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AS WELL as its famous soundbites (“the people’s princess”, “the hand of history”, etc), Tony Blair’s first term produced some classics in the art of political euphemism. Perhaps best of all was the straightfaced judgment of an inquiry into foxhunting that being hunted to death by hounds “seriously compromises the welfare of the fox”. But among the runners-up was Mr Blair’s response to the elegant, painstaking report he had commissioned on electoral reform from a panel under Roy Jenkins. Mr Blair, then still trying to please everybody and offend nobody, said the report made a “powerful case for the system it recommends”. Translation: this is not imbecilic, but fuhgeddaboudit.

And that, more or less, is what the government did, notwithstanding the pledge of a referendum on the issue in Labour’s 1997 manifesto. Mr Blair’s ambitions for a “progressive century”, to be secured through voting reform and co-operation with the Liberal Democrats, was superseded by his push for a Blairite millennium, latterly truncated to a decade. Talk of reform was consigned to excitable fringe meetings at party conferences and the occasional op-ed article by keen MPs. That is, until Gordon Brown dredged up the theme last autumn, then revitalised it in a speech on February 3rd. Mr Brown announced that the House of Commons would vote next week on legislation mandating a referendum, to be held by October 2011, on switching from the first-past-the-post system (FPTP) hitherto used in Westminster elections to the “alternative vote” method (AV) used in Australia.

This surprise manoeuvre raises two main questions. The first—but less important—is whether AV is a good idea. Its main recommendation, as Mr Brown argued, is that every MP would be returned with the endorsement of at least half the voters (they would rank their candidates in order of preference, the least popular would be eliminated, and the votes redistributed until someone tops 50%). At the moment only about a third of MPs enjoy the support of half of those constituents who bother to vote. 

On the other hand, the change would not remedy the main defect of the current situation—the lack of proportion between votes cast nationally and seats in the Commons—though it might somewhat help the Lib Dems, the main victims of that unfairness. And it is questionable whether inoffensiveness—a key asset for candidates under AV—is really the best qualification for Parliament. Inoffensiveness, in fact, is the main political advantage of the system itself: it is a compromise between the existing one and the truly proportional kinds favoured by many reformers.

The reason such arguments are not desperately important is not that how Britain elects its governments is trivial. It isn’t. The reason is that neither the big switch Mr Brown now advocates nor even his referendum is likely actually to happen. Even if the measure clears the Commons—and many Labour MPs are deeply attached to the virile simplicity of FPTP—it is unlikely to make it through the Lords before the looming general election. If it did, but the Conservatives won, they would scrap the plan anyway.

So the more important and interesting question is, why now? That is a basic response to most initiatives advanced by a party in its 13th year in office. It is especially pertinent to this one, an ancient policy that Mr Brown himself previously and stubbornly opposed. The answer may be less obvious than it seems. 

The elixir of youth
The easy answer, preferred by the Tories, is that, realising he is about to lose an election, Mr Brown wants to change the rules. But the old rules will still govern the 2010 election, and it isn’t clear that AV would benefit Labour in future ones. Another view is that the aim is to woo potential Lib Dem voters in advance of the coming poll, and perhaps persuade Lib Dem MPs to form a coalition or alliance with Labour afterwards in the event of a hung parliament. Maybe; but it is hard to see many voters switching to Labour for this reason, and unlikely that, even if the result made such a pact possible, Lib Dems MPs would consent to prop up a minority Labour administration, with or without this incentive.

The prime minister tried to market the reform as part of his response to the scandal over MPs’ expenses—set, this week, to burst again upon an already jaundiced nation, with the publication of further details of parliamentary shenanigans. Hmmm: there is only a very tenuous link between voting arrangements and the misbehaviour of MPs. And Mr Brown’s nerdy scheme is unlikely to deflect public ire over his colleagues’ fiddles.

There are two better explanations of why he is now for AV. One is simply that the Tories are against it. That has enabled Mr Brown to erect one of his beloved “dividing lines” (sometimes the line seems to matter more than the positions it divides). In this case the political opposition he wants to construct is not the rather abstruse AV v FPTP, but reform versus the status quo: “the alternative vote versus the hereditary vote” is the slogan Mr Brown road-tested in the Commons this week.

Or, perhaps, the fact that this new move is a revival of a promise Labour made in 1997 is, in a way, part of its appeal. At bottom it is a bid to turn back the clock—to the time when Labour seemed capable of being a force for meaningful change. The real message is less about electoral reform than about intellectual vitality and exuberance. It may therefore matter less as a harbinger of how future elections will be run than as an indicator of how Mr Brown will fight this one. In his oscillating dalliance with “experience” and “change”, he seems to have plumped for “change” as the foundation of his campaign. This strategy is somewhat incredible, but it is also, probably, Labour’s only hope.

The popular inference from Mr Brown’s AV wheeze is that being hunted to death seriously compromises the integrity of a government. Another might be: there’s some life in the old dog yet. 

