CHARTER 88
e have been brought up in Britain to believe that we are free: that our Parliament is the

W

mother of democracy; that our liberty is the envy of the world; that our system of
justice is always fair; that the guardians of our safety, the police and security services,
are subject to democratic, legal control; that our civil service is impartial; that our
cities and communities maintain a proud identity; that our press is brave and honest.
Today such beliefs are increasingly implausible. The gap between reality and the received
ideas of Britain’s “unwritten constitution” has widened to a degree that many find hard to endure.
Yet this year we are invited to celebrate the third centenary of the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688,
which established what was to become the United Kingdom’s sovereign formula. In the name of
freedom, our political, human and social rights are curtailed while the powers of the executive
have increased, are increasing and ought to be diminished.
A process is underway which endangers many of the freedoms we have had. Only in part
deliberate, it began before 1979 and is now gathering momentum. Scotland is governed like a
province from Whitehall. More generally, the government has eroded a number of important civil
freedoms: for example, the universal rights to habeas corpus, to peaceful assembly, to freedom of
information, to freedom of expression, to membership of a trade union, to local government, to
freedom of movement, even to the birth-right itself. By taking these rights from some, the
government puts them at risk for all.
A traditional British belief in the benign nature of the country’s institutions encourages an
unsystematic perception of these grave matters; each becomes an “issue” considered in isolation
from the rest. Being unwritten, constitution also encourages a piecemeal approach to politics; an
approach that gives little protection against a determined, authoritarian state. For the events of
1688 only shifted the absolute power of the monarch into the hands of the parliamentary
oligarchy.
The current administration is not an un-English interruption in the country’s way of life.
But while the government calls upon aspirations for liberty, it also exploits the dark side of a
constitutional settlement which was always deficient in democracy.
The 1688 settlement had a positive side. In its time the Glorious Revolution was a
historic victory over Royal tyranny. Britain was spared the rigours of dictatorship. A working
compromise between many different interests was made possible at home, even if, from Ireland
to India, quite different standards were imposed by Empire abroad. No criticism of contemporary
developments in Britain should deny the significance of past democratic achievements, most
dramatically illuminated in May 1940 when Britain defied the fascist domination of Europe.
But the eventual victory that liberated Western Europe preserved the paternalist attitudes
and institutions of the United Kingdom. These incorporated the popular desire for work and
welfare into a post-war national consensus. Now this has broken down. So, too, have its
conventions of compromise and tolerance: essential components of a free society. Instead, the
inbuilt powers of the 1688 settlement have enabled the government to discipline British society

to its ends: to impose its values on the civil service; to menace the independence of broadcasting;
to threaten academic freedom in the universities and schools; to tolerate abuses committed in the
name of national security. The break with the immediate past shows how vulnerable Britain has
always been to elective dictatorship. The consequence is that today the British have fewer legal
rights and less democracy than many other West Europeans.
The intensification of authoritarian rule in the United Kingdom has only recently begun.
The time to reverse the process is now, but it cannot be reversed by an appeal to the past. Three
hundred years of unwritten rule from above are enough. Britain needs a democratic programme
that will end unfettered control by the executive of the day. It needs to reform a Parliament in
which domination of the lower house can be decided by fewer than 40 per cent of the population;
a Parliament in which a majority of the upper house is still determined by inheritance.
We have had less freedom than we believed. That which we have enjoyed has been too
dependent on the benevolence of our rulers. Our freedoms have remained their possession,
rationed out to us as subjects rather than being our own inalienable possession as citizens. To
make real the freedoms we once took for granted means for the first time to take them for
ourselves.
The time has come to demand political, civil and human rights in the United Kingdom.
The first step is to establish them in constitutional form, so that they are no longer subject to the
arbitrary diktat of Westminster and Whitehall.
We call, therefore, for a new constitutional settlement which would:
Enshrine, by means of a Bill of Rights, such civil liberties as the right to peaceful assembly, to
freedom of association, to freedom from discrimination, to freedom from detention without
trial, to trial by jury, to privacy and to freedom of expression.
Subject executive powers and prerogatives, by whomsoever exercised, to the rule of law.
Establish freedom of information and open government.
Create a fair electoral system of proportional representation.
Reform the upper house to establish a democratic, non-hereditary second chamber.
Place the executive under the power of a democratically renewed parliament and all
agencies of the state under the rule of law.
Ensure the independence of a reformed judiciary.
Provide legal remedies for all abuses of power by the state and the officials of central and
local government.
Guarantee an equitable distribution of power between local, regional and national
government.

Draw up a written constitution, anchored in the idea of universal citizenship, that
incorporates these reforms.
Our central concern is the law. No country can be considered free in which the
government is above the law. No democracy can be considered safe whose freedoms are not
encoded in a basic constitution.
We, the undersigned, have called this document Charter 88. First, to mark our rejection of
the complacency with which the tercentenary of the Revolution of 1688 has been celebrated.
Second, to reassert a tradition of demands for constitutional rights in Britain, which stretches
from the barons who forced the Magna Carta on King John, to the working men who drew up the
People’s Charter in 1838, to the women at the beginning of this century who demanded universal
suffrage. Third, to salute the courage of those in Eastern Europe who still fight for their
fundamental freedoms.
Like the Czech and Slovak signatories of Charter 77, we are an informal, open
community of people of different opinions, faiths and professions, united by the will to strive,
individually and collectively, for the respect of civil and human rights in our own country and
throughout the world. Charter 77 welcomed the ratification by Czechoslovakia of the UN
International Covenant on Political and Civil Rights, but noted that it “serves as a reminder of the
extent to which basic human rights in our country exist, regrettably, on paper only”.
Conditions here are so much better than in Eastern Europe as to bear no comparison. But
our rights in the United Kingdom remain unformulated, conditional upon the goodwill of the
government and the compassion of bureaucrats. To create a democratic constitution at the end of
the twentieth century, however, may extend the concept of liberty, especially with respect to the
rights of women and the place of minorities. It will not be a simple matter: part of British
sovereignty is shared with Europe; and the extension of social rights in a modern economy is a
matter of debate everywhere. We cannot foretell the choices a free people may make. We are
united in one opinion only, that British society stands in need of a constitution which protects
individual rights and of the institutions of a modern and pluralist democracy.
The inscription of laws does not guarantee their realisation. Only people themselves can
ensure freedom, democracy and equality before the law. Nonetheless, such ends can be far better
demanded, and more effectively obtained and guarded, once they belong to everyone by
inalienable right.
SIGNATORIES: Kathy Acker, Sir Richard Acland, Linda Agran, John Alderson, Martin Amis,
Beverly Anderson, Perry Anderson, Lisa Appignanesi, Anthony Arblaster, Neal Ascherson, Dame
Peggy Ashcroft, Prof. A.B. Atkinson, Sir Alfred Ayer, Julian Barnes, Michael Barnes, Anthony
Barnett, David Beetham, Neil Belton, Sarah Benton, John Berger, Martin Bernal, Roy Bhaskar,
Geofrey Bindman, Sir James Black, Robin Blackburn, Alan Bleasdale, Vernon Bogdanor, Lord,
Bonham-Carter, Billy Bragg, Melvin Bragg, Hugh Brody, Clive Brooke, Bill Buford, Lord Bullock,
Sir John Burgh, Angus Calder, Liz Calder, Carmen Callil, Simon Callow, Duncan Campbell, David
Caute, Julie Christie, Caryl Churchill, Tim Clement-Jones, John Cleese, Prof. G.A. Cohen, Anna
Coote, Charlotte Cornwell, Ros Coward, Tony Crag, James Curran, Nicholas Deakin, Frank
Delaney, Dame Judi Dench, Ronald Dore, Margaret Drabble, Lindsay Duncan, Terry Eagleton,
David Edgar, Michael Elliott, John Ellis, Jill Evans, Gavin Ewart, Lady Ewart-Biggs, Peter Fluck,
John Fowles, Lady Antonia Fraser, Michael Frayn, Stephen Frears, Sir Clement Freud, Monica

Furlong, Peter Gabriel, Margaret Gardiner, Bamber Gascoigne, Germaine Greer, Anthony
Giddens, Celia Goodhart, William Goodhart, Giles Gordon, Trevor Griffiths, Catherine Hall,
Stuart Hall, Prof. A.H. Halsey, Jeremy Hardie, Ronald Hayman, David Held, Judith Herrin, Paul Q.
Hirst, Christopher Hitchens, Matthew Hoffman, Richard, Hoggart, Tony Hollingsworth, Richard
Holme, Michael Holroyd, Darcus Howe, Trevor Huddleston, Lord Hutchinson QC, Christine
Jackson, Glenda Jackson, Lisa Jaardine, Derek, Jarman, Jolyton Jenkins, Lord Jenkins of Hillhead,
Peter Jenner, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Rebecca Johnson, Terry Jones, Mary Kaldor, Russ Karel, Jan
Kavan, Roz Kaveney, John Keane, Helena Kennedy, Ludovic Kennedy, Bruce Kent, Martin Kettle,
Marek Kohn, Hanif Kureishi, Gavin Laird, Verity Lambert, Jane Lapotaire, Paul Lashmar, Roger
Law, David Leigh, Anthony Lester QC, Arthur Lipow, David Lodge, Steven Lukes, Prof. Patrick
McAuslan, Colin McCabe, Ian McEwan, John McGraph, Sarah Maitland, Narendra Makanji,
Mirian Margolyes, David Marquand, Adam Mars-Jones, Doreen Massey, Rik Mayall, J.E. Meade,
Michael Meadowcroft, Paulinme Melville, Ralph Miliband, Jane Cousins Mills, Elizabeth
Mitchell, David Morrish, Chantal Mouffe, Hilary Muggridge, Geoffrey Mulligan, Linda Myles,
Tom Nairn, Rabbi Julia Neuberger, Prof. Denis Noble, Richard Norton-Taylor, Dawn Oliver, Susie
Orbach, John Osmond, Ursula Owen, Bhikhu Parekh, Sir Peter Parker, Prajul Patel, Polly
Pattullo, Gareth Peirce, Andrew W. Phillips, Caroline Pick, Harold Pinter, Alan Plater, Clive
Ponting, Jonathon Porritt, Dennis Potter, Philip Prowse, David Puttnam, Anna Raeburn, Adam
Raphael, Simon Rattle, Brian Raymond, Claire Rayner, Jimmy Reid, Susan Richards, Yvonne
Roberts, Geoffrey Robertson QC, Eric Robinson, Tom Robinson, Hilary Rose, Steven Rose, Prof.
Howard Rosenbrock, Jim Ross, Sheila Rowbotham, Hilary Rubinstein, Salman Rushdie, Mike
Rustin, Prof. Alan Ryan, Rt. Rev. Mark Santer Bishop of Birmingham, Alexei Sayle, Lord Scarman,
Jeremy Seabrook, Lady Seear, Lynne Segal, Sir Roy Shaw, David Shutt, A. Sivanandan, Prof.
Robert Skidelsky, Gillian Slovo, Joan Smith, Prof. Trevor Smith, Anne Sofer, Kate Soper, Sarah
Spencer, Michelle Stanworth, Ralph Steadman, Juliet Stevenson, Sir Sigmund Sternberg, Emma
Tennant, Susan Thomas, Emma Thompson, Lisa Tickner, Claire Tomalin, Donald Trelford, Pete
Townshend, Jill Tweedie, Prof. Sir William Wade, Hilary Wainwright, Richard Wainwright,
William Wallace, John Ward, Marina Warner, Alan Watson, Tom Watt, WL Webb, Prof. Dorothy
Wedderburn, Stuart Weir, Fay Weldon, Francis Wheen, Ben Whitaker, Phillip Whitehead,
Katherine Whitehorn, Prof. Maurice Wilkins, Des Wilson, Patrick Wright, Lord Michael Young,
Lord Zuckerman

Charter 88 is an informal association of individuals and bodies, including the New Statesman and
Society and the Constitutional Reform Centre

