminster aspect is different from the parent model in many fundamental ways:

· Governor General selects PM. The Monarch will not usually override the GG.

· Bill of Rights that protects fundamental rights.

· Bicameral legislature that is appointed, unicameral in some territories, and separates judicial and legislative functions.

· House of Representatives that are smaller, with fewer committees, backbenchers, and small smaller oppositions.

· Separation of Head of Judiciary (Lord Chancellor) from Cabinet.

· Rigid constitutions, subject to review.

· Constitutional limits on parliament (constitutional supremacy).

· Absence of local government in some territories.

· Constitutional power of Leader of the Opposition

One could add a number of other adaptations.

· Charismatic leadership

· Clientelism

· Small size

· Extra-governmental role of international institutions

· Heterogeneous cultures

· Ethnic democracies in some territories

· Presidential or Republic systems in some cases

· Shared CARICOM institutions

· Developing context

Ghany and others question whether Caribbean political systems can properly be called Westminster systems considering the adaptations and departures from the classical system. They raise the question of form versus substance. This should make us reflect on the question, at what point does an adaptation become a new species altogether. 

Stone: Pluralist or Clientelist Democracies

Not all scholars have used the Westminster model as their perspective on Caribbean political systems. Stone did not conceive of Caribbean politics in terms of the Westminster model. He was more interested in what kind of democracy existed. He said Jamaica belonged to a Third World type of political systems based on machine politics or clientelism, not the pluralist type of liberal democracy. It is a democracy but a clientelist democracy.

His two objectives were to explain why Jamaican voters changed governments every two terms. His answer – patronage. His second objective was to show how patronage worked, particularly within political parties and party control over the state. Parties and voters were the primary machineries of patronage and clientelism. Since we are interested in both the Westminster form of government and politics and democracy more broadly, it is important to assess Stone’s views. 

Problems

Stone showed different voting patterns based on issues, ideology, community tradition, and class. He never asked respondents if they voted by patronage. He did not provide the empirical proof of patronage to demonstrate its importance relative to ideological, loyalist, community, class, issue or family traditions.

He never developed a proper theory of patronage as a patriarchal form of organisation found in all societies, including developed ones. He treated patronage more as an instrument of influence, found in many political systems anyway. It was not a theory of culture, institutions, ideology, class, economy, dependency, or stage of development. It was neutral to all of these. 

His concept of clientelism is too broad to be useful. Patronage was linked to personal leadership style, generalized policy benefits, material and symbolic rewards. There is no distinction between policies driven by ideology, national interest, nation building, development, equity, and rights. 

He assumed that voters were one-dimensional and always traded votes for benefits, an instrumentalist view. Voting behaviour was seen as mechanistic and entirely pragmatic. His own and later studies, however, showed the importance of issues. 

His scheme of patron-broker- client does not hold up in party organisation. Patrons are not all-powerful. Benefits are not limitless. Clients are not purely instrumentalists. Party organisations operate by party philosophy, traditions, constitutions, voting, and deliberation despite the influence of top leaders.

He acknowledged the role of economic classes in supplying patronage, and other influences on how people voted – media, state of the economy, international situation, fear of communism, among others, and these were not consistent with the role of patronage he insisted upon.

Even if his model explains why parties won elections, it did not explain why they lost. Parties in power should be able to win all elections if patronage has the force he suggested it had. Stone did want to show why parties won elections. But in the Jamaican case, the two parties won as many as they lost between 1944 and 1980. His model did not explain why they lost as much as they won.

He ignored the impact of the Westminster system – FTP, two-party system, election malpractices, competitive parties, and that the results of elections would have been different under a PR system so that the two-term alternations would not have occurred.

Anglo-Governance

The Anglo-governance perspective allows us to return to understanding democracy within the institutional form of Westminster government. The perspective, however, takes one away from a model of strong government (good government) and minimalist democracy to a minimalist state and strong democracy of a kind associated with contemporary ideas of governance in the age of liberalization.

The Anglo-Governance school says that while the Westminster model continues to exist on paper, its operational mode –its mode of governance – has been radically altered.

On paper, the model is one in which government is centralized, the state is viewed as a monolithic whole, authority is vertical and hierarchical and focus is on parliament and a cabinet executive as the key policy making institutions. The model is understood according to formal, constitutional laws and institutions, not informal, non-governmental networks and processes. Understood according to formal laws and institutions, the Westminster model becomes a static form of analysis.

New democracy and new governance models captures a number of new phenomena and features of democratic governance, such as : 

Decentralization, fragmentation,

Citizen’s and stakeholder interests

Civil society

Globalization

Marketization

Privatization

New Public Management

Policy networks

Core and outer executive

Joined-up Government

While the Westminster model suggests a strong central state, the Anglo-Governance school sees a ‘hollowing out of the state’ by marketization and privatization and the new role of stakeholders and policy networks leading some within that school to an extreme interpretation of ‘governance without government’. It suggests that the challenge to governance now becomes coordination and the need for ‘joined-up government’. 

Despite debates about the extent to which the state is hollowed out the point is taken that the single-minded focus on formal institutions of executive and legislature and electoral forms of participation is now old-fashioned. A distinction must be made between the formal legal-constitutional model of government as outlined on paper and the newer forms of governance evident in many Anglophone systems, including those of the Caribbean.

To appreciate this, we must turn to new developments in theorizing liberal democracy reengineering the Westminster model and conceptualizing newer practices of governance. We must go beyond Westminster.

