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FOREWORD

FIRST read Le Régime Politique Britannique by André Mathiot

soon after it was published in France, and I at once formed
the opinion that this was a book which would help British
readers and students of politics to understand and appreciate
their own system of government. I therefore gladly agreed to
the request of the author and the publishers that I should write
an introduction to the English edition.

The author’s aim is not to give an exhaustive account of the
British system, but rather to describe, explain and interpret its
principal features. He concentrates on what he rightly regards
as essential, and ignores the rest. He is thus able to provide,
within the compass of a book of moderate size, a singularly
comprehensive and satisfying view of a complicated political
system. The central theme of the book is the source, organisa-
tion, exercise and control of political power. Part I deals with
the source of power; Part IT with the organisation of power;
while the third and final part discusses the limitations of power.

Professor Mathiot has a remarkable grasp of English history,
and he understands the profound influence which historical
events have had on the evolution and working of contemporary
British political institutions and practices. Throughout the work
he emphasises the extraordinary unity and coherence of the
system, and the self-consistency of its several parts. The starting-
point of his analysis is the electoral system, the character of
which deeply affects the party system, the working of Parlia-
ment and the position of the Cabinet. In Great Britain, he
points out, the voters do not merely elect members of Parlia-
ment: they decide in effect who shall be Prime Minister, which
party shall govern and what policy shall prevail. ‘This,” he
remarks, ‘is much more than the people can do in many other
democracies which have formally accepted the principle of the
popular sovereignty’.

The electoral system has three important consequences. It
democratises the parliamentary regime by enabling the elector-
ate to choose the government. It produces stable and strong
government. It fosters clear political responsibility by avoiding
electoral or parliamentary alliances and bargaining between
groups. Such an electoral system, however, demands a high
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degree of political homogeneity and it necessitates frequent
compromise. The members of each party must compromise with
their convictions on at least some issues, because the range of
choice open to them is so narrow with only two parties. And
the party in power must frequently compromise with its
principles or policy lest by too rigid adherence to them it should
sacrifice the support of the marginal voters on whose uncertain
allegiance the result of the next general election will depend.
Monsieur Mathiot reminds us that the outcome of a general
election really depends on the voting behaviour of a relatively
small number of citizens. He also insists that the exaggerated
weighting of the party representation in Parliament resulting
from the British electoral system would not be acceptable to a
people who were concerned with the mathematical niceties of
Justice. While stressing the importance of the electoral system,
the author is none the less fully alive to the other factors which
have affected the structure of political parties in England. He
does not for a moment assert that the party organisation is the
outcome of the electoral system.

The author considers that the grand result of the British
polity is that the people are the real source of political power.
It is, therefore, an authentic example of ‘government by the
people’. The Cabinet, despite its vast powers, remains an
essentially democratic organ because it derives its authority
from the people.

Professor Mathiot’s interpretation and evaluation of the
British system of government is particularly needed at the
present time, when numerous writers who disagree with the
policies carried out in recent years by successive governments
have sought to show that the balance of the constitution has
been upset, or that the constitution is afflicted with some malady
of their own devising because the Cabinet can normally get its
way with Parliament in its day-to-day activities. This is the
theme, for example, of The Passing of Parliament by Professor
G. W. Keeton; and of Ramsay Muir’s How Britain is Governed.
Professor Mathiot, on the other hand, regards Cabinet govern-
ment in Britain as a form of government by public opinion
because the voters have the last word, whereas in France it is
the legislature which both makes and breaks the government,
and largely determines its policy. Thus, the preponderant
power of the executive in Britain is in his view explicable in
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terms of the respect given to the primacy of the national will.

The leit motif of the present work is that a deep-rooted
solicitude for the liberties of the individual is a fundamental
characteristic of the British political regime. The growth in the
functions of the state and the increased powers of the executive
have led some critics to dwell on the dangers of totalitarianism
and to invoke the spectre of dictatorship; but Professor Mathiot
for his part ‘is more struck by the happy success with which the
liberties of the subject are still upheld in Great Britain’.

The third part of the book is devoted to an examination of the
restraints on the exercise of power exerted by such counter-
vailing forces as Parliament, the monarchy, the judiciary, the
civil service, local authorities, and above all public opinion.

Individual liberty, he asserts, depends ultimately more on the
people themselves than upon any institutions or formal safe-
guards. The British people have been ready to face the most
severe dangers and to make the utmost sacrifices in defence of
their liberties. Throughout the centuries they have zealously
guarded their civil rights, and this has led to the growth of a
vigorous public opinion which would never tolerate any attempt
by the Cabinet or Parliament or the Courts to ride roughshod
over the liberties of the individual.

Some readers may feel that the author tends to place too
much emphasis on the moderateness of British politics and the
common ground shared by the two great parties. It might be
contended that the social and economic measures carried out
during the post-war years in Britain have produced a more
drastic social transformation than has occurred in any other
western nation by peaceful means. But this is a point which is
only incidental to the book. The main themes of The British
Political System are based on solid foundations; and the general
conclusions of its author are undoubtedly correct. I hope the
book will have the success it deserves, and that it will be widely
read by students of politics and government. For Professor
Mathiot has written a book which is not only interesting but
also illuminating.

In conclusion, I should like to congratulate Miss Jennifer
S. Hines, M.A., on the excellence of her translation.

WiLrLiam A. RossoN
London School of Economics
and Political Science






PREFACE

Y original intention was to make a comprehensive study

of the political institutions of the principal countries of the
world, but I was forced to admit that even if I kept to the bare
essentials and excluded all detailed footnotes and biblio-
graphical references, such a work would still be likely to assume
dimensions that would deter even the best intentioned of
publishers. Without definitely abandoning the project, I there-
fore decided to try to fill another gap by making a series of
separate studies of the main forms of government with a view
to pointing out their principal distinguishing characteristics.
This first volume is devoted to the political system of Great
Britain, which obviously deserves pride of place.

I realised from the start that I had set myself an extremely
difficult task which might well appear a vain or unduly
ambitious undertaking, and I am the more conscious of this
now that the result is about to be presented to the public.

It is practically impossible in a mere three hundred pages to
do full justice to a subject so profound and important as to be
almost forbidding. Those with expert knowledge of British
government will no doubt be disappointed to find that I have
scarcely ever risen above a strictly ‘popular’ level.

It is equally obvious that any attempt to find a synthesis in
British political life and institutions would run a serious risk of
being utterly misleading unless its author were supremely well
acquainted with every aspect of the British constitution. He
would also have to have mastered an enormous mass of relevant
documentary material, to have spent many years making an
inductive and comparative study of the regime, and to have
cultivated many contacts in all kinds of political circles in the
country itself. Moreover, he would need to be completely im-
partial in his analysis of ideas, mechanisms, changes and events,
even when writing of the contemporary scene. Not possessing
such experience and qualifications, I have set myself a more
limited task. Without wishing to excuse the shortcomings of
this volume, I should like to give at least some indication of its
scope and purpose.

I have tried to give a straightforward account and exposition
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of the British political system that might be of interest both to
students of law and political science and to a wider public.
Though the system has long attracted widespread attention, its
singular effectiveness has not always been fully appreciated,
and its underlying principles should provide every intelligent
citizen with much food for further reflection. It therefore seemed
best to omit all footnotes and detailed references such as would
be necessary in a more scholarly treatise but might deter the
more general reader and would in any case add considerably to
the length of the book. Anyone who wishes for further informa-
tion on any particular point will be able to follow it up through
the works listed in the Select Bibliography.

There is hardly room for yet another study of the government
of the United Kingdom, but it is perhaps still possible to look
at the subject from a new angle and, instead of analysing it
within arbitrary subdivisions, to try to see what are the essential
characteristics of the regime as a whole. My underlying pur-
pose has been to try to indicate the true nature of British
democracy.

If asked to give a single criterion of free democratic govern-
ment, I should say that it depended on the status of the
opposition.

In a democracy, power belongs initially to the people who to
some extent actively participate in the conduct of affairs. This
necessarily implies government by the majority, where issues
are decided by counting heads. Except in the unlikely event of
complete unanimity, all are ready to abide by the decision of
the majority because in this way no one starts with any undue
advantage and there is only a minimum of interference with the
liberties of the individual which can never be permanently
suppressed.

On any major national issue, public opinion is almost bound
to be divided. A very large number of questions have therefore
to be decided by the will of the majority. One of the things that
distinguishes a liberal democracy from the various forms of
‘people’s democracy’ is perhaps their different concepts of what
the rule of the majority really implies.

Without going into the means whereby the majority rose to
power in the first place, it may be said that in a ‘people’s
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democracy’ the people are completely identified with the
majority. The majority is never taken for what it really is, that
is, the representatives of only a part of the ‘national will’ or the
views of one section of the population. Instead, it is regarded as
absolutely comprehensive and infallible. According to this way
of thinking, once the will of the people has been made known,
the task before the government is to give effect to this ‘general
will’ in its entirety with the least possible delay. Any opposition
should be totally disregarded. It cannot contain any element of
truth and ought to be suppressed. Anti-government propaganda
can be condemned as seditious, and the opposition should be
to some extent, if not completely, deprived of any civil liberties
that would permit it to criticise the government, to continue
to exist as an organised body, or to maintain that there are
certain spheres in which the state has no right to intervene.

A liberal regime, on the other hand, admits that the majority
is not always right and that others should be at liberty to point
out where it is in the wrong, the views of the majority being
only an imperfect and transitory reflection of the will of the
people. Not only is it considered wrong to suppress or disregard
opposition, but it is recognised that the opposition, no less than
the government, has its own distinctive part to play. While the
majority rules, the opposition must criticise. It has both the
power and the duty to keep public opinion on the alert and to
try to build up a following so that it may in turn itself become
the majority. There are thus two distinct and necessarily
unequal elements in the constitution—the government and
the opposition—each representing different points of view.
National policies are arrived at by means of a compromise
between the two.

The great problem is to see that this dualism does not lead
to any undue rigidity or multiplication of political divisions,
nor yet undermine the efficiency of the government. This will
only happen if both sides are ready to maintain an equilibrium
based upon mutual toleration and respect. The majority must
be a genuine majority that does not get out of touch with public
opinion, and it must never forget that it has only been given
power for a limited term. The opposition must remain loyal and
not try to defy the government or overthrow the established
regime. In the British political system, as we shall see, all these
conditions are fulfilled in so striking and unique a manner that
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one could almost study it entirely in terms of the relationship
between the majority and the opposition.

Here, however, I have adopted another method of approach
in order to emphasise the dominant position of the Cabinet.
This is the most striking feature of the whole political system.
I have tried to show how the power of the executive is, in effect,
based on a form of direct democracy and, in particular, to
point out how this elaborate political machine contains an
abundance of forces and institutions which combine to ensure
the limitation of political power. These other elements are, in
one sense, the source of the power of the government. The
Cabinet owes its dominant position to the decision of the elec-
torate, the strength of the majority party, the long-established
supremacy of Parliament, the extensive powers originally
vested in the Crown and the support which it derives from the
judiciary. Yet from another point of view all these elements can
be regarded as, in varying degrees, important safeguards of
individual liberty. Their power, or such influence as they may
still be able to exert, combines with other rules and institutions
to provide the strongest conceivable safeguard to ensure that
the strong executive does not turn itself into a dictatorship.

This study has not been kept strictly within the confines of
what is normally regarded as constitutional law. I have allowed
myself to be drawn on to try to give an overall picture of the
British political system as it really is, and to show how in
practice the government is supported or restrained by the other
formal authorities in the state—Parliament and the monarchy
—and by the administrative system, the power of the judiciary
and the firmly established liberties of the subject.



Introduction
TRADITION AND ADAPTATION

REAT BRITAIN is the traditional home of liberal

institutions. She has been strikingly successful in preserving
the balance, flexibility and aversion to violent change that has
always been characteristic of her system of government, while
at the same time making it singularly effective in discharging
all the functions required of a modern state.

The temperament and traditions of the British people have
enabled them to resolve their major problems of political
organisation in a unique way which well deserves the attention
of other countries.

Their political system has a number of features of particular
interest. In the first place, it is the political system of a country
which still ranks as a Great Power and whose conduct, both in
peace and in war, continues to arouse the admiration of other
nations. Yet it is not just the system of government of a single
country. It has been successfully transplanted, with almost
equally happy results, to what used to be the ‘white’ colonies
of the British Empire. These almost invariably looked to
British institutions as the pattern to guide them in their evolu-
tion towards Dominion status, and although they have now
become independent sovereign states within the Common-
wealth, this does not mean that they have in any way broken
with the basic principles of the British system of government.

Another development of outstanding interest at the present
time is the attempts now being made to install parliamentary
government on the British model in various parts of tropical
Africa. That the British system of government has already been
adopted, in varying forms, in the other Commonwealth
countries has strengthened the belief that it is capable of being
introduced into other colonial territories. The gradual and
cautious advance of these countries towards self-government
and then towards responsible government provides further
evidence of the singularly wide range of circumstances in which
it is possible to apply a framework of political ideas that is
entirely free from any kind of doctrinaire rigidity.

B
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A number of other monarchies, including Belgium and the
Netherlands, Denmark, Norway and Sweden, have also to a
large extent modelled their institutions on those of Great
Britain. Their present parliamentary regimes have clearly been
inspired by the British, although none has been as successful as
its prototype. At crucial moments in their history, when their
existing forms of government were collapsing, many other
nations, including the French, have turned to Great Britain as
the classic example of the liberal institutions they sought to
emulate. Experience has soon taught them how difficult it is to
reproduce such a unique political system.

The British political system is singularly full of paradoxes.
The fact that it is not based on any logical principles might in
itself be considered a paradox and a sign of weakness, and
would certainly be the despair of anyone who tried to subject
the system to any kind of rational analysis. The difficulty is not
so much that it is impossible to explain its principles, institutions
and conventions, but rather that they mostly contain some
internal contradiction. The more self-contradictory they appear
to be, the more effectively the British seem to be able to make
them work.

It is doubtful whether the British have ever really given much
thought to the underlying principles of their constitution,
although there are some basic ideas that are universally
respected. ‘England’, wrote Philip Chesterfield, a friend of
Montesquieu, in the eighteenth century, ‘is the only monarchy
that can really be said to have a Constitution.” On the other
hand, de Toqueville, whose ideas were moulded by his study
of the American Constitution, considered that there was no
such thing as a constitution in Great Britain. Sir John Simon,
addressing an audience in Paris on “The British System of
Government’ on 28th February 1935, began by saying, ‘You
may remember the famous chapter in a treatise on natural
history that was entitled “Snakes in Ireland” and consisted of
a single sentence, ‘“There are no snakes in Ireland.” We can
equally well say that in England we have no Constitution.’

Yet the absence of a formal written constitution is really of
very little importance in a country whose whole political
system is founded upon the Rule of Law. Every political com-
munity has some rules, and the British is no exception, although
its rules are largely unwritten and sometimes veiled in the haze
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of uncertainty that surrounds customary usages whose origins
lie far back in history. Nevertheless, these rules are, generally
speaking, perfectly well known and more wholeheartedly
respected than the constitutional principles of many other
countries, even where they have been minutely defined in
much-debated legal texts. Legally the British Parliament can
do anything that it wishes, but from the political point of view
it is very far from being a sovereign body in the same sense
as the French National Assembly. The constitutional sense of a
nation which reverences its laws and takes a firm stand against
any attempt to set them aside is a stronger safeguard against
hasty reforms and arbitrary decisions than a constitution that
is supposed to be inflexible but in fact merely embodies what
was assumed to be the will of the people at some particular
moment in history.

Another paradox about British political institutions is the un-
usual way in which they were written about and discussed in
other countries and became widely known and admired abroad
at a period when in Britain itself they were developing
smpirically and were seldom discussed in theoretical terms, so
that the British themselves were not really conscious of the
fundamental modifications that were being imposed upon the
old system of absolute monarchy. Fortescue in the fourteenth
century and Thomas Smith in the sixteenth century both wrote
in Latin, and their works never attracted much notice in
Britain. It was Montesquieu who first drew the attention of
the entire civilised world to the British system of government
through his famous chapter in The Spirit of the Laws. It was
largely through this not altogether accurate description that the
British themselves were made aware of the main features of
their political system. Blackstone’s famous Commentaries on the
Laws of England appear to have been quite clearly inspired by
Montesquieu. It would be true to say that at the end of the
ecighteenth century there was a far greater understanding of
British political institutions on the Continent and even in North
America than in the British Isles. There was a considerable
body of opinion in France under the Restoration and the July
Monarchy which looked upon the British political system as its
ideal, and elsewhere other constitutional monarchies were set
up in the light of liberal principles borrowed from Great
Britain. Yet the British very seldom tried to analyse the
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system that they had originated and made to work so success-
fully.

To a foreign observer, the political regime that the British
have conceived and elaborated and adapted to changing
circumstances either by laws or, much more frequently, by
constitutional conventions, looks like an ideal model of a
thoroughly harmonious and balanced system of government.

Montesquieu saw in it a living example of the principle of the
separation of powers. Even though this may not have been an
altogether correct view at the time when he wrote, there can
be no doubt that the British political system deserves to be
regarded as a masterpiece in the art of governing men. It
combines a predominantly elective Parliament and a stable
executive, closely linked together by means of a responsible
Cabinet. The prerogatives of Parliament are evenly balanced
against those of the Cabinet. A set of rules and constitutional
conventions ensures strong government and yet at the same
time genuinely guarantees a very broad measure of individual
liberty. This enviable system of government has been evolved
almost entirely without regard to any abstract general prin-
ciples. It was created and developed empirically, as was only to
be expected in a country where logical reasoning is among the
most suspect of all the things commonly associated with the
Continent.

The course of British constitutional history has been mainly
determined by a number of historical accidents, customs which
have acquired authority through long usage, and the desire to
learn from experience and yet at the same time not to break
with venerable tradition. These have been much more influen-
tial than any theoretical reasoning or ideas of setting up what
was regarded in the abstract as an ideal form of government.

The British system of government is not only a paradox in
itself but it contains many other paradoxical features. The term
‘parliamentary government’, for instance, would appear to
imply that Parliament is the chief power in the state. In fact,
however, Parliament, which is not at all the same thing as a
single-chamber legislature, although in theory supreme, is in
practice dominated by the Cabinet, which is formally only the
creature of Parliament. The British people strove for several
centuries to free themselves from any semblance of absolute
monarchy. Yet now that it is no longer the sovereign but the
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Cabinet which wields the executive power, they have come to
acquiesce in the supremacy of the executive. Thus as the
political system has become democratic, the government has
found itself in a stronger position than ever before.

Another paradox is the bicameral system. This originated in
England, but the form of bicameralism that exists in Great
Britain today is quite different from anything to be found in any
other country. The upper House has admittedly changed a
great deal since the eighteenth century and has been largely
deprived of its former powers, but it still survives as a funda-
mentally aristocratic second chamber.

Despite—or perhaps because of—their anxiety to preserve
their historic institutions, the British were ahead of most other
countries in curtailing the powers of their second chamber.
Since 1911, and even more since 1948, the House of Lords has
been reduced to the position of a ‘reflecting chamber’.

Yet, as nothing in Britain is really quite what it seems at first
glance, the reduction in the powers of the House of Lords does
not in the least imply that it has been divested of all political
significance. Many highly eminent public figures sit there;
public attention may be drawn to important issues by raising
them in the Lords; and speeches made there, especially those
on foreign affairs, may prove to be extremely influential. The
House of Lords might be likened to T#e Times as an important
influence in moulding public opinion. It is also a Conservative
stronghold that can place considerable obstacles in the way of
a Labour government. A number of peers are invariably selected
to fill some of the leading positions in the government, and in
the Cabinet formed by Mr Churchill in October 1951 the House
of Lords was more strongly represented than it had been in any
government for many years past.

Peers, together with aliens and the insane, are disqualified
from voting or standing for election to the House of Commons.
And, for all that it may appear to be an anachronism, the
House of Lords remains to this day the supreme court of justice
of the realm.

A final paradox in the British constitution is the monarchy.
The monarchies which still survive in the west today could
almost be counted on the fingers of one hand. The Kings of
England often had to face fierce and persistent opposition in the
days when monarchy was the normal form of government, but
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the British monarchy is now, despite all the developments that
have taken place in the Commonwealth, as firmly established
and highly respected aninstitution asit would be possible to find.

It is only comparatively recently that the monarchy has
become both morally and politically immune from attack. It
did not attain this position until the end of the reign of Queen
Victoria, that is, just at the time when monarchies were begin-
ning to decline and disappear in other parts of the world.

British sovereigns have been ready to acquiesce in their loss
of effective power and have consequently acquired a new kind
of prestige. The less they intervene in politics, the more they
have been able to inspire the loyalty and compel the respect of
the nation as a whole. For anyone not too fastidious about
adhering to rigid definitions of his terms, the British system of
government might well be described as a republic organised in
the form of a monarchy.

Great Britain is still renowned for being the Mother of Parlia-
ments and for having the last surviving monarchy of any real
significance. The really important elements in her political
system, however, are neither the Queen nor Parliament but the
electorate and the Cabinet.

The British political system for the most part defies logical
analysis. What we can do, however, is to try to see why a system
which appears to be so illogical and out of line with modern
political ideas is in fact no less, if not more, effective and
successful than many other democratic regimes in dealing with
all the infinitely complex problems that arise in the modern state.

Many elaborate and learned answers might be given to that
question, but perhaps one explanation lies in the rare if not
unique combination of two dominant characteristics, both in
the British people themselves and in their political institutions.
They have an unshakeable respect for tradition, which they
reverence not so much for its own sake as for the good it can
produce. Yet this respect for the past is tempered by a complete
lack of dogmatic conservatism.

RESPECT FOR TRADITION

“The Constitution which Queen Victoria swore to preserve
was the constitution of William the Conqueror.” The historian
who said this was not just making a humorous aside, for his
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remark contains a profound truth. It is a corollary of Sir
Maurice Amos’s definition of the Englishman, considered as a
political animal, as ‘law-loving, loyal to his leaders, indifferent
to equality, deferential, a lover of liberty, sectarian, individual-
ist, zealous for business, apt for self-government, a lover of com-
promise, a fertile maker of rules, indifferent to logic, respectful
of precedent’.

The British respect for tradition in politics is partly the result
of their island situation, which has protected them from the
revolutionary movements and new ideologies that have spread
across continental Europe.

It has also been strengthened by their relatively happy
history, and often by completely accidental historical circum-
stances. Without going into the political implications of military
victories whose effects are often difficult to assess, two out-
standing examples may be quoted to show the influence of
historical events.-First, the loss of their lands in France put an
end to English dreams of a continental empire and helped to
produce a strong sense of national unity. Then the loss of the
American colonies several hundred years later was perhaps the
only thing that enabled constitutional monarchy to survive in
Great Britain, and there can be no doubt that it considerably
simplified the political and economic problems that British
governments had to face in the years that followed.

Respect for the past is not merely an integral part of the
British national temperament but a tendency that has been
reinforced by the respect that the British people have always
shown for the laws by which they and their ancestors have
agreed to be bound. As Francis Bacon observed, the ancient

_declaration of the barons in Parliament assembled—that they
had no wish to alter the laws of England (rolumus leges Angliae
mutare)—has been engraved upon the heart of every English-
man. In this connection it is important not to overlook the
influence of the legal profession, both judges and barristers, in
determining the British approach to politics. From very early
times the lawyers have had their own autonomous organisation,
the Inns of Court, and have always been extremely active in
public affairs and shown themselves forthright champions of
individual liberty. Their influence has both helped to ensure
respect for juridical traditions and also left its mark on the
customs and procedure of Parliament.
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Many observers have been astonished at the extent to which
British political life is dominated by tradition and contains
so many features for which it is difficult to find any rational
explanation. The British are not, however, very greatly con-
cerned about having everything cut and dried and giving logical
reasons for all that they do. At this stage, therefore, we shall
confine ourselves to indicating how their respect for tradition
manifests itself in some of the main features of their political
institutions.

The British Parliament, unlike the Parliaments of most other
countries, did not come into being as the result of a revolution.
It is a traditional English institution with an impressively long
history. Its origins are to be found in the mediaeval Concilium
that the King used to summon when he wanted to confer with
the freemen and secure their approval for important decisions.
The Concilium had broad advisory powers and also some im-
portant juridical functions, as a legacy of which the House of
Lords to this day remains the supreme court of the realm. The
earliest Parliaments consisted of the bishops and the leading
barons. These formed the Magnum Concilium that later
developed into the House of Lords. Before this happened, larger
assemblies began to be convoked that also included knights
from the shires and later burgesses to represent the boroughs
and chartered towns. The first Parliament constituted on these
lines was summoned by Simon de Montfort in the thirteenth
century, and similar assemblies continued to be convoked from
time to time. This did not signify any abandonment of power on
the part of the King, but was actually intended to strengthen
his position. The Great and Model Parliament summoned by
Edward I in 1295 was larger than any of its predecessors and
the earliest assembly to be in any sense representative of the
nation. It included all the members of the King’s Council. This,
like many other ancient practices, has left its imprint on con-
temporary British institutions, as all privy councillors, even if
not members of Parliament, are still in theory entitled to attend
debates in the House of Lords.

The division of Parliament into two Houses is likewise
entirely a matter of tradition quite divorced from any kind of
rational motivation. The merits and drawbacks of the bicameral
system are keenly debated at the present time. It is generally
thought to provide a check and balance that constitutes a safe-
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guard for individual liberty and improves the quality of parlia-
mentary legislation. Originally the four different categories of
members of Parliament—the barons, the bishops and lower
clergy, the knights of the shire and the representatives of the
boroughs—all sat together, though each group appears to have
met separately as well. But after the lower clergy had withdrawn
from Parliament in the fourteenth century, it gradually became
customary for the bishops and the barons to meet on their own
as they had in the Magnum Concilium, while the knights of the
shire and the borough members, who were both elected repre-
sentatives and did not come from such distinct social classes
as might be supposed, joined forces to form the other House of
Parliament. Historians maintain that two distinct Houses of
Parliament were in existence by 1341 and the Commons met on
their own in 1351. It is difficult to say exactly when the division
first appeared, but there can be no doubt that the whole
bicameral system as we know it today has evolved out of these
simple beginnings.

It is typical of the British respect for tradition that when they
came to rebuild their House of Commons after it had been
destroyed in an air raid on the night of 10-11th May 1941, it
was decided, on the recommendation of members of Parliament
themselves, to build the new chamber on the same site and on
exactly the same plan as the old. Their decision was the more
remarkable, because the old House of Commons was of no great
antiquity, having been built on the site of part of the old Palace
of Westminster after it was destroyed by fire in 1834. Moreover,
the old chamber had, not originally as the result of any
deliberate policy, been built as a rectangular hall in which the
government and the opposition sat facing each other across a
central gangway, and there had only been seats for about two-
thirds of the total number of members. It might have seemed
more logical to build the new chamber on the semicircular
pattern adopted in most other legislatures and to give every
member a seat and a desk of his own. Yet the British refused to
be guided solely by such theoretical considerations. They
preferred to adhere to their traditional design and were able to
produce many empirical arguments in its defence.

When the House of Commons elected a new Speaker in 1951,
he responded like every other Speaker before” him, except
Onslow in 1727, by remaining firmly in his place and putting
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up a show of resistance before allowing the two members ap-
pointed for the purpose to conduct him to the Chair. This is a
survivalfrom the time when the Speaker had only recently ceased
to be appointed by the Crown. Anyone then elected Speaker by
the House would not proceed to the Chair without first making
a profession of his own unworthiness and recalling the dangers
to which, as an independent Speaker, he might be exposed.

Every new member of the House of Commons has to be
initiated into a special code of parliamentary etiquette. He has
to learn that there are certain places where it is forbidden to
walk, and certain words and phrases that may not be men-
tioned in the House. Whenever a member enters or leaves the
Chamber, he must bow in the direction of the Speaker, though
no one knows whether he is really bowing to Mr Speaker him-
self or to the mace on the Tablein front of him, or simply because
of a custom that has survived since the sixteenth century when
there used to be a cross behind the Speaker’s chair. The reason
why they bow does not matter. The rule is that they must do
so, and they invariably comply.

When the members of the House of Commons are due to go
up to the House of Lords to hear the Queen’s Speech from the
throne, they wait for Black Rod, an usher who carries a black
staff, to come in the name of the sovereign to summon her faith-
ful Commons. The Sergeant-at-Arms will be standing by to
shut the door in the face of Black Rod, who is not admitted
until he has knocked three times on the door. This is intended
to show that the lower House is independent of the sovereign,
and dates back to the day in January 1642 when the Commons
shut their doors against Charles I when he arrived with an
escort of troops to arrest six members of the House.

After the formal opening of Parliament, the Commons return
to their Chamber and must immediately proceed to a debate
on the address in reply to the Queen’s Speech. This debate
cannot begin, however, until the Speaker has allowed the House
to give a reading to a bill, the text of which is always the same
and has not changed for over a hundred years as it is never
brought up again later in the session. By giving it an initial
reading, however, the Commons reaffirm that they are under
no obligation to confine their deliberations to the matters
mentioned in the Queen’s Speech, which is nowadays actually
composed by the Prime Minister.
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Many other instances might be quoted to show how tradition
has left its imprint upon parliamentary procedure, but it is
especially marked in the procedure through which a bill has to
go before it becomes law. After a bill has been given a third
reading in the House of Commons, it is sent to the House of
Lords with the request ‘soit baillé aux Seigneurs’ which has been
used ever since the fourteenth century when the King used to
legislate in response to petitions from Parliament. If the Lords
give the bill a third reading, nothing can in fact prevent it from
becoming law, but before this can happen there has to be a
formal ceremony in which it receives the royal assent. On these
occasions the Commons are summoned by Black Rod to attend
at the bar of the House of Lords. There they find three peers
who have received the Queen’s commission in respect of the
bills in question, sitting on a special seat between the Woolsack
and the throne. The Crown Clerk, who wears a wig and is
dressed like a mediaeval lawyer, reads the title of each bill in
English, whereupon the Clerk of Parliaments, similarly attired,
responds in Norman-French with the cry ‘Le roy le veult’ or,
in the case of a bill to grant supply or impose taxation, ‘Le Roi
remercie ses bons sujets, accepte leur bénévolence et ainsi le
veult.” The royal assent has never been refused to a bill since
Queen Anne rejected the Scottish Militia Bill in 1707, and it
has long been a firmly established constitutional convention
that the sovereign should automatically assent to any bill that
has been passed by both Houses of Parliament. Nevertheless,
bills continue to be formally submitted for the royal assent, and
it is still granted with all the traditional ceremony.

The whole history of the English nation is really bound up in
these traditional forms and ceremonies. No member of Parlia-
ment would dream of trying to do away with them, for by
voluntarily continuing to pay homage to the venerable past of
the oldest Parliament in the world they are able to invest even
their latest reforming legislation with the same sanctity as
belongs to their most ancient customs. It seems highly unlikely
that this could ever occur in any other country, but it is in fact
what actually happens in Great Britain,

The Cabinet is another institution thoroughly steeped in tra-
dition. In the eyesof the law it is nothing more than a committee
of the Privy Council of the sovereign, which itself developed out
of the Witenagemot that existed right back in Saxon times.
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The Cabinet is a corporate body because the King was forced
to take into his confidence more than just a single individual or
a very small group of privy councillors. For this same reason,
the title of Prime Minister was long regarded as a term of abuse
and did not come into current usage until the time of Disraeli.
The homogeneity and cohesion of the Cabinet arise from the
fact that long ago the privy councillors discovered that they
had to be agreed among themselves in order to give a satis-
factory account to the House of Commons of the advice they
had tendered to the King. Not until much later did the Cabinet
become politically, as distinct from legally, responsible for its
acts when, towards the end of the eighteenth century, a Cabinet
set a new precedent by choosing to resign rather than expose
its members to the threat of impeachment. There is no law
relating to the organisation of the Cabinet. Until 1917 it was
entirely without any kind of formal organisation, and even
today the rules which govern its activities still for the most part
derive their authority from custom alone.

The roéle of the Prime Minister has likewise largely been
determined by custom. It gradually became recognised that
there had to be someone of this status, and the Prime Minister
had become an important figure long before his office was
so much as mentioned in any legal text. For some reason
that is not altogether clear, the earliest Prime Ministers held
the office of First Lord of the Treasury. The Prime Minister
still normally occupies this position today, although nowadays
he has very little to do with the Treasury, which, for all
practical purposes, is under the control of the Chancellor of the
Exchequer.

The office which is more full of contradictions than any
other, however, is that of Lord Chancellor. His functions display
an extraordinary disregard for the principle of the separation
of powers that is otherwise as well respected in Great Britain
as in any other democracy. The Lord Chancellor is the first
subject of Her Majesty, and comes immediately after the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury and before all other members of the
government in the order of precedence. He is a judge, and head
of the English judiciary. He presides over the House of Lords
when it sits as the supreme court of the land, and over the
Judicial Committee of the Privy Council. At the same time, he
is a member of the government and fulfils many of the functions
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normally assigned to a Minister of Justice. He also presides over
the ordinary legislative sittings of the House of Lords, where he
sits on the Woolsack, a special seat upholstered in red plush and
symbolically stuffed with wool because this was once the staple
of English commerce. When he enters or leaves the Chamber
he is ceremonially preceded by the Sergeant-at-Arms bearing
the mace, but although he presides over the debates of the
House he has no disciplinary powers over its members. His
extraordinary combination of functions that are in no way
logically connected is really too heavy a burden to impose on
any one man and is certainly not dictated by the practical
necessities of modern government. It remains as it is, simply
because no one wants to undermine the pre-eminent status of
the highest office in the state which has been in existence since
before the Norman Conquest and the main attributes of which
have been unchanged since the reign of Edward the Confessor.
It may be an illogical arrangement, but it is one which everyone
has come to take for granted.

The monarchy, though but one of many long-established and
closely interconnected customs and institutions in which the
British political system abounds, is perhaps the most important
and highly respected of all these traditional institutions. Itself
steeped in tradition, it is also the means whereby traditions are
kept alive.

In the eyes of the law, the powers of the sovereign are still

- almost exactly the same as they were in the days of absolute
monarchy. The law regarding the source and exercise of
political power has remained practically unchanged since the
Middle Ages. Neither the State nor the Nation has ever become
a recognised legal entity. All laws are made in the name of the
Queen, who is the fountain of all justice and who alone has
power to confer any kind of honour. Every ship in the navy
is the Queen’s ship and every policeman who directs the traffic
in the streets is exercising powers that belong to the Crown.
An enormous amount of public business has to be referred to
the Queen, and there are a vast number of official papers that
require her personal signature.

Yet in reality none of the surviving functions of the Crown
has more than symbolic value. Almost all the powers of the state
remain vested in the sovereign, but the Queen no longer has
any genuine political power. Although the sovereign has at
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times been able to exert some personal influence, this is now
generally of quite insignificant proportions. Until comparatively
recently, the sovereign remained an important figure as head
of the Commonwealth. Even there, however, the idea of
common allegiance to the Crown and all that it used to imply
has now been supplanted by the concept of a ‘Crown without
a sceptre’ that is merely the symbolic head of an entirely
voluntary association of states.

Respect for the past thus pervades every aspect of political
life in Great Britain. It is reflected in the spectacular pomps and
traditional ceremonies and in the retention of impressive and
outmoded costumes and language. These are a valuable asset, as
they help to stimulate a sense of national unity. Although some
democracies have thought it possible to dispense with this kind
of patriotism, it is something which all totalitarian states have
tried, by more artificial means, to revive.

Respect for tradition in politics is a more specifically British
characteristic, but it too fulfils several important purposes.
Every state opening of Parliament serves to remind the country

’that, as they are proud to recall, their political system rests on
firm foundations. In spite of all the new political ideologies put
forward since its first youth, their Parliament, although re-
newed at regular intervals, still survives in much the same form
as it assumed seven centuries ago. The historic rites are also
evidence of the political sagacity of a people who have not only
succeeded in preserving their ancient institutions, but have also
maintained intact and secure against all the revolutionary up-
heavals and fierce conflicts that have raged over the centuries
the fundamentally liberal principles of their constitution. As
one Englishman has written, ‘When we seem to be respecting
the dead, we are in reality respecting our fellow-citizens.” The
survival of ancient institutions with their outward forms almost
intact is evidence of the peaceable character of British constitu-
tional history. It does not, however, tell us anything about how,
behind the facade of pomps and ceremonies, these institutions
really work. If the nation had been determined at all costs to
adhere to its traditional forms, it would have ended by paralys-
ing the government of the country. But although the British
people have preserved the traditional framework of their
institutions, they have been ready to adapt their political
system in the light of changing circumstances.
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THE COMPLETE ABSENCE OF DOGMATIC CONSERVATISM

No one would venture to claim that there has ever, even
between 1945 and 1950, been any strong progressive movement
in British politics, or that the British are temperamentally
disposed to be constantly questioning the established order.

In the first place, as will become more apparent when we
come to consider the electoral system, the British political
system has only recently become democratic. Until 1883-85,
birth and wealth were the keys to political influence. The first
workman M.P. was not elected until 1874. Working-class re-
presentation in the House of Commons did not attain significant
proportions until after 1906, and it was only in 1922 that the
Labour Party became the official opposition. Harold Laski was
able to write, without appearing unduly paradoxical, that
between 1689 and 1945 the government of Great Britain was
always in the hands of a single party whose two branches, first
Whigs and Tories and later Liberals and Conservatives,
succeeded each other in office without ever raising any question
of basic changes in the constitution or even of any radical social
or economic reform. The differences that divided Liberals from
Conservatives were really no more than family quarrels that
could always be settled by compromise.

The situation altered somewhat after the victory of the
Labour Party in 1945, but the change was not so great as Laski
both hoped and believed. The Labour movement remains
decidedly non-Marxist and anti-Marxist. The British Com-
munist Party is quite insignificant and secured only 29, of the
total votes in 1945 and 0-19% in 1951.! One reason for the
serious difficulties in which the Labour Party has found itself
in recent years is that its leaders—Mr Bevan just as much as
Mr Attlee or Mr Gaitskell—have had to take care not to
alienate the middle-of-the-road voters upon whose support
they rely. As a considerable proportion of those who vote
Labour are persons of fundamentally moderate views, the
Labour Party cannot go beyond a merely ‘reformist’ pro-
gramme. It may even find it difficult to carry out its own brand
of ‘Liberal Socialism’ that aims to combine individual liberty
with a planned economy, and democracy—in the classic

1 0-19%, in 1955.
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political sense—with social justice. This forms an appealing
election slogan, but it may in fact be an attempt to square the
circle.

The British have an extreme aversion to any kind of revolu-
tionary change. Although they elected a Labour government
in 1945, they did so only when its leader, Clement Attlee, was a
man they felt they could fully trust. Their motive in voting
Labour was to obtain greater social security and a higher
standard of living through economic planning, and they
certainly had no thought of bringing about a social revolution.
Mr Morgan Phillips, the General Secretary of the Labour
Party, has himself said that British socialism owes much more
to Methodism than to Marxism. The recent successes of the
Bevanites within the Labour Party tended to scare away the
middle-class electors and the floating voters who mostly belong
to the middle classes, and thus helped to produce the adverse
swing of Liberal votes that gave the Conservatives their
majority in 1951I.

In addition to these political phenomena, a number of
psychological factors have also been important in frustrating or
considerably retarding many reforms.

The British always used to be criticised for their ignorance of
what was going on outside the British Isles and the British
Empire. Although things have changed in recent years, the
criticism is still not entirely without foundation. The British
have by no means lost that characteristic form of conceit which
leads them to believe, somewhat optimistically, that anything
British is bound to be unsurpassed, or at least quite good
enough as it is.

It has been said that an Englishman will never think about
anything if he can possibly avoid it. This is at least better than
failing to rise to the occasion in cases of absolute necessity,
which are now sufficiently numerous to keep the British capacity
for reflection quite adequately employed. It would be fairer and
more accurate to say that the British approach to politics has
always been one of extreme caution. It should also be remem-
bered that the British have always valued character above
intelligence and experience above any abstract theory.

Their reluctance to embark into the unknown does not mean
that the British are necessarily opposed to any kind of reform,
but rather that, before implementing it, they want to consider
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what effect it is likely to have and to be sure that the moment
is opportune. They frequently demand that the people should
first have an opportunity to make their views known. Their
reforms, too, do not usually go beyond what is dictated by
present needs or those of the immediate future, leaving any
further changes to be made in the light of subsequent experience.
The British have always shown a singular capacity for seeing
what can be learned from experience and responding accord-
ingly. Their aversion to abstract generalisations is matched by
a readiness to recognise the truth when they see it, however
unpleasant it may be. Thcre is no need to elaborate on this
aspect of British realism, of which there is abundant evidence
in recent developments in her foreign economic and financial
policy and in the evolution of the Commonwealth and the
colonial empire.

It is indeed possible to go further and point out some impor-
tant constitutional developments that have been possible only
because the British are entirely free from any kind of dogmatic
conservatism. The constitution is for the most part made up of
customs, rules—generally unwritten—and conventions, which
ensure that constitutional practice is kept in line with the
theories commonly accepted at the time. Thus, while it is some-
times difficult to discover exactly how the constitution stands, it
is always easy, when and to the extent that the country so
desires, to adapt it to meet a new political situation or to reflect
social change. ‘It is the glory of our Constitution’, said Mr
Attlee when Prime Minister, on 15th August 1945, ‘that
changes which in other countries could only be realised
amongst bloodshed and by civil war, can be realised through
the peaceable instrumentality of the ballot box.” Behind the
fagade of apparently unaltered historic political institutions and
traditional procedures there is an imperceptible process of
change. The changes are usually not at all spectacular or even
easy to detect, being merely slight adaptations such as are to
be expected in a process of continuous evolution not governed
by any a priori ideas.

The scope and objectives of even the most far-reaching re-
forms that have taken place in the British political system have
always been extremely restricted.

Britain has never been a country for revolutions. Even when
important constitutional changes have seemed called for, there

C
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has never been any question of setting up an entirely new
system of government. Such a cautious approach used to be
fairly widespread and was quite understandable in the days of
absolute monarchy. In Britain there have never been any
extreme movements of opinion to cause this attitude to be
abandoned.

Magna Charta, though it touched upon a number of consti-
tutional issues, was very far from being a comprehensive
constitution.

The Revolution of 1688 and the Bill of Rights ultimately
secured the people’s right to govern themselves, but their im-
mediate effects were merely a small number of limited reforms
that did not represent any real break with the past. The
supremacy of Parliament was confirmed as regards both finance
and legislation, and a number of questions which had been
disputed between the King and Parliament for several centuries
were settled so as to curtail the powers of the Crown. The
Revolution merely limited the powers of the monarchy by
repudiating the Stuarts’ claims to personal power and re-
affirming the supremacy of Parliament and the Common Law.
As on other occasions in British history, progress was achieved
by adapting the existing institutions.

‘The Petition of Right, the Habeas Corpus Act, the Act of
Settlement and the Parliament Act provide further examples
of important reforms realised through measures of limited
scope.

It was likewise by gradual changes, between 1818 and 1870,
that the state came to assume responsibility for primary educa-
tion. The state system of secondary education, inaugurated in
1902 and expanded in 1921 and 1936, is still by no means
complete even after the Act of 1944.

The most revealing example of fundamental reforms
cautiously introduced by gradual stages is to be found, however,
in the history of electoral reform. The old aristocratic regime
has now been replaced by a parliamentary democracy, but the
necessary legislation was spread out over more than a century
in a long series of measures from the Reform Act of 1832 down
to the Representation of the People Act, 1948. Thereby the
franchise was slowly broadened, free elections were established,
corrupt practices outlawed, and a more equitable delimitation
of constituencies and distribution of seats introduced.
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Sweeping reforms and precipitate changes have no place in
the constitutional history of Great Britain, where the political
system is in a state of slow and almost continuous evolution.

The British system of parliamentary government is, of all
political regimes, the most difficult to understand without
constant reference to the history of the country. With each
successive century it has acquired some new features and its
character has been to some extent modified.

All through the seventeenth century, the major issue was the
conflict between the prerogatives of the Crown and the doctrine
of the supremacy of Parliament and the Common Law. Every
phase in this struggle, until it ended with the victory of Parlia-
ment, was a major landmark in constitutional history, every
new development opening the way to further reforms.

The eighteenth century saw the development of the party
system and the principles and conventions of Cabinet govern-
ment. This was just as continuous and imperceptible a process.
It culminated in the nineteenth century with the recognition
of the House of Commons, that is, the representatives of the
people, as the supreme power in the constitution.

History provides abundant evidence of the continuity of
British constitutional development.

Magna Charta is supposed to be a major landmark in the
recognition of political liberty, but in fact it reaffirmed rather
than altered the existing law. All that King John conceded at
Runnymede in response to the demands of the barons, inspired
by Archbishop Langton, had been granted in an earlier charter
by Henry I more than a century before.

It is impossible to say exactly when the first Parliament ever
met. The Model Parliament of 1295 followed a long line of
precedents set by previous assemblies. Parliament is an institu-
tion founded upon custom that has only gradually acquired
what are now its essential characteristics. Historians are equally
hesitant about trying to give a definite date for the emergence
of two distinct Houses of Parliament or for the disappearance of
the King’s power to legislate by ordinance.

Save for a few exceptional and brief interludes, the British
constitution has never been static. It has gradually evolved in
response to changing historical circumstances and continues to
do so before our very eyes. The constitution may appear to be
stable, but this is often only because it is so difficult to see when
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a recent precedent is going to become binding or how far an
innovation is likely to become an obligatory practice.

When the King asked Mr Baldwin rather than Lord Curzon
to form a government in 1923, it was not thereby ordained that
the Prime Minister must always in future be a member of the
House of Commons. Yet this has since become the universally
accepted rule, Lord Salisbury’s Ministry of 1900-02 being the
last British government to be headed by a peer.

It is now generally accepted that the Queen cannot refuse
to dissolve Parliament if the Prime Minister, on behalf of the
Cabinet, asks her to do so. Until 1841, however, a dissolution
used to be regarded as an appeal to the country by the sovereign
as well as by the government. Even after that, some celebrated
constitutional controversies arose between the Queen and Lord
John Russell in 1851 and between the Queen and Lord Derby
in 1858, as to whether she had the power to refuse a dissolution.
Disraeli, in 1868, considered that she was constitutionally en-
titled to do so. George V in effect refused to dissolve Parliament
in November 1910, and it is impossible to say categorically that
this could never happen under any future sovereign. That the
King granted a dissolution to Ramsay MacDonald in 1924 is in
no way conclusive, since the political situation was then such
that it would in any case have been quite impossible to avoid a
dissolution. There are some strong arguments, to which we shall
return later, to support the view that the sovereign could no
longer refuse a government’s request for a dissolution, but not
so long ago some leading authorities still maintained that this
was an instance where the royal prerogative could still be in-
voked in case of absolute necessity. The British have resolved
the problem by saying that even though the prerogative may
still exist in theory, it would be difficult to employ it in practice.

Any attempt to describe the main features of the British
constitution is consequently bound to some extent to lack
precision. As Stanley Baldwin once said, it is doubtless very easy
for a historian to see exactly what the practice was at any given
period in the past, but it is extremely difficult for a contem-
porary to say just how the constitution stands on any particular
point at some particular moment in his own lifetime. A practice
that is said to be ‘constitutional’ may always be on the point of
being abandoned, while another is rigidly followed but could
not yet be described as ‘constitutional’.
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Nevertheless, the doubtful points are not of major signi-
ficance. Most constitutional rules, including all the most impor-
tant, became generally accepted long ago. Whatever modifica-
tions may be taking place are usually comparatively limited in
scope. Any reforms that have been introduced or appear likely
in the future are not normally dictated by any abstract theories
but designed to take account of what has been learned from
experience or to secure greater practical efficiency. These two
considerations determine whether there is likely to be any
constitutional change and what form it may be expected to take.

It follows that, while not automatically prejudiced against
reforms that can be justified by logical arguments, the British
do not believe that these alone provide sufficient grounds for
any reform. They are, on the contrary, much more concerned
to see that their institutions will in fact work effectively, bearing
in mind always the lessons that can be learned from the past,
the political situation at the time, and the results that they hope
to attain in the future.

Ever since the appearance of Montesquieu’s writings on the
British constitution, the separation of powers has been
generally regarded as the essential basis of a liberal system of
government. The British constitution has been held up as
one whose direct object is political freedom. Yet British writers
would be among the first to point out that, even in Montes-
quieu’s time, the virtues of their constitution did not lie in any
separation of powers, which might have proved extremely
inconvenient in practice, but rather in that it ‘provided
machinery for free, public, and orderly controversy, and thus
contained the means for its own amendment’. With a flexible
constitution and no dogmatic preconceptions, it was not long
before the executive and the legislature had come to work in
close co-operation. They did so not in order to prevent arbitrary
rule but in the interests of efficient government. In the light of
experience they gradually evolved that working relationship
now associated with Cabinet government.

K. B. Smellie has written that ‘the Cabinet system was born
when it was found from experience that the discretionary
powers of the King necessary for the welfare of the State had to
be combined with the legislative and financial supremacy of
Parliament by the King taking as his advisers only those
politicians who could secure the support of Parliament’. Its
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origins were thus essentially empirical, and its present com-
position, its homogeneity and its political responsibility are
likewise determined by rules which have grown up in response
to purely practical considerations over the course of the
centuries.

The striking thing about the Cabinet is that, although it is
now undeniably the centre of gravity in the British constitution,
its composition, organisation and powers, and its relationships
with the sovereign and with Parliament, are still governed by
rules founded upon custom which have only very gradually
become at all clearly defined. Yet it has never been thought
necessary to set them down in writing. The main reforms that
have taken place in the Cabinet system have had the strictly
sractical objective of improving its organisation and methods
»f work so as to make it function more efficiently. Thus in 1916
Mr Lloyd George converted the secretariat of the Committee
>f Imperial Defence into the Cabinet Secretariat, which first
appeared as an item in the estimates in 1917. Its value was
quickly recognised, but it was some years before its functions
became clearly defined. In 1938 the organisation and scope of
the Cabinet Office was revised and clarified and considerably
expanded, and this process continued during the second World
War. The war also saw a great development in the use of
Cabinet committees, both standing and ad hoc, on various
special topics, which did much to raise the efficiency of the
machinery of government. These, like the Cabinet Office, have
also been imitated in other countries.

The House of Lords provides another example of how the
success or failure of any constitutional reform depends on
whether there is any practical advantage to be gained thereby.
The question of reforming the upper House had been raised
long before the major crisis which, after a long struggle, was
finally resolved by the Parliament Act of 1911. Until the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, however, the problem had never
been regarded as urgent because constitutional conventions had
grown up which offset the anomalous effects of the existing
system. In practice, the House of Commons controlled the
Cabinet, which was responsible only to the lower House. The
Lords had lost the right to initiate or amend money bills, and
in regard to all other bills it had become generally accepted
that they did not have an unrestricted right of veto. As early
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as 1867 Bagehot had maintained, ‘the House of Lords must
yield whenever the opinion of the Commons is also the opinion
of the nation, and when it is clear that the nation has made up
its mind’.

This formula, albeit somewhat vague, was sufficient to cover
all the usual run of political eventualities. It could not, however,
resolve the altogether abnormal difficulties which arose after
the Liberal victory in the general election of 1906, when the
House of Lords tried to prevent the government from carrying
out its programme. This upset the normal relationship between
the two Houses. It seemed intolerable that Parliament should
not be able to pass the legislation necessary to give effect to the
measures for which the people had voted at the last general
election. The clash between the Houses culminated in 19og in
an acute crisis that was finally settled, after a celebrated
struggle involving two general elections, by the Parliament Act
of 1g911.

The Parliament Act was not itself designed to reform the
House of Lords. On the contrary, the preamble stated, ‘It is
intended to substitute for the House of Lords as it at present
exists a Second Chamber constituted on a popular instead of a
hereditary basis, but such substitution cannot be immediately
brought into operation.” The Act had the essentially practical
objective of enabling Parliament to legislate in such a way that,
no matter which party was in power, the government should
always have the same power to carry through its legislative
programme and thus give effect to the wishes of the electorate.
All that the Parliament Act did was to lay down some brief
rules of legislative procedure.

The reform of the upper House has remained pending ever
since, but has never been taken up really seriously. The Attlee
government decided that the Act of 1911 was no longer appro-
priate to the changed political situation, as it left the Lords still
able to delay the legislative programme of a Labour govern-
ment long enough to prevent its being carried through in its
entirety. Their solution, however, was simply to amend the
Parliament Act of 1911 so as to shorten the period of reflection
that the Lords could impose upon the Commons and the
people.

By such methods as these, reforms genuinely desired by the
country as a whole have invariably been carried into effect
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without destroying the traditions that provide an element of
political wisdom, restraint, and respect for the customary modes
of political behaviour. It matters little that these reforms have
not been prompted by ideological considerations. The impor-
tant thing is that they have in fact brought about profound
changes in the British system of government. This process of
adaptation, sometimes speeded up under pressure of circum-
stances, has been going on for many generations and it is still
continuing, in the middle of the twentieth century, with the
same realism and lack of preconceived ideas and plans as in the
past. Thus, as practically everyone who examines the system—
most of all the British themselves—have agreed, ‘the Constitu-
tion of William the Conqueror’ has been able to survive over
the course of the centuries and to remain or sometimes even
become more closely attuned to the special needs of a strikingly
stable political community and to the temperament of the
British people. Yet at the same time it has succeeded in meeting
all the demands that are placed upon a modern state.

The British constitution today can be compared to an old
garment that is such a perfect fit for its owner, so eminently
suited to his needs and practically indestructible, that he will
go on wearing it for the rest of his days. This analogy helps to
explain why the British constitution should be so difficult to
reproduce in other countries.

The chief and irreplaceable merit of the British constitution
is that it is so perfectly adapted to the needs of the country
though, as we shall see, this is by no means its only virtue.



PART ONE
T he Source of Power






THE POWER OF THE PEOPLE UNDER THE
BRITISH POLITICAL SYSTEM

O discover the source of power, we need to know where in

theory political power resides and on what authority it is
exercised. In Britain, unlike most other countries, the answer
is not immediately obvious.

The British have never made the slightest attempt to shape
their political institutions in accordance with preconceived
theories or abstract general principles. The present parlia-
mentary system is the outcome of a long process of evolution
going back many centuries, and there have been few oppor-
tunities in the course of British political history to lay down any
general principles like that of the sovereignty of the people. The
country has gradually changed from an absolute monarchy into
a democracy which is now a monarchy in form only, and in the
process has experienced many different forms of government
which cannot easily be classified. All that can be done is to
distinguish a number of different phases in the development of
her institutions and the accompanying gradual and often
imperceptible shifts in the location of political power.

In these circumstances it is hardly to be expected that the
British would have tried to give a definite answer to any purely
theoretical questions concerning the source of political power,
especially as they are a nation which does not believe that
simple formulas necessarily provide the best solution to any
problem.

In France, the Constituent Assembly declared in 1789 that
sovereignty belongs to the people. This, from the legal point of
view, was undoubtedly the great achievement of the Revolu-
tion. Constitutional lawyers consider it of fundamental impor-
tance to be certain where political power resides, because, once
this is known, they can logically deduce the answers to many
other important constitutional questions, which will of course
vary according to whether sovereignty is held to belong to the
people or to the nation.

The British, however, have shown little interest in such
abstract questions concerning the source of power and have
never found it necessary to make any formal declaration on the
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subject. They have generally been content to point out a
number of historical and political considerations which lead
them to conclude that Parliament is now the supreme power in
the state. Parliament still, strictly speaking, means the sovereign
acting with the advice and consent of the Lords Spiritual and
Temporal and the Commons, although the latter are by now
undoubtedly the dominant organ in the state.

Some writers indeed have drawn a distinction between legal
sovereignty and political sovereignty, saying that the former
belongs to Parliament and the latter to the people. This, how-
ever, is not so much a constitutional theory as simply a way of
describing the facts of the present situation.

It is not at all certain whether the people can in theory be
sovereign in a country which is a monarchy. The Belgian
Constitution of 7th February 1831 asserted that monarchy and
popular sovereignty are not incompatible, but most continental
political theorists have found it impossible to reconcile the two.
Where there is a hereditary monarchy and a sovereign who
reigns by the grace of God, the people can hardly be sovereign,
for this would imply that the political authorities were the
delegates of the people who were given power for only a limited
period at a time and were responsible to the people for all their
actions. This, however, is a point in which British writers have
never shown any interest.

There are admittedly a number of very old constitutional
documents in which it was implicitly recognised, in terms
appropriate to the circumstances of the time, that the people
should in certain respects participate in the exercise of political
power. In 1215 it was laid down in Magna Charta: ‘No scutage
or aid shall be imposed unless per commune consilium regnis, except
in the three cases of ransoming the king’s person, making his
eldest son a knight, and once for marrying his eldest daughter.
. . . In order to take the common counsel of the kingdom in the
imposition of aids . . . and of scutage, the king shall cause to be
summoned the archbishops, bishops, abbots, earls and greater
barons, by writ directed to each separately. . . .’ Magna
Charta, however, was a mediaeval charter only concerned with
the rights of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and its pro-
visions are hardly very relevant to the present day. The
Declaration of Right of 1688 declared, amongst other things,
that the executive could not suspend or fail to carry out any
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law without the consent of Parliament, that it was illegal to
raise or maintain a standing army in time of peace unless this
had been authorised by Parliament, and that there should be
free elections and freedom of discussion in Parliament. But
nowhere in these historic texts was it ever laid down that
sovereignty belonged to the people. All that we can really
deduce from them is some idea of the historical importance of
the limitations imposed upon the prerogatives of the sovereign
by a Parliament which was growing more powerful but was still
quite undemocratic.

Even in Britain itself these documents are regarded as of
purely historical significance. What is much more important is
to see how far the people today do in fact participate in the
government of the country. Although their réle has never been
defined in general terms, this has not prevented the develop-
ment of constitutional conventions that allow the people to play
an important part in the political life of the country.

In so far as the government is in practice obliged to act in
accordance with their wishes, sovereignty must clearly belong
to the people. This is obvious from the laws, customs, precedents
and practices which form the basis of the constitution. British
political institutions are the product of a process of evolution in
which the power of the monarchy and the political influence of
the aristocracy have gradually declined over the course of the
centuries, while the réle of the people has steadily expanded.

The people are thus the source of political power. The funda-
mentally democratic nature of the British system of government
can be seen by looking at the electoral system and the political
parties.



Chapter One
THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM

REE elections are the essential basis of democracy. In

Britain, however, there are fewer elective offices than in
many other countries, particularly in the United States.

In the first place, no one but members of Parliament and
local councils are elected to office. There are no popularly
elected judges, officials or other functionaries. Moreover, at the
national level there is only one elective organ—the House of
Commons—whilst the head of the state is a hereditary monarch
and the upper House is an aristocratic body entirely composed
of hereditary members and those who sit for life or for as long
as they hold a particular office in the church. In these circum-
stances it might be thought impossible for the electorate to play
any very significant part in politics.

In fact, however, the electorate has a réle of fundamental
importance. One reason for this is that today the hereditary
:elements in the constitution have relatively little influence. The
sovereign has practically no discretion in the exercise of her
functions, and the gradual self-effacement of the House of Lords
has been quite as striking as the way in which the House of
Commons has become to an ever-increasing extent the domi-
nant organ in Parliament. Another factor which should not be
overlooked is that in Britain general elections are usually held
before Parliament has completed its full statutory term. This
does not mean that the power of dissolution is very freely used
or that it is necessarily as important under the British two-party
system as it would be in some other forms of parliamentary
government. Nevertheless, Parliament is often dissolved before
the end of its term, and this means that elections occur consider-
ably more frequently than would otherwise be the case. The
main reason why the electorate is so important, however, is that
a general election has exceptionally far-reaching significance.
In Great Britain the people do not merely from time to time
elect representatives to Parliament. They are actually able to
say exactly what policy they think ought to be followed and
give political power to one particular party. It is they who in
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fact select the Prime Minister in a way which, although-~in-
direct, makes it practically impossible for their wishes to be dis-
regarded. This is much more than the people can do in many
other democracies which have formally accepted the principle
of the popular sovereignty. We shall try to show here how the
British people do, to a very large extent, control the destinies
of the country and should accordingly be considered to possess
sovereign power.

Thus, in Britain even more than in other countries, we have
to look primarily at the electoral system and the method of
voting if we want to find out how much power the people do
in fact possess. These are the essential bases of the political
system without which it is impossible to appreciate the true
nature of any system of government.

In this connection, it should be remembered that it was not
until comparatively recently that Britain acquired a democratic
electoral system. This was slow to develop on account of the
somewhat unusual social structure, the lingering influence of
the aristocracy which for many years encountered no wide-
spread opposition, the conservatism of important sections of the
ruling classes, the absence of revolutionary upheavals, and the
moderate and cautious approach to politics which is a British
characteristic. The electoral system evolved gradually in
response to changing circumstances and alterations in the social
structure, until eventually universal suffrage was achieved and
elections came to be conducted in a free and impartial manner.
The one thing which has remained unaltered right from the
start has been the system of voting. Since the earliest days of the
parliamentary system, elections have always been decided by
a simple majority.

I. THE EXTENSION OF THE FRANCHISE

The establishment of universal suffrage in Great Britain has
been the outcome of a very slow process of evolution. This is
hardly surprising in view of the historical circumstances sur-
rounding the origins and growth of Parliament and the
distinctive way in which the political system has developed.

There is no necessary connection between the age of an
elective assembly and the date at which democratic ideas begin
to make themselves felt. There is no reason, therefore, why any
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extension of the franchise should have been demanded in
Britain before it began to be sought in other countries.

So far as this was concerned, it was the great Reform Act of
1832 that marked the beginning of modern times. Before then,
the composition of the electorate had been revised considerably,
but certainly not in a democratic direction. On the contrary,
whereas elections were originally able to produce an assembly
which, in the circumstances of the time, could be regarded as
something approaching a representative body, from about the
end of the seventeenth or the beginning of the eighteenth
century an election ceased to bear any close resemblance to the
free expression of the will of the people. It is no use looking so
far back for any sign of incipient democracy. The victory of
Parliament in 1688 was a victory for the nobles and the wealthy
and not for the people, who were no more sovereign after the
Revolution than they had been before.

The Old Regime

All the changes which took place in the electoral system
before the beginning of the nineteenth century were really a
reflection of the changing nature of Parliament itself.

Parliament had developed out of the Concilium which
mediaeval kings used to summon to assist them in governing
the country. From among the very large number of Lords, the
King used to select those with whom he wished to confer. Along
with these peers, Simon de Montfort and Edward I decided to
summon two knights elected by each county and two burgesses
to represent each incorporated town. This did not, however,
produce anything remotely resembling an assembly representa-
tive of the people. Electors voted as a matter of duty, and the
franchise was certainly not a privilege to which they attached
any value. The boroughs actually tried to rid themselves of the
burden of separate representation in Parliament as this involved
them in considerable expense. Members of Parliament were
considered to be fulfilling obligations which they owed to the
sovereign by assisting him in the transaction of his affairs, and
knights chosen to represent their counties showed little eager-
ness to spend much time on their duties at Westminster. Parlia-
ment was at that time a purely advisory body with no political
power, and it naturally had no control over the government.
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Although the King’s Council used to consult the representatives
of the counties and boroughs, the latter did not take part in its
deliberations but only communicated their views to the
sovereign or expressed their approval of particular proposals
through a Speaker appointed by the Crown. Most of the
sovereigns of this period used to consult the Commons in this
way because they wanted to make the heavy taxes that they
already required somewhat more acceptable to the people. At
times they also wished to acquaint themselves with the views
of the freemen, and the poor communications of the period
made it almost impossible to do this in any other way.

In these circumstances, there was no demand for the
extension of the franchise, and the relatively democratic system
of voting did not create any difficulties for the Crown or for the
aristocracy. Until the middle of the fifteenth century there were
no very stringent conditions limiting the right to vote, though
the necessary qualifications varied somewhat as between the
counties and the boroughs. In the counties, universal suffrage
seems originally to have been the rule. Later the franchise was
restricted to those who paid some kind of tax, but, by Acts of
1294, 1430 and 1432, anyone who possessed land worth 40s. a
year had the right to vote. In the boroughs the qualifications for
voting varied according to different local customs, but the most
common was for every householder to be entitled to vote. Nor
were the qualifications required to stand for election unduly
severe. County members were generally large landowners, but
boroughs used to choose tradesmen and artisans to represent
them in the House of Commons.

It was not until after the middle of the fifteenth century that
Parliament began to grow more powerful and its character
gradually changed as a result of various political successes to
which we must return later. The Commons ceased to be the
tool of the sovereign, acquired leaders of their own, and began
to oppose the policies of the Crown. The Hundred Years War
helped to awaken the national and political consciousness of
the people. The House of Commons increased in size and was
able to take advantage of a number of weak kings in order
to strengthen its position. Regular forms of parliamentary
procedure were adopted, sessions grew longer and debates
assumed greater importance. As a result, members were mo
longer elected unanimously. Elections developed into contests

D
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for a position no longer considered insignificant in which the
aristocracy began to take an active interest. In the sixteenth
century the boroughs began to elect sons of peers or wealthy
landowners or men who had their backing, instead of the more
humble citizens by whom they had formerly been represented,
so that the more influential classes tended to gain control over
the borough seats. In 1603 it was still possible to regard the
House of Commons as simply a representative body, but as the
seventeenth century advanced its ascendancy became more
marked. It asserted its supremacy over the upper House,
strengthened its control over finance and became able to exert
considerable influence over the government, until with the
Revolution of 1688 its supremacy was clearly established.
Thereafter, as Pollard has observed, ‘the Commons in Parlia-
ment enjoyed the fruits of their victory but had no desire to
share them with the people in whose name their triumph had
been secured’.

These changes brought about a gradual transformation in the
methods of electing members of Parliament. Not only was the
electorate reduced in size, but, in the boroughs at least, elections
fell completely under the control of the aristocracy, the wealthy
or the Crown, all of whom resorted to every kind of corrupt
practice in order to maintain their hold over the electorate. The
well-known techniques of electoral corruption which began to
be adopted in the later seventeenth century were further
developed in the course of the eighteenth century and had
reached scandalous proportions before they began to be
attacked by a series of Reform Acts, beginning with that of
1832.

Electoral corruption reached its zenith in the reign of George
III. The electorate were pawns in an unprincipled struggle for
power in which two main weapons were employed. First, the
number of voters was reduced to a minimum to make it easier
to control their votes. Secondly, every conceivable device was
employed to ensure that the electorate would support a
particular candidate.

Great importance was attached to keeping the number of
electors as small as possible. No adjustments were made to take
account of the growth of towns under the impact of the Indus-
trial Revolution. Even great cities like Birmingham, Man-
chester, Leeds and Sheffield were left without any representa-
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tives in the House of Commons, while boroughs with hardly
any inhabitants continued to send members to Westminster.
There were 44 members from the county of Cornwall alone, and
yet London, with three times the population, had only four. No
new boroughs had been enfranchised since 1673, and those
whose population had declined or become almost non-existent
continued to elect the same number of members as before.
Dunwich had been inundated by the sea, Old Sarum became
entirely uninhabited, and Gatton was completely turned over
to parkland, but they all continued to return their two members.
The qualifications for voting varied between different boroughs
according to their individual charters; sometimes the franchise
was confined to the municipal corporation, sometimes it
depended on membership of certain guilds or on property
qualifications, and very often the sheriff had a large say in
determining exactly who should be allowed to vote.

The franchise was less restricted in the counties and in some
towns. Even so, immediately before the Reform Act of 1832
there was only one elector for every 35 inhabitants in the
counties in England and Wales, and the total electorate in 1831
amounted to no more than 4%, of the population. About half
the constituencies had so few voters that they could easily be
brought under the complete control of a particular interest.

Some ‘rotten boroughs’ were quite literally bought up. Any-
one with enough money had only to purchase a majority of the
houses to obtain with them the majority of the votes. Alter-
natively, if he could not buy the houses, he could buy up the
municipal corporation or other persons who qualified for the
franchise and were accustomed to sell their votes. Voting took
place in public, so the electors were never free to vote as they
thought fit, and as there was no serious attempt to regulate the
conduct of elections, the result was to encourage overt corrup-
tion on a large scale.

Members of Parliament, once elected, were invariably sub-
servient to those to whom they owed their seats. This was true
regardless of the constituency they represented. The qualifica-
tions required for membership of the House of Commons were
revised in 1710, and the conditions of eligibility were still
further narrowed on several occasions in the course of the
eighteenth century, until the House became the preserve of
large landowners. In addition, there was a system of patronage
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which sometimes operated to the advantage of the Crown if the
opposition were weak or had been temporarily silenced. Its
chief beneficiaries, however, were the nobility and those with
large fortunes who controlled a considerable number of seats
and votes in the House of Commons, even though they might
not themselves be members of Parliament. At the end of the
eighteenth century, over half the borough seats were in fact
controlled by 250 influential persons able to choose who should
represent them in Parliament. Members of the House of Lords
controlled the elections in constituencies which lay within their
estates, and would either see that the candidates returned could
be relied on to further the interests of their patron, or else sell
the seats to anyone willing to pay.

These practices were carried on more or less openly and did
much to create the reputation for corruption which was why
the French at the time of the Revolution of 1789 had little faith
in parliamentary institutions on the British model.

Britain was then quite clearly ruled by an oligarchy. Never-
theless, since the Reform Act of 1832, the forces of democracy
have eventually prevailed.

The development of the British parliamentary system entered
a new phase with the coming of the Industrial Revolution and
the far-reaching social changes which this set in motion. These
led to the extension of the franchise and so enabled the middle
classes to play an active part in the political life of the country.

The Reform Act of 1832

When William IV came to the throne after the death of
George IV in 1830, a new government was formed under the
Whig leader, Lord Grey, whose Cabinet also included a number
of Tories who were mostly progressive Canningites. Although
the Whigs gained a majority in the ensuing general election, this
did not automatically give them a mandate to reform the
electoral system since election results did not then have the
same political significance as they acquired after 1832. Before
the Reform Act was eventually passed, there was a long struggle
comparable to that which was later to take place over the
Parliament Act of 1911. Grey’s government was defeated and
‘forced to fight another general election, after which it still met
with unrelenting opposition from the House of Lords, and had
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to resign. Finally, Grey managed to persuade the King to
create sufficient new peers to carry the bill. At this threat to
swamp the upper House, the peers decided to give way, and
on 17th June 1832 the Act received the royal assent.

The Reform Act of 1832 is widely held to be the most impor-
tant Act ever passed by the British Parliament. It was certainly
a measure of tremendous significance, both because it recog-
nised the changed distribution of power in society and, above
all, because it opened the way to further reform. That the Act
itself introduced only a limited measure of reform will be-
come clear if we examine the two principal topics with which it
dealt.

In the first place, it provided for a redistribution of seats
calculated to remove the more flagrant injustices in the old
system which had not been revised since the reign of Charles II.
The rotten boroughs were disfranchised and a number of seats
were taken from the pocket boroughs, to give a total of 143 seats
available for redistribution. Of these, 65 were allocated to
towns in the north of England and 65 to counties which had
hitherto been unrepresented or had had disproportionately few
members in the House of Commons. Scotland received an
additional 8 seats, and the remaining 5 were allocated to Irish
constituencies. Nevertheless, many of the injustices inherent in
the old system remained untouched, and the influence of the
great landowners was still preponderant.

Their position began to be seriously threatened, however, by
changes in the law which increased the numbers entitled to
vote. The franchise was extended to all those who paid a rent
of £10 a year in the boroughs or between £2 and £50 a year
in the counties. The qualifying rent was still a considerable sum
of money and did not indicate any revolutionary change. The
number of voters increased by about 5%, to a total of 653,000
in England and Wales and about 800,000 over the whole
country. Nor was there at first any marked change in the type
of persons elected to Parliament, although not only the aris-
tocracy, large landowners and wealthy industrialists but also
an increasingly influential group of small manufacturers and
businessmen were now entitled to vote. The Whigs gradually
identified themselves with the interests of this new class of

- voters, who became a powerful source of strength to the Liberal

Party.
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The Achievement of Universal Suffrage

The Conservatives also found themselves obliged to take up
the question of electoral reform. In 1867 Disraeli continued the
work begun in 1832 by taking over and gaining the credit for a
Reform Act whose provisions had been largely devised by the
Liberals. There was a further redistribution of seats whereby
various insignificant boroughs were partly or wholly dis-
franchised and 52 seats became available for redistribution, of
which 25 were allocated to the counties, 19 to larger towns, 7
to Scotland and 1 to the University of London. The most
important part of the reform, however, was the extension of the
franchise. Property qualifications, particularly in the boroughs,
were lowered, and the vote was also granted to university
graduates—clergymen, doctors and teachers—and anyone with
an income from property of £10ayear or savings of £60 or more.
Altogether the number of voters increased by over a million.

The Reform Act of 1884 made the franchise genuinely demo-
cratic. At the same time, a further 134 seats were taken from
the boroughs and another 12 new seats were created for re-
distribution to the counties and larger towns. The traditional
discrepancy in voting strength between town and country
which the Conservatives had for many years been trying to
preserve was finally brought to an end by a revision of
boundaries designed to create approximately equal constitu-
encies with a population of about 50,000 over practically the
whole country. There was also a further important reduction
in the qualifications for the franchise which was extended to
the counties on the same terms as it had been given to the
boroughs in 1867. The number of voters increased to about
4,500,000, and by 1915 the total had risen to 8,360,000. The
secret ballot was instituted in 1872, and the Corrupt and
Illegal Practices Act of 1883 ensured that elections could no
longer be won by the power of the purse. The character of
elections was thus gradually changed until they became the
contest for power between opposing parties that they are today.
The qualifications required to stand for Parliament tended to
become assimilated with those for the franchise. This led to a
marked change in the type of persons elected, and the intro-
duction of members’ salaries in 1911 still further broadened the
social background of the House of Commons.
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The introduction of conscription in the first World War
virtually compelled the government to carry the process of
electoral reform to its logical conclusion by granting universal
suffrage. By the Representation of the People Act, 1918, the
vote was given to all men over the age of 21 and to all women
over the age of 30. The total number of voters was thus raised
to over 21,300,000, of whom 8,500,000 were women. In 1928
women were granted the vote on the same terms as men, which
meant that the number of voters rose to 28,000,000. Today the
electorate numbers $5,000,000.

The second World War produced a final series of reforms
designed to bring the electoral system still more into line with
modern democratic principles. An Act of 1944 not only provided
for another redistribution of seats but established statutory
machinery for regular boundary revisions so as to ensure that
an equal ratio between seats and votes would be maintained.
Plural voting had already become comparatively insignificant,
as the Act of 1918 had abolished the occupation franchise and
required elections to be held on the same day throughout the
country. The Representation of the People Act of 1948
abolished the last two surviving forms of plural voting—the
business vote and the university vote. The business vote
affected about 50,000 persons (48,974 were actually on the
registers in 1945) who were allowed a second vote in a con-
stituency other than that in which they lived because they
occupied business premises valued at more than [10 a year.
The only other people allowed to vote twice were university
graduates, who retained the privilege originally granted to
Oxford and Cambridge in 1603. In 1945, 116,647 university
votes were recorded for the 12 special university members, who
were usually extremely distinguished persons but whose political
views always tended to be predominantly Liberal or Con-
servative. Many Conservatives would still like to restore the
university vote which the Labour Party abolished, but it seems
doubtful whether they could permanently succeed in setting
aside the rule of ‘one man, one vote’ that is now the funda-
mental egalitarian principle upon which modern electoral
systems are based.

Since 1950, elections have been fought on the basis of
universal suffrage and a thoroughly democratic franchise. All
British subjects, both men and women, over the age of 21 are
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now able to vote, provided that they have lived in their
constituency for at least three months. Members of the armed
forces can vote regardless of any residence qualifications. Only
foreigners, lunatics, felons and peers are denied the franchise.
Anyone qualified to vote is normally entitled to stand for elec-
tion, subject to a few additional disqualifications similar to
those that exist under most electoral systems.

Thus, by a gradual process of evolution over the past eight
centuries, the House of Commons has developed into a lower
House which is now the chief popular representative assembly
of the country. Though it has never been expressly proclaimed
that the people are sovereign, there can be no doubt that today
political power rests ultimately with the British nation as a
whole, who delegate their powers to other authorities by means
of free elections.

II. THE CONDUCT OF ELECTIONS

For many years there were no definite rules governing the
conduct of elections. Subsequently, for an even longer period,
elections were largely controlled by a few powerful individuals
or interests.

As the House of Commons grew more powerful, the electorate
tended to become smaller and more easily manageable. At the
same time, and for precisely the same reasons, elections con-
tinued to be conducted in such a way that there was absolutely
no freedom of decision or guarantee of impartiality. The Reform
Act of 1832 was again the first step in the creation of an im-
proved electoral system.

The necessary reforms were introduced by gradual stages.
The influence of the aristocracy declined and the power of the
political parties steadily increased until the British electoral
system—once the most corrupt in the world—has become
singularly free from any vestige of corruption. The main
features of the present electoral system, although now difficult
to think of except as parts of an integrated whole, in fact evolved
separately and empirically.

The Registration of Electors

The Act of 1832 was the first serious attempt to institute a
proper register of electors, the absence of which had left the way
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open to all kinds of fraud. But the new system of registration
was complicated and provided abundant opportunities for
costly litigation. This put new and inexperienced electors at a
disadvantage, while benefiting the aristocracy, who were still
able to exercise predominant influence over the local party
organisations. The latter made every effort to see that all their
potential supporters were on the register while as many as
possible of those likely to vote against them were struck off. The
Acts of 1843, 1865, 1878, 1885 and 1895 put an end to the
worst abuses in the registration system, but the compilation and
revision of electoral lists were left under the control of the party
organisations. This was at best only a lesser evil. There was no
clear guarantee of impartiality until all responsibility for the
registration of electors was transferred to the public authorities
by the Representation of the People Act of 1918.

Since 1918 the state, through the Home Secretary, has
assumed full responsibility for preparing the electoral register.
[Town Clerks in the boroughs and Clerks of the County Council
in the counties are appointed Registration Officers, with power
to add new names to the register and to remove any which are
no longer valid. A statutory interval is allowed during which
objections may be lodged regarding any name included in or
omitted from the register, and any interested party has the right
of appeal to the county court or, on a point of law, to the Court
of Appeal, for a final ruling.

Corrupt Practices and Election Expenses

Corruption and intimidation long made a mockery of elec-
tions in Great Britain. It was encouraged by the fact that voting
took place in public, the lack of any effective supervision of
elections, the smallness of the electorate, the wealth of the land-
.owners, the average elector’s ignorance of political affairs, and
the deficiencies of party organisation. This unsatisfactory state
of affairs improved somewhat as a result of successive electoral
reforms, but did not ﬁnally come to an end until long after 1832.
The Parliament elected in 1841 was described as ‘the corrupt
Parliament’, and no less than £24,000 was paid out to the
electors of St Albans between 1832 and 1854. Until 1868, the
power to determine the results of disputed elections remained
vested in a committee of the House of Commons, whose
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members could clearly not be impartial and found it impossible
to take a stand against practices which, although corrupt, were
employed by all the parties to further their own interests. Even
after the introduction of the secret ballot in 1872, some abuses
still continued. Sandwich and Macclesfield were both deprived
of their seats after an inquiry revealed that over half the
electors had sold their votes.

The only way to root out electoral corruption was by direct
attack through special legislation. The first measure of this kind
was the Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act of 1854, which
attempted to define corrupt practices and imposed penalties on
those accepting bribes as well as on those who offered them.
It was fairly effective in suppressing corruption in the strict
sense of the word, but did little to check the many other forms
of intimidation that were employed.

In 1868 the power to adjudicate on petitions questioning the
validity of election results was taken away from the House of
Commons, which had shown itself thoroughly unfit for the task.
Despite the objections of the judges, who were anxious not to
become indirectly involved in politics, Disraeli succeeded in
transferring this function to the Court of King’s Bench, and the
House was thus obliged to abide by the decisions of the court.

This was followed shortly afterwards by another and even
more important reform. The revelation of other abuses in the
general election of 1868 led to widespread demands for a secret
ballot. The Conservative aristocracy, together with Lord
Palmerston and a large section of the Liberal Party, had so far
succeeded in resisting this proposal. In 1869, however, a com-
mittee was appointed to inquire into the question and reported
in favour of a secret ballot for parliamentary and municipal
elections. The House of Lords tried to oppose the reform, but in
the end reluctantly gave way and the Ballot Act was eventually
passed in 1872. It is still possible to identify individual votes if
the result of an election is disputed, by means of the counterfoils
corresponding to each ballot paper. Nevertheless, the Ballot
Act was undoubtedly a vital reform. It meant that the electorate
were at last really free to vote as they thought fit. One of its
consequences was the emergence of the Irish Nationalist Party,
‘which, according to many leading authorities, could never have
come into being without it. The ballot did not put an end to
electoral corruption, however, for it was still possible to
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influence the outcome of an election by spending even larger
sums of money and canvassing individual electors.

The Liberal’s Corrupt and Illegal Practices Actintroduced by
Sir Henry James in 1883 imposed more drastic restrictions
which began to foreshadow the legislation in force today. Much
more severe penalties, including heavy fines and in certain cases
imprisonment, were imposed for corruption; corrupt practices
were more stringently and narrowly defined; and intimidation
became a serious offence. Any candidate found guilty of corrupt
practices was disqualified from sitting in Parliament for the next

“seven years, and could never stand again for the same con-
stituency. A second Act tackled another vital aspect of the
question by imposing limits on election expenses. This not only
assisted in checking corruption but helped to create a more
democratic House of Commons. The employment of paid
canvassers was forbidden, candidates were allowed only a
limited number of committee rooms, it was made illegal to hire
conveyances to take electors to the poll, no candidate was
allowed to employ more than one salaried agent, his personal
expenditure was restricted to f100, and all other election
expenses had to be paid by an agent and not by the candidate
himself. All these provisions remain in force today, and other
restrictions of a similar character have been added by sub-
sequent legislation.

The Act of 1883 is generally agreed to have brought about a
considerable reduction in electoral corruption. There was an
immediate decline in expenditure on elections, from about £1
for every elector in 1880 to £780,000 for an electorate of
5,670,000 in 1885.

The Representation of the People Act, 1918, and other more
recent electoral legislation have proceeded further along the
lines laid down in 1883. Many of the provisions of the Act of
1883, in particular those relating to the suppression of corrupt
and illegal practices and the adjudication of election petitions,
are still in force, having been interpreted and clarified by the
decisions of the courts. The law relating to election expenses has
been revised on several occasions, until they are now subject to
very strict and minute restrictions. No candidate may spend
more than £450, plus another 13d. per elector in the counties
or 1d. per elector in the boroughs, and another 100 for his
own personal expenses. Other regulations govern methods of
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electioneering, the employment of agents and the use of
buildings. After the election, each candidate has to furnish an
account of his expenditure, and although it may not always be
easy to make sure that he has fully complied with all the
provisions of the law, the knowledge that any irregularities may
give rise to a petition contesting the election result is a sufficient
deterrent to prevent any really serious abuses. In the general
election of 1951, the Conservatives spent £477,000, the Labour
Party £406,000, the Liberals £53,000 and the Communists
£6,000, making a total expenditure of less than [£950,000
spread over an electorate of over 34 million, of whom nearly
29 million actually voted.!

With the development of party organisation, elections have
become primarily a contest between the parties and are con-
ducted in a completely different atmosphere which has helped
to hasten the disappearance of the old abuses. The electorate
may be subjected to new forms of political propaganda and
sometimes to very pressing appeals from the candidates, but the
age of corruption is past and the legislation penalising corrupt
practices and guaranteeing free elections now has more of a
deterrent than a repressive effect.

Nomination of Candidates

The Ballot Act of 1872 also introduced a new method of
nominating candidates in place of the old procedure which had
given rise to many irregularities and abuses. Candidates
previously had to be adopted at a public meeting. If, as often
happened, no one else came forward to stand against them,
their adoption meant that they were automatically elected
forthwith. Since 1872, however, nomination has been simply a
matter of announcing one’s candidature. When the date of the
election is fixed, a nomination day is appointed on which each
candidate has to deposit his nomination papers with the return-
ing officer. The papers must be signed by the candidate, who
has to be nominated and seconded by two registered electors
and supported by another eight electors whose signatures must
also appear on the nomination papers. If only one candidate is

1 In the general election of 1955 the parties spent a total of £903,000
(Conservatives £458,000, Labour £379,000). This was only 769, of the
statutory maximum.
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nominated, the returning officer declares him elected. Other-
wise, the list of candidates is published and the electors vote
between them. In order to discourage frivolous candidatures,
each candidate has since 1918 been required to make a deposit
‘of £150, which is returned to him if he obtains one-eighth or
more of the total poll.

The Poll

The organisation of the poll is governed by regulations
relating to such matters as the day on which polling is to take
place, the authorities responsible for making the necessary
arrangements, and the actual conduct of the poll. Most of these
regulations were laid down in the Act of 1918. It is only since
ithen that all polling has had to take place on one day and on
the same day throughout the country. This was an important
change as, when voting used to be spread over more than a
week, there was considerable scope for plural voting. People
were then entitled to vote wherever they owned or occupied
houses or business premises, so they could go round from one
constituency to another using all their votes in turn. Plural
voting was retained after 1918 in the case of occupiers of
business premises and university graduates, but by an Act of
1928 no one was allowed more than two votes in all, and plural
votes have since been entirely abolished. Polling day is always
eight days after the issue of the royal proclamation summoning
the new Parliament. It may not be a Saturday, a Sunday or a
Monday, as this would mean intruding upon the Sunday peace
of the voters or those responsible for organising the poll or
counting the votes. Considering that voting always takes place
on a working day, the number of abstentions is remarkably
small—only 169, of the electorate in 1950 and 179, in 1951.1
The vast majority of the electorate do in fact make use of their
right to vote.

Polling takes place under the supervision of public officials.
Each constituency has its returning officer, who is either the
sheriff, the mayor or the chairman of the urban or rural district
council, and he in turn normally delegates his functions to one
of the registration officers in his district. The returning officer is
responsible for announcing the date of the election, receiving
nominations, deciding where the polling stations shall be

1 23% in 1955.
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located, and making the arrangements for the actual voting,
counting the votes and declaring the final result.

The procedure is very similar to what it is in France. The
returning officer is in charge of the arrangements and there are
ample guarantees that voting is always genuinely free and
secret. The polling stations must be open between 8 a.m. and
8 p.m. and may be open from 7 a.m. to g p.m. if any candidate
so requests, as is usually necessary in view of the fact that
elections are always held on a weekday. Since 1918-20 it has
been possible under British electoral law for most of those who
have to be away from their constituency to record their votes
in their absence. Anyone who can show that he is unable to vote
in person because of his occupation or because he will be away
from home on polling day can ask to be registered as an absent
voter. He is then entitled to vote either by proxy in certain
cases or, as is more usual, by post. Sailors and members of the
armed forces also vote by post, and altogether about 500,000
postal votes were recorded in 1950 and 756,000 in 1951.1

Various public buildings are taken over to serve as polling
stations. When he goes to vote, the elector is given a single
ballot paper with the names of the candidates printed in alpha-
betical order. He puts a cross against the name of the candidate
for whom he wishes to vote. When a ballot paper is issued, the
number of the elector is recorded on the counterfoil, which is
retained. This is intended to make it possible to identify
individual votes in case of fraud, without in practice under-
mining the secrecy of the ballot. It is not so easy, however, to
ensure that those presenting themselves are really registered
electors as it is in countries where polling cards are issued. After
voting, the elector folds his ballot paper in two and, without
putting it in an envelope, places it straight in the ballot box.
The candidates or their agents are present to see that there are
no irregularities in the voting or during the count. The latter
must begin as soon as possible after the close of the poll, and the
votes for the whole constituency are counted in one central
building, which is closed to the general public. If for any reason
there is some delay before the counting can begin, the returning
officer is responsible for seeing that there is no interference with
the ballot boxes. In fact, such irregularities appear to be quite
unknown in Great Britain today, even though it is still less than

1 526,000 in 1955.
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a hundred years since all kinds of corrupt and dubious practices
were rife.

The Election Campaign

The most striking features of the campaign which precedes
each general election are its fundamentally democratic
character, the spirit of fair play displayed on all sides, and the
underlying patriotism and what might almost be described as
restraint of all the parties.

The parties generally call a truce on the day before the royal
proclamation is issued to summon the new Parliament. Before
the elections of 1950 and 1951, the Prime Minister, the leader
of the opposition, and the leader of the Liberal Party went with
their wives and a large number of other members of Parliament
to a special service of prayer and thanksgiving in St Paul’s
Cathedral, where the Archbishop of Canterbury gave an
address emphasising the vanity of all human struggles and the
grave responsibilities which power confers. Preparations for the
election campaign always begin long beforehand in readiness
against a dissolution, but the campaign itself does not officially
open until the Queen has issued the traditional summons: ‘We,
being desirous and resolved, as soon as may be, to meet Our
People, and to have their advice in Parliament, do hereby make
known to all Our loving subjects Our Royal will and pleasure
to call a new Parliament.’

All the usual techniques of political propaganda are em-
ployed in the course of the campaign, though its general tone
is rather more restrained and serious than is generally the case
in other countries. Each party is allowed a certain number of
broadcasts, depending on how many candidates it has. The
candidates work unsparingly, touring their constituencies and
sometimes calling on individual electors and answering their
questions. At their public meetings each side will denounce the
other, but really violent controversy is unknown and the
general atmosphere is not very different from that which pre-
vailsbetween the government and the oppositionin debatesin the
House of Commons. Canvassers—the successors of those who in
the days of corruption would try to buy electors orinfluence their
votes by other kinds of pressure—nowadays go from house to
house questioning the electors to see who is likely to vote for
their party, and urging them to use their vote and to display
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window cards publicising their support for the candidate. Party
slogans and election manifestos are proclaimed through loud-
speakers. The press and the polls of the British Institute of
Public Opinion make it possible to see what chances each party
has according to the latest surveys, and how the general trend
of opinion is moving. On polling day itself, there is more house-
to-house visiting to urge all those who are believed not to have
voted to exercise their right. Old people and invalids are taken
to the polling stations and brought home again in cars provided
voluntarily by party supporters.

The actual conduct of the campaign is largely in the hands
of the various party organs—central offices, constituency parties
and professional or voluntary election agents. The line which
they follow in the campaign and the efficiency with which it is
conducted obviously count for much in determining the final
result of the election, but this also to a large extent depends on
the work and effort they have put in during the years since the
last general election. With the British system of voting, no party
can ever afford to leave anything to chance.

ITI. PARLIAMENTARY REPRESENTATION

The system of parliamentary representation is undoubtedly
the most remarkable of British political institutions and the one
which has attracted most attention from foreign observers.
Throughout history members of Parliament have been elected
by a simple majority with no second ballot or alternative vote,
and this is still the system today, although its merits and draw-
backs have become the subject of what seems likely to remain
an inconclusive debate.

As with many other aspects of British government, it is
possible to make out a good case in favour of the traditional
system of parliamentary representation in the context of con-
temporary institutions and the two-party system. But it was
never adopted as the result of any deliberate policy and it was
certainly not because of any abstract theoretical considerations
that it has remained unaltered over the course of the centuries.

As far back as the thirteenth century, members of the House
~ of Commons were elected by simple majority whenever a
constituency could not agree on a single candidate. The simple
rule whereby whoever obtained the most votes was auto-
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matically elected seemed to work well enough in both boroughs
and counties, which were alike small constituencies. It was
never thought necessary to regard the electorate as a corporate
body whose decisions could not be valid unless supported by an
absolute majority of its members. Nor until recently have the
British ever given much thought to the injustices which may
result from such a crude representative system. They have still
done nothing to eradicate them, but take their system of
election by simple majorities for granted and have little faith in
any of the alternatives that have been adopted in other countries.

The reason why the British have adhered quite unquestion-
ingly to their traditional electoral system is because it has
become so intimately bound up with other essential features of
their political system. Among the most obvious is the close
connection between the electoral system and the two-party
system. A system of election by simple majority would clearly
be incapable of creating a two-party system in a country where
other fundamental causes gave rise to a larger number of
parties. In Britain, however, it has, in conjunction with other
factors, played an important part in producing the two-party
system which could never survive under any other method of
voting and which itself tends to discourage any departure from
the simple majority rule. There is also a close connection
between the electoral system and the power of dissolution. On
the one hand, the power of dissolution makes the electoral
system more equitable, because it means that if Parliament is
not strictly representative of the country and consequently
becomes out of touch with public opinion, it is not necessary
to wait until the end of its full statutory term before there can
be another appeal to the country. On the other hand, it is only
because the British electoral system produces a clear majority
for one party and leaves no doubt as to who should form the
government that the power of dissolution is of any real value.

Apart from its relationship to these other aspects of British
government, the representative system has two principal
features—the size of the constituencies and the simple majority
rule itself.

The Constituencies

Apart from the special university seats which were abolished
in 1948, constituencies have always tended to be small.
E
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Originally, each member was elected to represent a particular
borough or county, and although successive Redistribution Acts
have produced a more equitable distribution of seats in pro-
portion to population, the constituencies have remained small.
At present there are 625 constituencies in the United Kingdom,
357 being boroughs and 288 county constituencies.!

Small constituencies like these have the advantage, in theory
at least, of enabling a personal relationship to develop between
the member and his constituents. They can look upon him as
their representative in Parliament, while he considers himself
accountable to them for what he does. Furthermore, small
single-member constituencies make it possible for independent
members to be elected on the strength of their own personal
qualities. In practice, however, the British system very seldom
produces these results. Scottish and Welsh electors doubtless
prefer to have Scotsmen or Welshmen to represent them in
Parliament, but in most constituencies this is not a decisive
consideration. The average elector knows very little about the
candidates for whom he has to vote except the parties to which
they belong. A candidate who has the time and the means may,
with great skill and pertinacity, manage to win a few hundred
extra votes by means of personal contacts, and an outstandingly
popular or able figure or a respected former trade union leader
may gain a few thousand supporters on the strength of his
personal reputation. Such factors might be decisive in a
marginal seat, but in the vast majority of cases a candidate’s
fate depends on the party to which he belongs. It is still not
compulsory for candidates to belong to a political party, but in
fact elections in Britain have been almost exclusively a party
affair for even longer than in other countries. The smaller
constituencies do not make the réle of the parties in Britain
substantially different from what it is elsewhere. In a safe seat,
the member is in effect chosen by the local committee of the
dominant party. In a marginal constituency, the outcome of an
election depends on the local parties’ choice of candidates, in
conjunction with other general or local considerations which
help to determine public opinion. Thus there is clearly a strong
incentive for local party committees to select good candidates,
but even so their personal qualities have very little effect on the

1 As a result of further recommendations by the Boundary Commission
in 1954, the number of seats was increased to 630.
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result. This was proved by what happened in the constituencies
which used to elect two members where, however great the
disparity between the personal merits of the two candidates put
up by any one party, they almost always finished within a few
hundred votes of each other in the final poll. There does not
therefore seem to be any special advantage in the small con-
stituencies. These have been retained simply because they were
part of the traditional representative system that has never been
substantially altered except to create exclusively single-member
constituencies and to install a more equitable distribution of
seats.

Originally each county was represented in Parliament by
two knights, each borough by two burgesses and each en-
franchised town by two of its citizens. This was how the Model
Parliament was composed in 1295. The representation of the
counties remained unchanged for many centuries. The first
redistribution measures only affected the towns and boroughs,
between which there was some attempt to re-allocate seats more
evenly in proportion to population. By the Reform Act of 1884,
however, the whole country was divided into single-member
constituencies on the basis of one member for every 54,000
inhabitants. This was advocated by Gladstone on the ground
that it would provide a representative system which was both
simple and economical, and at the same time would not leave
minorities totally unrepresented in Parliament. Single-member
constituencies were retained under the Act of 1918 except in
the case of 10 English boroughs, the City of London, Dundee,
the universities and three Irish counties, each of which elected
two members. The last surviving two-member constituencies
were finally abolished by the Representation of the People Acts
of 1948 and 1949, which divided them into separate single-
member constituencies.

In 1918 special non-partisan boundary commissions, from
which politicians were strictly excluded, were set up to decide
what would be a fair distribution of seats. It was laid down that
as a general rule each single-member constituency ought to
have a population of approximately 70,000, but boroughs and
counties with less than 70,000 but over 50,000 inhabitants were
not to lose their seats. For Northern Ireland, a separate Act
prescribed a ratio of one seat to every 43,000 inhabitants. The
ensuing boundary revisions did not entirely destroy the old
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pattern of constituencies or produce an absolutely uniform ratio
between seats and population. The new boundaries in fact
tended to favour the Conservatives, but this was purely
accidental and the commissioners were not in the least swayed
by political motives. There have since been several further
boundary revisions and, by the House of Commons Act of 1944,
provision has now been made for regular revisions of boundaries
to take account of shifts in population. The Labour Party
benefited from the changes which took place in 1945, but the
advantage returned to the Conservatives after a further large-
scale revision in 1948, in which only 8o constituencies were not
affected. It would never be possible to have exactly equal
constituencies. Successive boundary revisions correct some
discrepancies only to create others. The important point about
the British system, however, is that such inequalities as do arise
are never the result of gerrymandering deliberately designed to
strengthen the position of a particular party.!

Election by Simple Majority, and its Effects

Each constituency votes for a single member, who is elected
by simple majority in accordance with the traditional British
practice whereby the candidate who obtains the most votes is
elected whether or not he secures an absolute majority. A
similar method of election by a plurality of votes exists in the
United States, which also has a two-party system, although
there the machinery of government and the general tenor of
political life are very different from what they are in Britain.
Election by simple majority is a crude representative system,
the implications of which have been so widely discussed by
political scientists that it is unnecessary to recapitulate here the
familiar theoretical arguments as to its advantages and dis-
advantages.

Such a system cannot function properly without well-
organised political parties able to maintain firm control over
their supporters. The British parties do in fact fulfil these

1 The boundary revisions of 1954 appear to have had little effect on the
results of the general election of 1955: the new constituencies mostly elected
Conservatives, but the changes in existing constituencies mostly favoured
the Labour candidates. It was estimated that with the 1951 boundaries the
Conservative majority would have been somewhere between 62 and 67; in
fact it was 67.
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criteria and the electoral system itself has helped to bring this
about. A general election is normally a struggle for power
between the two main parties who are contending for the right
to govern the country and are therefore obliged to put up
candidates in practically every constituency in order to have
any prospect of being able to form a government. An election
is thus a contest between the candidates and, even more,
between the programmes of the different parties. The issues are
much the same over the whole country, which means that the
electorate are faced with a simple choice which it is perfectly
well within their power to make. All the voter has to decide is
whether the party at present in power should continue to govern
the country or whether the opposition should be called upon to
take its place. A general election consequently involves much
more than merely electing representatives to Parliament. This
is a point to which we shall have to return later in the section
on Cabinet government. For the moment we must confine our
attention to the effects of the simple majority rule, which can
be conveniently summarised under five main heads.

1. In the first place, a general election in Britain usually
leaves one party with an absolute majority of seats in the House
of Commons, so that it is automatically able to form a govern-
ment. This does not always happen when elections are decided
by a simple majority, but it is almost bound to be the result
when the simple majority rule operates under a two-party
system. This ensures stable governments. A British Cabinet
can rely on being able to remain in office until the next election,
while the opposition has no chance of overthrowing the govern-
ment unless there is a split in the majority party, which is some-
thing that its leaders will always try their hardest to avoid.

The only circumstance in which an election may not result
in an absolute majority of seats for any party is if there are more
than two parties seriously aspiring to office. This was the
position while the Liberal Party was declining and the Labour
Party steadily gaining strength. Even then, however, the Con-
servatives succeeded in obtaining an absolute majority in 1924,
when they secured 689, of the total seats. The elections of 1923
and 1929 are in fact quite unique in British political history in
that there were three parties seriously contending for power,
each of whom put up a sufficient number of candidates for the
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party which won the election to be left with less than half of the
total seats. In 1923 the Conservatives were the largest party but
had only 429, of the seats, while in 1929 the Labour Party had
the most votes but only 46-99, of the seats. Under the British
electoral system, a third party always tends to be worsened in a
general election, so that if there are more than two parties, the
weakest is eventually forced out of existence. Either it becomes
merged in one of the other two parties, or else it ultimately fails
to attract any appreciable amount of popular support. The
eclipse of the Liberal Party is thus becoming steadily more
pronounced. It obtained only g seats in 1950 and 6 in 1951.
There are few independent candidates, and hardly any are ever
elected (none in 1950 or in 1951). There have been no Com-
munists in the House of Commons since 1950, although two
were returned in 1945. In the vast majority of constituencies
(497 out of 625 in 1951) an election is a straight fight between
two parties, so that one of them is bound to secure an absolute
majority of seats.!

It is of course possible for a party to win an election but have
only a small majority of seats in the House of Commons. In
1847 the Liberals had 329 seats to the Conservatives’ 327,
giving a majority of only 2. In 1852 the Conservatives, with 331
seats, had a majority of 8 over their opponents. In 1950 the
Labour Party had 315 seats to the Conservatives’ 298 out of a
total House of 625, while in 1951, again out of a total of 625,
the Conservatives had g21 and the Labour Party 295. It has
been quite common for a government to have a parliamentary
majority of less than 50, as was the case with the Liberals in
1837, 1854, 1892 and 1n January and December 1910. Where
the largest party has only a small majority, it has sometimes
proved difficult to form a government, as Lord Derby found in
1852. A party with a slender majority can sometimes strengthen
its position by obtaining the support of some smaller party. In
this way the Liberal Party was able to remain in power for
some years after 1910 because it had the support of the Irish
Nationalists. Without such additional support, a Cabinet with
a tiny majority may find itself in a very delicate position where
any division in Parliament, even on a comparatively minor

1 In 1955 the smaller parties secured a slightly larger proportion of the
total votes, but the two main parties still won all but g of the 630 seats:
only 6 Liberals, no Communists and 3 others were elected.
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issue, can become a serious threat to the government. If circum-
stances are favourable, a weak government can sometimes
increase its majority by appealing to the country. But there is
always the possibility, by no means remote, that the party
which wins an election may not have a sufficient majority to
form a strong government. This makes the parties plan and
direct their election campaigns with a view to securing the
maximum number of votes for their candidates, paying
particular attention to those electors who are uncertain how to
use their votes.

2. The second point to note about the British system of
election by simple majority is that the outcome of a general
election really depends on the behaviour of a comparatively
small number of voters. Each of the two main parties has a
number of safe seats where it can count on heading the poll,
as the electors tend to support the same party with remarkable
consistency. Consequently, both parties devote their main
efforts to securing a majority in the marginal-constituencies. In
London, for example, the City and the West End are safe
Conservative seats and in the East End there are invariably
Labour majorities, so the result ultimately depends on what
happens in the northern and southern suburbs. Similarly, in
each constituency the electorate can be divided into two distinct
categories—those who are firm supporters of one party, and
others who appear to shift their allegiance from one party to
another in the light of changing circumstances, the records of
the parties and their personal hopes and fears. In 1935, for
instance, Labour could have won the election had it secured
only 3,000 extra votes in each of the constituencies where
National or Conservative candidates were elected by a majority
of less than 6,000. The result could thus have been reversed if
only 750,000 people had voted for the other side. Moreover, the
constituencies where National candidates were elected by small
majorities were lower middle-class districts where the vital
floating votes appear to be concentrated. In these circum-
stances, it is easy to see how canvassing may affect the result of
an election and why, while naturally trying not to offend their
traditional supporters, the parties always make a special effort

I'to attract lower middle-class votes.
It is almost impossible to make any really reliable estimate
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of the total number of these floating voters who, by transferring
their support from one party to another, virtually determine the
outcome of elections. So far as can be deduced from the votes
which the parties have obtained in each constituency in
successive general elections, there would appear to be no more
than three million floating voters in the whole country. This
may well be an overestimate, but if there were an exceptionally
large number of candidates, the number of floating voters
would probably be much less. In the general election of 1951,
for example, it appears that by comparison with 1950 and over
the country as a whole, slightly more than 19, of the electorate
must have voted differently. Most of these were Liberals in
constituencies where there was no Liberal candidate in 1951.
It is difficult to say just how far these Liberal votes were
responsible for giving the Conservatives their slender majority
over the Labour Party, but in view of the fact that in 1950
Labour won 25 seats by a very few votes and held 85 others by
extremely small majorities, it seems reasonable to suppose that
it needed only a very small number of voters to transfer their
support to the Conservatives to give them a majority in the
House of Commons. In fact, 20 of the 23 seats gained by Con-
servatives appear to have been won with the help of Liberal votes.

The situation in 1951 was somewhat unusual, since the
Liberals only contested 108 seats compared with 475 in 1950,
leaving about two million Liberals with no Liberal candidate
for whom they could vote. The Labour and Conservative
parties both made great efforts to secure these Liberal votes, and
the Conservatives were decidedly the more successful of the
two. What happened in 1951 does not, however, tell us very
much about the floating voter in general or the kind of people
who, in more normal circumstances, would come into this
category. It is sometimes argued that, as they may be presumed
to be the people who learn by experience, they must represent
the most active and enlightened and possibly the most politically
mature sections of the population. This, however, seems
extremely improbable. Several other relevant considerations,
some peculiar to Great Britain and others of a more general
character, point in quite a different directionIn the first place,
though die-hard obstinacy may be undesirable, this does not
make opportunism the highest of all political virtues. A person
who changes his party between one election and another may
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be a man with a mind of his own who is able to learn from
experience, but he could equally well be someone without any
definite personal convictions who is ready to follow the pre-
vailing currents of public opinion and is easily carried away by
momentary mass emotions because he has never learned to
think for himself. Vacillation between the parties is relatively
easy to explain in countries where there are large numbers of
parties and the distinctions between them are not always very
obvious, but it is more difficult to account for such shifts
in party allegiance under a two-party system, even if the
differences between the two party programmes are not always
very profound. If we maintain that the floating voters must be
the most politically mature and enlightened, it would seem that
we ought to say the same of members of Parliament who change
their party, but few would care to endorse the second propo-
sition. ’éloreover if we consider the type of candidate who
used to be elected for the university seats, we shall find another
reason why the British floating voter should not be credited with
outstanding personal qualities. It is fair to assume that univer-
sity graduates belonged to the best informed and politically
mature section of the community, yet they were remarkably
consistent in always electing Conservatives or Liberals or
Independants with Conservative inclinations, and never by any
chance a member of the Labour Party. The fact that the
university members were gcnerally men and women of high
calibre is clearly not the only reason why the Conservative
Party has advocated the restoration of the university vote that
was abolished by the Labour government in 1948.

Furthermore, all the studies which have been made of
electoral behaviour in various constituencies seem to indicate
that floating voters are mostly found in the lower middle
classes, notably among salary earners, white-collar workers and
some of the best-paid manual workers. Many of those in this
group are trade unionists who automatically vote Labour, but
others are more hesitant and tend to think more of how far each
party is likely to advance their own personal interests. Their
tendency to transfer their allegiance from one party to another
is not a sign of any exceptionally keen political judgment, but
simply the natural consequence of the fact that their social
status is somewhat uncertain and they do not readily identify
themselves with any particular social class.
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There can be no doubt, however, that this system of election
by a plurality makes the outcome of an election dependent on
the behaviour of a few thousand voters who are neither active
nor even nominal members of any political party. It only needs
somewhere between 1%, and 3%, of the electorate to vote for
the other side to produce a sufficient swing over the country as
a whole to give the opposite party a majority in the House of
Commons until the next general election. This phenomenon
has largely determined the character of the British party system.

3. Thirdly, the party which wins an election generally has a
majority of votes as well as a majority of seats. The House of
Commons may therefore be tolerably well representative of the
strengths of the parties in the country. The large number of
constituencies means that the injustices which arise when
members are elected by a simple majority tend to cancel one
another out, and the minority party is unlikely to find itself
very seriously under-represented in the House of Commons.

All the same, under the British electoral system, there is
nothing to stop a party with less than half the total votes
winning an absolute majority of seats.

Without going back beyond 1910, there are several cases in
which a party has won an election when it has only had a
minority of votes. The Liberals and Irish Nationalists together
won 53:3% of the seats with 459%, of the votes in January 1910,
and in the following December 539, of the seats with 48%, of
the votes. In 1918 68:39, of the seats went to the government
coalition although it had only 489, of the votes. The Conserv-
atives won 569, of the seats with 38-29, of the votes in 1922,
and 689, of the seats with 48:-3%, of the votes in 1924. In 1945
the Labour Party emerged victorious with 62:49%, of the seats
although it had only 48-99%, of the total votes. In 1950 it still
secured 50°4% of the seats although its share of the poll dropped
to 46:5%.

These exaggerated majorities involved less injustice than
might be supposed, for in all the above instances the party
which won the election did in fact obtain more votes than its
main rival. A more unusual situation arose in 1951 when the
Conservatives were returned to power with 51-36%, of the seats
but only 47:969% of the votes. This was less than the total
number given to the Labour Party, which had only 47-20% of
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the seats. Labour with 48-789, of the total poll actually had
more votes than the Conservatives and more than they had
obtained in the previous year when they had won the election.
In most other countries, such a situation would put the govern-
ment in a practically untenable position, but under the British
system the Conservative government had no difficulty in re-
maining in office provided that it showed itself responsive to the
changes in public opinion, to which it naturally tended to
become increasingly sensitive as the next general election
approached.!

The Cabinet is never under any illusions as to the true nature
of the political situation, and fully realises that its strength in the
House of Commons is not an accurate reflection of the support
it commands in the country. The main parties are ready to
accept the injustices which they know may result from election
by a plurality of votes because they regard these as an estab-
lished feature of their political system, and the party which
benefits from an exaggerated majority is always conscious that
this phenomenon may well operate against it in the future. If a
‘party manages to win a majority of seats with only a minority
of the total votes, this probably means that its supporters are
well dispersed over the country so that it wins many of its seats
by a comparatively small majority while its opponents pile up
very large majorities in a smaller number of constituencies
which do not suffice to give them a majority in Parliament.
Even if this is not always the explanation, it is clear that a party
which manages to secure only a little less than half the total
“votes stands to gain from the tendency of the British electoral
system to produce inflated majorities.

4. When elections are decided by a plurality of votes, it
would obviously be an extraordinary coincidence if the number
of seats won by the different parties ever corresponded exactly
’to their respective shares of the total votes. Under the British
two-party system, however, the electoral system has almost in-
variably resulted in exaggerated majorities, until it has even
been thought possible to predict the result of an election by
means of 2 mathematical formula. In 19og Sir J. Parker Smith

! In 1955 the Conservatives won 549, of the seats (344 out of 630) with
49'7% of the votes, while Labour secured 46-49, of the votes but less than
44%, of the seats (277).
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attempted to explain the relationship between the proportion
of votes and seats won by each of the two main parties by say-
ing that if the ratio between their total votes were A : B, then
the ratio between their shares of the total seats would be
A3 : B3,

It could hardly be expected that every election result would
conform to so simple a formula. In fact it was proved wrong in
1950 and again in 1951.! This should give no cause for surprise,
since the total number of votes obtained by each party is by no
means the only factor that determines the outcome of an
election. It also depends on how far the supporters of each party
‘are well dispersed over the country or heavily concentrated in
certain constituencies, on the number of ‘three-cornered fights’,
and on how many candidates are elected unopposed. It would
be wrong to conclude that the relationship between votes and
seats in any election is purely a matter of chance, but the cube
law is far too simple a formula to be valid without further
qualification. Mr David Butler and other psephologists have
tried to make some allowance for the way in which, with the
present distribution of seats, election by simple majority without
a second ballot results in one party wasting a disproportionately
large number of votes by piling up large majorities in a few
constituencies. At the moment, the Labour Party is at a dis-
advantage in this respect. To allow for this, its total number of
votes should be reduced by 4%,. The cube law would then be
found to hold good for the relationship between the votes and
seats obtained by the two main parties in 1950 and 1951.

Whatever one thinks about the cube law, there can be no
doubt that election by simple majority tends to produce a
disproportionately large majority for whoever wins the elec-
tion and leave the main opposition party relatively under-
represented in the House of Commons. This distortion of public
opinion can sometimes be very great, and any smaller third
parties are likely to be even more seriously under-represented.
The British representative system is certainly not without its
good points: in normal circumstances it does genuinely allow
the people to decide how they want the country to be governed;
it enables the power of dissolution to be used to good effect; and,

1 In 1955 the discrepancy was even greater: according to the cube law
the Conservative majority should have been 101 seats—34 more than they
actually obtained.
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above all, it helps to ensure strong and stable government by
producing a clear majority for a single party. Nevertheless, it is
no use trying to pretend that it does not result in considerable
injustices or cannot seriously distort the wishes of the people.

It is sometimes argued that although the electoral system
exaggerates the effect of any swing in the country, the result
at least reflects the direction if not the precise extent of any
shift in public opinion. Yet this overlooks the fact that, when
there is no very sharp swing in votes, the result does not depend
solely on the number of votes cast for each party but also, to an
even greater extent, on how their respective supporters are
distributed over the country. It is not necessarily a serious weak-
ness in an electoral system that it should give a party with a
clear majority a larger proportion of seats than of votes. The
trouble is rather when neither party has a substantial majority
of votes and the result of the election depends on factors from
which no party ought to be able to gain an advantage, such as
the distribution of seats and the behaviour of minority parties,
both in individual constituencies and over the country as a
whole.

Admittedly, in British experience, election by simple majority
has seldom brought to power a government to which the
majority of the electorate were opposed. But there is nothing in
the nature of the system to prevent this happening, and it did
in fact occur in both the general elections of 1910, in 1929,
and—most strikingly of all—in 1951.

Most British writers do not attempt to deny that election by
simple majority produces these inequitable results, but they
maintain that it has other advantages which more than com-
pensate for its shortcomings in this respect.

5. That is why, although there have been some inquiries into
the question of electoral reform, it is not regarded as a matter
of high priority or even as a practical possibility.

This does not mean there has been no criticism of the most
flagrant injustices of the present system, such as have been out-
lined above, nor of the arbitrary way in which, by distorting
the relative strengths of the parties in the House of Commons,
it may enable a government with an artificially large majority
to follow a policy which would have been difficult or impossible
for them to pursue had they had only as many seats as their share
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of the votes would have justified. In 1900, for example, the
Conservative majority was 134 when it should only have been
somewhere between 15 and 20. In 1918 the majority of the
Lloyd George-Bonar Law coalition should not have been more
than 84 but was actually inflated to 344, and this probably had
a marked effect upon the proceedings at the peace conference.
If seats had been distributed strictly in proportion to votes in
1931, the Conservatives would have had 270 instead of 473, the
Liberals 110 instead of 68, and National Labour 5o instead of
13. In 1935 the Conservatives would have had a majority of
only 41, whereas in fact they obtained 235 more seats than their
opponents, and this, indirectly at least, was one of the chief
reasons why the foreign policy of the Baldwin and Chamberlain
governments was not discarded before 1940.

These inequitable consequences of election by simple
majority without a second ballot are nothing new. Only com-
paratively recently, however, has any serious consideration been
given to the possibilities of electoral reform. It was originally
thought that the system of single-member constituencies intro-
duced by Gladstone in 1884 would suffice to ensure that
minorities were not too seriously under-represented in Parlia-
ment. The problem became more serious with the rise of the
Labour Party after 1906 and the increasing number of three-
cornered fights in which a candidate was often elected by a
minority of votes. This led to the appointment of a Royal
Commission on Electoral Systems in 1908. Two years later, the
Commission produced a report which, while recognising that a
transferable vote would have certain distinct advantages,
expressed a preference for the alternative vote, even though
this was open to the same criticisms as election by simple
majority with a second ballot, a system for which the British
have never shown much enthusiasm on account of the way in
which it has operated in France.

In 1918 there was an attempt to introduce a single transfer-
able vote for the university constituencies, and it was intended
to apply the same system experimentally in a hundred other
constituencies. This was a development of the modified form of
proportional representation originally proposed by Hare in
1859. The idea is that each constituency should elect several
members, each elector only being allowed to vote for one
candidate, but having the right to place the other candidates
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in order of preference on his ballot paper. If the candidate he
places first has more votes than are needed to secure election
or too few to remain in the running, his vote is transferred to the
next candidate on his list. After the necessary calculations have
been made and the votes redistributed accordingly, the number
of seats allotted to each party should correspond to its share of
the total poll. The result will thus be an accurate reflection of
the clearly expressed wishes of the people. This system has been
adopted in Tasmania and in Eire, where it is generally
considered to work satisfactorily.

There has been little criticism of the basic principles of the
single transferable vote. It has one great advantage over other
forms of proportional representation in that it does not give
the party organisations the same hold over the candidates who
do not need to have the backing of a party, or over the elector-
ate who can vote and express their preferences for the candi-
dates as individuals and not as representing any particular
party. Nevertheless, nothing came of the proposal to introduce
a single transferable vote experimentally. The necessary legis-
lation was passed by the House of Lords but subsequently
rejected by the Commons on 13th May 1918.

Since then, nothing more has been done towards reforming
the electoral system. There have been some attempts, mostly
inspired by the Liberal Party, to secure a mcasure of electoral
reform, but there has never been any sign that the country
generally would be in favour of any change. Neither of the two
main parties would support a single transferable vote. This has
been advocated by some individual members of both the Labour
and Conservative parties, but the general opinion appears to be
against any alteration of the present electoral system.

Although no one seriously pretends that this produces a
strictly representative House of Commons, it is thought to have
other advantages too precious to sacrifice for the sake of a more
equitable form of parliamentary representation. Three main
arguments are commonly advanced against the introduction
of proportional representation.

With proportional representation, the state of opinion in the
country and any changes therein would be accurately reflected
in the House of Commons, but the shifts in the balance of power
between the parties would be far less marked than they normally
are when members are elected by a simple majority. The
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general elections of 1950 and 1951 did not, admittedly, result
in a substantial majority for any party. Judging by past
experience, however, it seems as if these will remain exceptions
to the general rule unless public opinion were to become
permanently divided into two evenly balanced groups. There
have usually been marked swings in the balance of power
between the parties at regular but not too frequent intervals.
These have had a salutary effect on British politics as a whole,
for they make the power of dissolution and the threat of using
it an effective political weapon. Still more important, they make
it possible to avoid the stagnation which would set in if one
party remained in power for too long, while still avoiding all the
evils associated with government instability.

Another strong argument against proportional representation
is that it would destroy the traditional clear division between
the government and the opposition in the House of Commons
by giving rise to new blocs and splinter parties which would
lead to weak coalitions and short-lived governments.

Above all, any change in the electoral system would almost
certainly mean the end of the two-party regime that is now one
of the essential bases of British government. This is why the
Labour and Conservative parties are both opposed to any
electoral reform likely to benefit only the Liberals or other
minority parties. It would certainly not be in the interests of
the two main parties to introduce any measure of proportional
representation, for at the moment each in turn stands to gain
from the exaggerated majorities which result from elections by
simple majority. The survival of the two-party system is thus
to a large extent dependent on the maintenance of the present
electoral system. It would almost be true to say that the electoral
system is just as vital a part of the British political system as the
two-party system itself.



Chapter Two

POLITICAL PARTIES AND THE
TWO-PARTY SYSTEM

REAT BRITAIN is ruled by party government.

The rise of political parties and the expansion of their
functions is one of the outstanding developments of our age.
This has been going on all over the world, and it is possible to
trace the development of political parties in the modern sense
of the word in Great Britain during the last hundred years.
There, however, the principle of party government and the
division of the country into two main groups of opinion dates
from the constitutional conflicts of the seventeenth century and
has been the basis on which the whole of the present machinery
of government has been erected. Of all the classic examples of
democratic government, the British parliamentary system might
be described as the one whose functioning is most dependent
upon the party system. The conduct of elections, the formation
and survival of Cabinets, and the activities and the very exis-
tence of Parliament, have always been almost completely under
the control of the political parties. Yet they have never en-
croached upon the liberties of the individual, and the struggle
between the parties has remained entirely free from the bitter-
ness and violence often created and fostered by party ‘machines’
in other lands. -

In this connection, the influence of history has again been
important. The political parties and the two-party system, like
the constitution which they have done so much to shape and
which could not now function without them, have a long
history. Their evolution has been a slow and steady process in
which the Reform Act of 1832 forms an important landmark.
The reform of the electoral system has led the parties to assume
their modern characteristics in order to attain empirical
political objectives.

The Restoration of 1660 and the accession of Charles II is

usually said to mark the emergence of the divisions of opinion
F
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which were to find their expression in political parties. In fact,
however, these divisions date back to the Reformation and the
deep-rooted religious differences which appeared at the end of
the sixteenth century. During the reign of James I, the Puritans
were already active in Parliament, where they attacked the
established church and the retention of Roman practices and
defended the supremacy of the law against the Divine Right of
Kings. On the other side were the more conservative elements,
the court and the supporters of the King, who favoured one
national established church instead of an anarchy of sects, and
maintained that the royal prerogative could override the
privileges of Parliament. These remained the traditional posi-
tions of the Whigs and the Tories during the succeeding
centuries, although their viewpoints were somewhat modified
as the religious controversy lost its original intensity.

The earliest approach to an organised party appears to have
been the meetings held outside Parliament to bring together
men of like minds when the opposition to the King was gaining
ground in 1640. Government supporters as well as those on the
opposition side held many such meetings in the years which
followed, and from 1660 onwards it is possible to speak of
embryonic parties. Their formation was originally inspired by
the passions aroused in the Civil War, which was considered
less as a revolution than as a conflict between two parties. On
one side were the Cavaliers, the forerunners of the Tories, who
took their name from the rebels who attacked the Protestant
colonies in Ireland; these were the men with secret leanings
towards Rome, the aristocracy and landowners, and supporters
of the King and the established church. On the other side were
the Roundheads—Puritans and Dissenters, who cropped their
hair as a gesture of defiance against the wigs of the courtiers.
They acquired the name of Whigs, taken from a group of
Presbyterian crofters in the west of Scotland, and stood for
Parliament against the King, for religious toleration for every-
one except Roman Catholics, and for the liberties of the subject.
They included some of the more liberal-minded aristocrats and
landowners, and the businessmen and City merchants.

The general election of 1679, the first for seventeen years, was
conducted under conditions that foreshadowed those under
which a modern Parliament is elected. Once elected, the
members tended to group themselves into parties, and a variety
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of corrupt practices were employed to produce greater party
cohesion. After 1714 the King, with the assistance of the
Political Secretary to the Treasury, who was known as the
Patronage Secretary, could dispose of sufficient patronage to
give him a powerful means of controlling and preventing
defection among his supporters, and to enable him to
support these ‘King’s men’ in general elections. The opposition
was thus forced to adopt similar methods. Parties began to take
an active interest in elections, and early in the eighteenth
century they began organised electioneering. By 1807 the
Whigs were raising a fund to pay for future election campaigns,
and about this time a central fund was established to assist
candidates who undertook to support electoral reform. The
Tories had consequently to resort to similar tactics.

"The evolution of political parties was also closely bound up
with electoral reform. The party system as it existed before 1832
had developed out of very long-standing differences of opinion
within the country. These had temporarily abated in the period
of common hostility to the Papacy, but were again exacerbated
by the events of 1642 and 1688. The traditional bases of the
opposition were somewhat altered by the impact of the French
Revolution. With the Reform Act of 1832, however, the very
foundations of political power were shifted. The scope of
political controversy broadened and the parties were led to take
a greater interest in general elections. As in other countries, the
parties set up electoral committees in order to win supporters
and strengthen their party organisation. In Great Britain, the
Act of 1832 precipitated this process by instituting a system of
registration of voters that made it practically essential for
organised political groups to take the lead in compiling and
revising the electoral lists. The Conservatives and Liberals each
set up local committees which for many years endeavoured to
exploit the electoral law—in particular the provisions regarding
registration and disqualification of electors—in the interests of
their own party. Peel regarded the registration of voters as a
new source of political power which might become more impor-
tant than the House of Commons. Since then, the parties have
acquired other important functions in seeking out sympathisers
and potential supporters and in canvassing at election times.
The Labour Party has developed much more recently and quite
differently from any previous political party, but it has been
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ready to learn from Liberal and Conservative experience.
Meanwhile the growth of political democracy has forced the
older parties to undertake new and different tasks that have
led them to assume the features characteristic of the modern
party system, which may be examined from several different
aspects.

I. THE TWO-PARTY SYSTEM

The two-party system has probably attracted more attention
than any other aspect of parliamentary government in Great
Britain. It is even more important there than in the United
States, on account of its relationship to the system of Cabinet
government.

Ever since the seventeenth century, when it was already
possible to speak in terms of parties, there have never, except
for a few brief intervals, been more than two major parties in
Great Britain. Until 1906 either the Liberals or the Conserva-
tives, the successors of the Whigs and the Tories, were always
in power. The Labour Party began to gain in strength after
1906, until it has now supplanted the Liberal Party, which has
been on the decline since 1924, and become the second major
political party.

Besides these major political groups there have of course
always been some minority parties—Radicals, ‘Peelites’,
Liberal Unionists, Liberal Nationals, National Labour, the
Co-operative Party, the Communists and the Commonwealth
Party, to name only a few.

At some periods, moreover, Britain has had a three-party
system. Between 1874 and 1922 the political situation was
considerably complicated by the presence of a substantial body
of Irish Nationalists, who usually occupied over eighty seats in
the House of Commons. Between 1910 and 1935 the Labour
Party and the Liberals in turn constituted a third political
party.

These interludes, however, have only been temporary depar-
tures from the two-party system which has alone remained an
outstanding and enduring feature of British politics. The Whigs
and ‘Peelites’ combined to form the Liberal Party, into which
the Radicals were later absorbed; the Liberal Unionists joined
forces with the Conservatives; and only the second World War
prevented the Liberal National and National Labour groups
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from being very speedily absorbed into the Conservative Party.
During these periods of three-party government the political
system has functioned somewhat differently from usual. There
have been alliances between the parties in Parliament, if not at
general elections; difficulties have sometimes arisen over the
choice of a Prime Minister; coalition governments have been
formed; and minority governments have been more common
than at other times. All the same, these interludes have been
quite exceptional. In Britain, as in the United States, third
parties have either been unable to survive or else have gained
in strength until they have supplanted one of the major parties
which had been losing ground. Today, the two-party system is
more firmly established than ever before, as the even balance
between Labour and the Conservatives makes it particularly
imperative for the electorate not to waste their votes by giving
them to any other parties. In the general election of 1951 nearly
all the votes and seats (96-74% and 98-50%, respectively) went
to one of the two main parties.! If it is possible to speak of
‘natural law’ in politics, it might be said that there is a natural
tendency in Britain for parliamentary government to be con-
ducted on the basis of a two-party system.

Reasons for the Two-Party System

The two-party system is too vague a term to throw much light
on the true causes of this important phenomenon. It can only
be understood if we put aside all idea of finding a simple
explanation or even a small number of decisive factors. The
two-party system has become firmly established in Britain as the
result of many different influences, some of which have also been
operative in other Anglo-Saxon countries and in the United
States in particular, while others are peculiar to Great Britain.
It is impossible to point to any one of these as the sole deter-
mining factor, and it is always possible to find another country
where some of the same conditions exist without having given
rise to a two-party system. Nor is it even possible to give any clear
and definite indication of the relative importance of the great
variety of factors whose coexistence and combined influence is
what has made a two-party system inevitable in Great Britain.

! The same occurred in the general election of 1955, when the t