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Choice has come to dominate political discourse about the future of public services in the UK. It forms a rhetorical and policy continuity between Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s and subsequent New Labour rule. It links UK developments to wider transnational shifts towards neo-liberal or advanced liberal modes of governing. At the same time, it remains a highly contested term in UK political debate and a profoundly unstable concept in popular views of public service reform. In this paper, we examine what is at stake in the interrelationship of these three domains – political, policy and popular – to trace some of the issues that are condensed in the view of choice as the preferred mechanism of public service reform.

UK developments need to be contextualised in a number of ways.  It is clearly tempting to read them as merely one more example of wider trends. So the shift towards marketisation and privatisation in both Conservative and Labour policy developments can be, and have been, read as the expression of the global dynamics of capitalist restructuring in globalising, post-Fordist or neo-liberal forms (see, most recently Harvey, 2005). The preference for markets over states, for private over public provision, and for individualism over collectivism form part of a global realignment of the public realm, and its greater subordination to private/corporate interests. We have argued elsewhere that treating specific reform programmes as examples or expressions of wider trends tends to ignore the problems posed by attention to temporal and spatial specificity (Clarke, 2006; and forthcoming). This includes the particular forms of marketisation in relation to public services and the problems of political-cultural work necessary to install reform programmes: we will return to both points later.

Similar arguments may be raised around the tendency to see these changes as embodying the shift from expansive to advanced liberal governmentality delineated by some Foucauldian scholars (Rose, 1999, 2000). Equally, claims about the shift to new forms of network governance or regulatory state that posit (more or less) universal trends involving the recomposition of the state and modes of governing tend to look most compelling when detached from the complex and contradictory mix of tendencies that are visible in specific national conjunctures. This does not mean focusing analytic attention only within the territorial box of a specific nation state. Rather we think it means paying attention to the specificity of the national as it is shaped by transnational relations, dynamics and processes (Clarke and Fink, forthcoming). Such transnational conditions are profoundly connective – linking peoples, places, powers and ideas, including ideas about states, governments and governance (Sharma and Gupta, 2006). In that light both the real and imagined ‘globalising’ character of corporate capital changes the calculative space of governments (Farnsworth, 2004; Cameron and Palan, 2004). At the same time, transnational networks of ‘policy’ proliferate and distribute models of reform, innovation and ‘good governance’, predicated on the need to ‘move beyond’ old-fashioned, sterile, expensive and demoralising ‘statist’ models of public provision. Finally, we might note the extensive dissemination – in both governmental and popular cultural forms – of what Thomas Frank (2001) calls ‘market populism’.  Frank’s analysis is deeply located in the transformations of US politics and culture, but his description of market populism – and its appropriation of anti-elitism – surely identifies a travelling discourse:

Wherever one looked in the nineties entrepreneurs were occupying the ideological space once filled by the noble sons of toil. It was businessmen who were sounding off against the arrogance of elites, railing against the privilege of old money, protesting false expertise and waging relentless, idealistic war against the principle of hierarchy wherever it could be found. They were market populists, adherents of a powerful new political mythology that had arisen from the ruins of the thirty-year backlash. Their fundamental faith was a simple one. The market and the people – both understood as grand principles of social life rather than particulars – were essentially one and the same. By its very nature the market was democratic, perfectly expressing the popular will through the machinery of supply and demand, poll and focus group, superstore and Internet. In fact, the market was more democratic than any of the formal institutions of democracy – elections, legislatures, government. The market was a community. The market was infinitely diverse, permitting without prejudice the articulation of any and all tastes and preferences. Most importantly of all, the market was militant about its democracy. It had no place for snobs, for hierarchies, for elitism, for pretense, and it would fight these things by its very nature. (2001: 29)

We will take up this populism – and its anti-elitism – in considering contemporary political discourses around choice in the UK. Here though we want to stress the implications of Frank’s argument in two respects. It foregrounds the intense discursive work of political-cultural projects: ideological and governmental power does not come naturally, or easily. Secondly, it points to the importance of thinking about the politics of articulation: the practices by which the connections between hegemonic groups and positions and popular common-sense are constructed and sutured into place (and naturalised). Above all, market populism sought to naturalise a particular view of markets as social agents (actants in Latour’s terminology?) rather than merely technical means of coordination. Frank reveals the construction of markets with character. The density of the economic, cultural, political and linguistic flows tying the UK to the US (both long durée and in the present conjuncturally deepened forms) suggest just how this market populism might have travelled.

Articulating choice: New Labour as the people’s champions. 

We have else where written of New Labour as a political and governmental project engaged in the ‘modernisation’ of the British state and its reflection and construction of ways of living ‘in the modern world’ (Miliband, 2000; Clarke and Newman, 2004). Here we wish to stress the multiple orientations on which New Labour has drawn in its construction of a consumerist model for public service reform. In this context we can only sketch them in outline terms, but they include:

· The displacement of deference by a demotic populism;

· The impact of social movements on normative orders of hierarchy, power and conduct;

· The impact of ‘user movements’ on established systems of public service provision and their distinctive combinations of authority and expertise;

· Persistent desires for high quality public services (in the context of Conservative erosion of provision);

· Persistent concerns about forms of social inequality and their impact on public services.

Each of these contributes something distinctive to New Labour’s approach to reform. We might suggest that each gives rise to a particular trope: demotic populism manifests itself as ‘voice’; social movements as ‘diversity’; user movements as ‘lay expertise’; desires for public services as ‘quality’ or ‘standards’; and concerns about inequality as ‘fairness’. Each of these tropes is a site of discursive articulation between these social dynamics and New Labour’s consumerist model of reform. Each becomes condensed in – and given voice by – the image of choice.

Choice is a principle of demotic (rather than democratic) populism, in the sense that everyone is – or ought to be – entitled to choice. New Labour deliberately deploys the anti-elitism of market populism in the discourse of choice. Critics of the ‘choice’ agenda in public services have been challenged by a characteristic New Labour device, the charge of elitism:  ‘It is frequently asserted – often by those who have a good deal of choice in their own lives – that users of public services do not in fact want choice’ (Ministers of State, 2004: 4). A choice for the few, not the many, emerged as an anchoring point for the argument about inequality: that by extending choice to active consumers of public services, equity would be enlarged:

Extending choice - for the many, not the few - is a key aspect of opening up the system in the way we need. But choice for the many because it boosts equity. It does so for three reasons. First, universal choice gives poorer people the same choices available only to the middle-classes. It addresses the current inequity where the better off can switch from poor providers. But we also need pro-active choice (for example, patient care advisers in the NHS) who can explain the range of options available to each patient. Second, choice sustains social solidarity by keeping better off patients and parents within the NHS and public services… Third, choice puts pressure on low quality providers that poorer people currently rely on. It is choice with equity we are advancing. Choice and consumer power as the route to greater social justice not social division (Blair 2003).

The entitlement of everyone to choice is to be secured by New Labour acting as the ‘people’s champions’ against Producer Power (Clarke, 1997). This voicing also picks up on ‘fairness’ (since it promotes equity) and implies an engagement with improving the quality of services (since poorer people are served by poorer providers). Missing in this particular quotation are the concerns with diversity and expertise/authority, but they are visible elsewhere in New Labour’s discourse on consumer choice. For example:

Since every person has differing requirements, their rights will not be met simply by providing a 'one size fits all' service. The public expects diversity of provision as well as national standards (Office of Public Services Reform, 2002: 13).

There are some characteristic slippages around diversity (of requirements, of provision, of treatment) in that passage. But it is important to register here how a consumerist conception of choice has become the dominant element in New Labour’s approach to public service reform – albeit not a universal panacea (policing remains interestingly immune to ‘Choice’, even while being subject to other shifts in governance). Some sense of its potency in the New Labour discourse can be gained from this extract from a submission to the 2004-5 Public Administration Select Committee on Choice and Voice in Public Services. Choice must be central to public services reform because:

· It’s what users want

· It provides incentives for driving up quality, responsiveness and efficiency

· It promotes equity

· It facilitates personalisation (Ministers of State, 2004: 4)

Each of these claims is, in practice, rather more controversial and contested than the statement suggests (a debate in part carried on in the Committee’s report and the Cabinet Office’s response, Public Administration Select Committee, 2005; Cabinet Office, 2005. See also Clarke, Smith and Vidler, 2006). 

Finally, we should note how the different social, political and cultural dynamics with which we began have been translated into ‘choice’. This is a process that Stuart Hall (drawing on Antonio Gramsci) has called ‘transformism’ (2003). We want to emphasise the discursive work involved in this process – taking the elements of heterogeneous (if overlapping) social dynamics and bring them together through a specific conception of choice (and the associated figure of the consumer). Making these different dynamics lead to choice, and identifying them as demands and dilemmas that can only be resolved by the application of choice is a major accomplishment. How we might gauge its success is another matter.

In reality or In the rest of our lives? Putting choice into policy.
During our work on this research project, we have made extensive use of a particular quotation from the Prime Minister. Here we use it again – for a different purpose. We emphasise its opening statement:

In reality, I believe people do want choice, in public services as in other services. But anyway, choice isn’t an end in itself. It is one important mechanism to ensure that citizens can indeed secure good schools and health services in their communities.  Choice puts the levers in the hands of parents and patients so that they as citizens and consumers can be a driving force for improvement in their public services.  We are proposing to put an entirely different dynamic in place to drive our public services; one where the service will be driven not by the government or by the manager but by the user – the patient, the parent, the pupil and the law-abiding citizen. 
(T. Blair, quoted in The Guardian, 24/06/2004, p. 1)

‘In reality’ is a powerful discursive position: who would wish to be anywhere else? This insistent view of choice’s multiple value is echoed in more specific policy documents where it is also instantiated in a variety of mechanisms, tools, and practices. One such document is the 2005 Green Paper on social care for older people in England and Wales: Independence, Wellbeing and Choice (DOH, 2005). The Green Paper asserts the principles of Independence and Well-being as conditions that social care should support and enhance. Choice is identified as the mechanism through which social care can most effectively support and enhance the independence and well-being of particular individuals. It contains a characteristic Public Choice theory distinction between services driven by producer interests (the past) and services driven by consumer interests (the future). Choice is a way of establishing this consumer focus:

4.21 People at the centre of assessment have the opportunity to choose what services and support they think would best meet their needs … we want to create a mechanism that will allow individuals to keep control and choice over their situation and the support they actually receive. (DOH, 2005: 33)

In the Green Paper, this position forms the core of the analysis and prescription. It defines the process of assessment (skilled social work is about ‘finding out what people want’); and it elevates some approaches to service provision over others. In particular, direct payments are established as a model for service provision, backed by a more ambiguous (and less cash-in-hand) model of ‘individual budgets’. These ‘budgets’ will be held by local authority departments on behalf of the individual. Both of these purchasing models are preferred over direct service provision. Choice – through these mechanisms – performs its usual double function: giving people what they want, and driving service improvements:

4.35 Giving people an individual budget should drive up the quality of services. The ability of people to ‘buy’ elements of their care or support package will stimulate the social care market to provide the services people actually want, and help shift resources away from services that do not meet needs and expectations. (DOH, 2005: 33)

We might want to note the quotation marks around the word ‘buy’ in this statement. It indicates some indeterminacy around the proposed mechanism – since people will not have the budgets, they will not exactly ‘buy’ the services. Instead, someone else will do their shopping for them. There are many things to say about these proposals, not least how they both reflect and adapt long running demands for ‘independent living’ voiced by disabled people’s movements and the challenge to professional models of expertise and authority. Here we want to concentrate on something else: the text makes its pronouncements and proposals in the authoritative collective persona of government: ‘We want to move to a system where adults are able to take greater control of their lives.’ (DOH, 2005:28). This self-confident governmental ‘We’ recurs through the document – except at one odd point:

4.16 Of course, the individual’s own assessment of their needs might conflict with those of their professional assessor. At present, this is too often hidden. The individual’s personal assessment must be transparent in this whole process. That is what happens in the rest of our lives. We work out what we want and then, in trying to achieve it, we may have to negotiate because of limits to resources or other factors. (DOH, 2005: 31)

This is a very different ‘we’ – one that is ‘all of us’ in everyday life. This ‘we’ appears at a difficult and troubling point: the assessment of need has always been the site of a potential tension between user and professional perspectives (see, for example, Barnes, 1998). But this location evokes a sudden shift of tone, style of address and conception of how ‘we’ live our lives. We become negotiators, rather than choosers, dealing with the conditions that may constrain or limit our ability to get what we want. The ‘everyday’ realism of this model is, however, strangely absent elsewhere – as is any discussion of what shared or negotiated models of decision-making might look like. Instead, the dominant model remains the self-directing ‘chooser’ making choices and expressing wants to an apparently receptive service.

We think that the distinction between ‘In reality’ and ‘in the rest of our lives’ is worth a little more attention. Both are versions of realism: the claim to represent (transparently) an external and observable reality. In that sense, they are both part of a recognisable literary form, but they announce rather different realities. In the former, people simply ‘want choice’: this is a social, psychological or perhaps even existential condition. It is a condition untrammelled by any qualifying conditions or constraints: it is the choice celebrated in market populism. The latter lays claim to a more ‘everyday’ reality: a reality in what we want has to be ‘worked out’ and ‘negotiated’ against other conditions or constraints. Our own study suggests that many people approach public services with the expectation or aspiration of ‘negotiation’ or ‘partnership’ in some process of collaborative problem-solving.  Other studies – especially of health care – also point to preferences for ‘negotiated outcomes’ rather than the models of professional determination or consumer choice (see also Sihota and Lennard, 2004, on shared decision-making).

But this everyday realism also hints at the organizational sites in which the model of consumer choice may be (intentionally) unsettling. The professional, managerial or organizational determination of need links the individual to priority-setting or rationing calculations in the context of demand typically exceeding resources in public services. 

I think the problems or challenges if you’re to be a bit more upbeat about it, um, I mean there is this expectation, er, that you will get what you need, you’ll get it quickly and I think that applies to the services we provide. And, you know, you’re paying your rent so you ought to get a good repair service, um, you ought to get your home care when you need it or get into residential or nursing home care if you need it. And, um, one of the big challenges for us is that we just haven’t got enough cash to be able to do that. So what you have to do is you’re pinning down your eligibility criteria more and more and more in order to be able to gate keep all of this which in itself produces pressures and quite often difficult relationships that have only become difficult because of that expectation and the lack of resource to be able to do that. (Newtown social care senior 06)

In our study all three services were preoccupied by questions of how to manage demand, and all of them envisaged that a model driven by choice would, at least, disturb existing arrangements for resource allocation:

I think the problem at the individual level is that the more articulate and the better informed who are often the more middle class and wealthier consumers, um, are able to advocate for a better deal. And that, um, you know there's no reason why everyone shouldn't advocate for a better individual deal but given our job is to manage to provide the best possible service within available resources, part of a local government job is trying to use the available resources equitably. And there is the possibility that by individual consumers advocating strongly that they actually upset that equitable distribution which is meant to be based on need, you know, targeted based on their need which is where assessments is meant to be a sort of objective judgment of different levels of need. And if someone with er, less needs advocates more strongly and gets more resource then inevitably other people get less resource somewhere along the line. (Newtown social care 04).

Choice raises important questions of power. It is only in the abstracted versions of choice associated with market populism that power can be glossed over: encounters with specific markets, quasi-markets or market-like mechanisms involve attention to how choices are powered or enforced. In the context of commercial markets we understand that exchange is conducted through cash (or its functional alternatives such as credit or theft). There is therefore a relatively transparent unequal distribution of market power: the more cash you own, the more you can buy. Money powers choice. But in the context of public services, the cash-nexus is not available for a number of reasons.
 Services provided as rights or entitlements, or in response to recognised need, are not mediated by money. Public services are often not ‘individual’ transactions, but involve relational processing (a programme of care or treatment) or a collective good (patterns of policing). There are also political and ethical judgments about the proper relationship between public services and equity. Minimally, these evoke a sense of fairness – that public services should not produce or reinforce privilege. Sometimes, there is a view that part of the proper role of public services in unequal societies is to reduce inequalities.

Some of the anxiety about choice – among service providers and people who use services – is associated with the question of what powers choice in reformed public services. While some governmental statements address questions about the unequal distribution of information (providing more accessible information or establishing patient choice advisers), these do not address issues of social or cultural capital that have tended to operate at the point of intersection between public services and their publics. This is not the economic inequality that allows some to ‘buy themselves out’ of public services, but the cultural inequality that enables some voices to be distinctively audible (and to have their requests acted upon). Studies of parental choice in schooling, for example, suggest that the reproduction of class inequality operates through the combination of ‘active’ choice making and the recognition by schools of the signs of ‘distinction’: what constitutes good pupils and good parents (Gewirtz, Ball and Bowe, 1995; Tomlinson, 2001). We are not suggesting that the unequal distribution of social capital is not changing as class formations shift and other equality struggles impact on both the embodiment of distinction and how organisations engage with publics. But our study suggests that the capacity to make one’s voice heard remains both unequally distributed and significant for the exercise of choices in public services.

We have ended up in a rather murkier version of ‘reality’ than the one visible in New Labour’s discourse of choice. Choice is underspecified as a mechanism for coordinating public services in a number of respects:

1. Choice tends to be accompanied by some ‘small print’ in service specific terms that establishes ‘who, choosing what’ and under what conditions (Greener, 2003; see also Appleby, Harrison and Devlin, 2004).

2. The relation between choice and priority setting is little discussed. In general priority setting is assumed to be a national task, implemented at local level (with some tolerable variation), while ‘choice’ is an individual act framed by priorities.

3. The relationship between choice and resources is also little discussed. The Green Paper, for example, assumes that its reforms will be fiscally neutral and meet the savings targets deriving from the Gershon review (DOH, 2005: 40-1).

4. The relationship between choice and non-economic inequalities that might affect choice is displaced by the combined discourses of diversity and equity.

Just say no? The persistence of choice.

The question of whether choice is what ‘people really want’ has been at the core of arguments between the government and its critics (see, for example, Cabinet Office, 2005; Ministers of State, 2004; Public Administration Select Committee, 2005). Our own study – like almost every other that we are aware of – exposes a degree of public ambivalence, uncertainty and contradiction around the issue of choice. In large part, this ambivalence centres on the relationship between a positive disposition towards choice as an abstract principle and more negative responses or anxieties when choice is concretised in different ways. For example, in our study, service users were more likely than service providers to think that choice might lead to improved services. But they were also more likely to fear that choice would create inequalities in public services. In MORI surveys, choice has been positively valued as an abstract proposition about public services, but loses popularity when a comparative decision is required (would you prefer to pay more for good quality local services?). People are willing to trade ‘choice’ for such alternatives (e.g., Page, nd).  A study by Which found enthusiasm for greater ‘personalisation but accompanied by a strong preference for locally accessible high quality services over choice of provider (2005: 25-6; 38-9). The report noted that:

Our research shows that consumers’ attitudes to choice about healthcare are inconsistent and variable. They depend on the consumer’s personal situation and state of health, and on what types of choice are offered and when they are offered.

While people generally wanted more opportunity for choice about their health care and favoured certain types of choice, many actively resisted the idea and some were quite intimidated by it. Choosing can be an unwanted and overwhelming burden at times of stress and vulnerability. In particular, many people lack the confidence to make ‘big’ choices that could affect their health in the future. (2004: 5)

Meanwhile, most studies report low levels of knowledge about specific government plans for choice in health care. For example, The Work Foundation found strong support for the principle of choice, but found people alarmingly unable to specify what choice might mean in practice (Jones and Williams, 2005: 29-35; see also Rosen, Curry and Florin, 2005; Which, 2005).  In a different vein, National Consumer Council studies have suggested that people’s valuation of choice increases if they experience service failure, but that the preference is for good quality, local services that ‘get it right first time’ (2003: 11-13). Choice then appears as a compensatory mechanism, rather than the first choice.

Despite such evidence of ambivalence, uncertainty and doubt, governmental enthusiasm for choice persists. Indeed, there is an increasing effort to dismiss contradictory evidence and argument – or to explain how it can be accommodated within the governmental project (choice is compatible with equity; choice is compatible with locality; choice – in this view – can do everything; see, for example, the Ministers of State, 2004; Cabinet Office, 2005). Here, we can hear the authoritative tone of the Prime Minister’s claim: ‘In reality, I believe people do want choice…’ Discursive analysis reminds us that discourses are, in part, about the mobilisation of truth claims – and involve the constitution, rather than the reflection, of social reality (Fischer, 2003; Marston, 2004). How, then, might we understand the persistence and potency of the discourse of choice in relation to public services? We want to offer two different perspectives on this question. The first considers choice as a condensate of multiple desires and doubts (the framework of desire and doubt is borrowed from Clarke, 2005b). The second perspective explores choice as a proxy for other political and governmental objectives.

Choice operates as a term that can condense and contain a variety of meanings, motivations and possibilities. It mobilises or gives voice to very different aspirations or desires. We would suggest that this indeterminacy of choice means that it has the capacity to ‘speak for’ the following concerns (at least): a desire for greater control, an aspiration to define one’s own needs, and a wish to shape outcomes, processes, relationships, and patterns of interaction. It clearly includes pressures for being heard, being respected, and feeling part of processes and institutions. It might even express the wish to be ‘satisfied’. The studies we have cited, as well as our own, indicate that ‘choice’ carries this variety of meaning s and affective attachments.

The indeterminacy of choice enables this condensation – but it also makes it a focus for a range of doubts and anxieties, equally demonstrated across many studies.. Choice appears to both address – and evoke – anxieties about standards in public services; about relationships of trust and interdependency; about formations of power and powerlessness in the interactions between the public and public organisations; about the experience of being subordinated or demeaned; and about the equity of public processes and institutions. Choice is also a focus for anxieties about exacerbated individuation, fragmentation and disconnectedness. In particular, many respondents in our study were at pains to indicate that using public services was ‘not like shopping. This finding is echoed in the study by Rosen, Curry and Flroin who argue that’ The majoroity of participants perceived important differences between choices about health and health care and other consumer-type choices….’ (2005: 7). They also note varieties of ‘scepticism about the value of choice and its effectiveness at improving services (2005:8). In the end, we can think of few words that condense so many – and such powerful – aspirations and anxieties. 

It is precisely this indeterminacy of choice (its generic emptiness and open-ness) that enables the term to carry such an excess of meaning. As we hinted above, the problems with choice are not about its abstract multi-facetted desirability: after all, who could be against choice? Rather the problems of choice emerge as it becomes specified, detailed and concretised – when a particular model of choice (lifted wholesale from market imagery) comes to mean choice in practice. At that point, doubts, uncertainties and anxieties come to the fore: can it work? Can it deliver all those aspirations? What conditions are needed to make it work? What might it displace or diminish that we also value?

This perspective on choice as a condensate offers one way of explaining the popularity of what we might call ‘choice-in-general’ (rather than particular mechanisms or practices). Choice – from this perspective – looks uncannily like what the marketing industry understands as a brand: it is a focus of affective, as well as instrumental, identifications. Choice is the all-purpose and all-powerful brand that promises to make all the bad things about public services go away – while ensuring that they smell nice, have good teeth and are good company (but, like alcohol, choice should be used moderately and responsibly). If you want public service reform, you should take ChoiceTM. Interestingly, some of the respondents in our study recognise the discursive salience of choice in relation to public services and attempt to reason their way around it:

The NHS is a service to users (in the local community). I know ‘consumer’ and ‘customer’ imply choice and that is what we are supposed to want. I would consider it an acceptable achievement if everyone could have what was best in the matter of treatment as of right. There are certain cost considerations but that is another issue). ‘Choice’ may be a political ploy to take our eye of the ball and confuse us as to what really matters. Choice sounds a good thing – but is it? Sorry, this is one of my hobby horses! (Newtown health user:  patient and service user)

Such observations pose interesting problems abut how to make sense of publics who desire improved public services, but are not persuaded that consumer choice is the most appropriate means of achieving these objectives. Our study discovered considerable reluctance, if not recalcitrance, among providers and people who use services. Other studies echo these orientations, not least in the consistent preference for ‘standards over choice’: as the Which study puts it: ‘Essentially people want good local services that obviate the need for choices’ (2005: 41). Meanwhile Rosen, Curry and Florin stress the preference for ‘investing’ in the NHS rather than creating alternative providers (2005: 7). Such people seem to exist in a condition of ‘passive dissent’: not signed up to, or subjected by, the dominant discourses but having nowhere to take their dissent into more active political forms. There may be nothing new about such a condition, but the centrality of public services to New Labour’s political and governmental project (and to the wider dynamics of transformation) suggest that this peculiar mix of desire and doubt might be worth further attention.

More generally, this view of choice as a condensate explains something of its potency in public discourse about public services. But we think it is necessary to combine it with a view of choice as proxy to grasp its political or governmental persistence. By reflecting on choice as a proxy, we want to open out the analysis of what choice does in terms of political and governmental calculation. Other than reflecting the aspirations of modern, consumerist citizens, why might New Labour (as a party and a government) be champions of choice? There are a number of interpretations that might be made. First, choice is a proxy for electoral ambition: choice is (for the reasons sketched above) a focus of popular desire. Promising to extend choice ‘from the few to the many’ is a characteristic form of New Labour’s populism and anti-elitism. Second, choice is a proxy for the political problem of the middle classes: ‘Offering choice is one way in which we can bind into the public sector those that can afford to go private’ (Byers, 2003). By promising choice in valued public services (especially education and health), the defection of the affluent to privately purchased choices is averted. Thirdly, choice might be understood as a proxy for competition. Choice is the ‘human face’ of competition policy, legitimating the expansion of market and quasi-market dynamics in public services. Fourthly, choice might be a proxy for processes of privatization or what we might call ‘quasi-privatization’ in which public organizations are either transformed into private entities or are required to behave in ways appropriate to private entities. Lastly – and powerfully evoked by the Secretary of State for Health’s speech to the NHS Confederation in June 2005 – choice may be the proxy for instability as a dynamic of system reform. Patient choice and payment by results are the ‘levers’ that will finally (in governmental terms) destabilise the institutional architecture of the NHS and its perceived inertial resistance to reform.

We want to emphasise the importance of taking both of these perspectives together (see the wider argument about New Labour’s citizenships in Clarke, 2005a). To take choice as a condensate alone, risks losing sight of the translations between choice-in-general and choice-in-particular. That is, moving to choice-in-particular involves the deployment of selected mechanisms and practices in specific institutional locations for particular political and governmental purposes. How choice becomes enacted – embodied in particular practices – has profound consequences for those engaged in them. By contrast, to only take the view of choice as proxy risks falling into a ‘rhetoric versus reality’ distinction, in which uncovering the ‘real intentions’ of government is all we need to do. Losing sight of what animates the centrality of choice to political and policy discourse – failing to pay attention to the play of meanings, affect and identifications – leaves politics as merely a cynical exercise in calculation. The potency and persistence of choice requires us to think seriously about the mix of popular desires and doubts on which New Labour has tried to work – and which may still prove problematic:

I know ‘consumer’ and ‘customer’ imply choice and that is what we are supposed to want. I would consider it an acceptable achievement if everyone would have what was best in the matter of treatment as of right. (Newtown questionnaire 23)
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�  This overstates a more complex situation. People can ‘buy themselves out’ of public services, since despite the political rhetoric public services have never been monopoly providers. Commercial alternatives exist in all aspects of public service: education, health, housing, social care and policing (as well as for financial services). So cash can power some sorts of choices around welfare/wellbeing. In addition, some services – most notably social care – are means-tested, resulting in some people paying for, or contributing to the cost of, services.


�  So far as we can tell, no government departments or agencies expect to investigate the racial/ethnic implications of the choice agenda. Nor does the potential connection between choice and social exclusion seem to be part of ‘joined up’ government thinking. Appleby, Harrison and Devlin note that in the context of health care ‘ the wider policy framework surrounding choice is, at present, poorly developed. For example, the equity issues associated with choice have not, at present, been considered’ (2004: 3)
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