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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

Tae kind reception which has been given to the first edition of
this work has emboldened me to prepare a completely revised

second edition. The extent of the revision is due in part to the

flexible and constantly changing nature of the procedure of the

House of Commons, which tends to render the books which attempt*
to describe it out of date almost before they are published, and

partly to the fact that the procedure has, especially of late years,

become so complicated that it is difficult, if not impossible, to pre-

sent a completely comprehensive picture of it without any in-

accuracy. This difficulty encumbers all writers on the subject,

the greatest as well as the least. The difference in the body of pro-

cedure between 1844 and 1950 is of an order partially reflected by

the respective sizes of the first and fifteenth editions of Erskine

May’s classic treatise (496 pages in 1844, 1,057 large pages in

1950). The difficulty is enhanced by the attempt to make a com-

plicated subject readable, and to embody precise ideas in con-

versational language.

In this edition every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy
of each part, and to bring it up to date. I wish to express my
thanks to Mr D. J. Gordon, Clerk Assistant of the House of
Commons, to my colleagues, Mr K. R. Mackenzie, Mr M. H.
Lawrence, Mr A. A. Birley, Mr R. S. Lankester and Mr J. P, S.
Taylor who have generously assisted me in this endeavour, and to
my other friends who have helped me in preparing this edition.

. E.T.
November 1954



INTRODUCTION

PARLIAMENT, like the great Duke, might reasonably com-
plain that it has of late been ‘much exposed to authors’.
Varying in scope and excellence from the fifteenth edition
of Erskine May’s Parliamentary Practice to the most trifling
reminiscences, more books on this great institution have
appeared in the last five years than probably the previous
twenty years. It may safely be assumed that in these days
of scarcity of men and materials so copious a supply must
accurately reflect the urgency of the demand. Even with-
out the appearance of these new books on Parliament, the
vast increase in the sales of Hansard! and the long queues
which every day wait patiently in rain and sun outside St
Stephen’s porch in the hope of admission to the Chamber
are evidence enough of the new and intense interest in
Parliament and matters parliamentary. It is undoubtedly a
healthy interest. No one can deny that it is to the advantage
of a democratic state that its members should be anxious to
know as much as possible about the workings of their state
and its Government. No one can deny that the desire for
such knowledge should be as fully satisfied as possible. There
is every possible justification for as great an abundance of
books on this and related subjects as possible.

I do not, however, offer this work merely as a contribu-
tion to this desirable abundance. At the time when it was
first projected (1943) there were hardly any books on the

1. The total daily issue of Hansard reached 12,100 copies in May 1946.
The total issue of the ‘Weekly Hansard’ reached a peak of 16,500 at
that period, and although the figures have since declined, they are still
very high. Up to 1944, the average sales of Hansard were less than
3,000,

7



8 THE HOUSE OF COMMONS AT WORK

procedure of Parliament which were not either out of date
or unprocurable or both. The standard works on the subject,
such as the great Parliamentary Practice of Erskine May, were
frankly not designed for the general reader, even if they had
been in print. I wished to provide an account of the pro-
cedure of the House of Commons — nothing more — which
should be of a reasonable size, intelligible to the educated
reader, and readable. I also wished it to be completely
accurate in all its details, holding as I did that in a work
which is a description of fact, accuracy was essential. It was
not my desire to provide a ‘child’s guide to Parliament’. I
considered it justifiable to assume a certain knowledge of
fundamentals in my readers: for instance, that there are two
Houses of Parliament, the one elected, and the other
hereditary, and that the Government was selected by the
Prime Minister from both Houses. On the other hand, I did
not consider myself justified in assuming that the unpro-
fessional reader was equipped with a much closer acquain-
tance with the facts than this. I wished to take him by the
hand and guide rather than lead him through the intri-
cacies ~ for they are intricacies — of parliamentary procedure.

A large section of the British public is probably unaware
even of the existence of the procedure of the House of Com-
mens. But an increasingly large number of people have
become very much aware of it, through the reports of Parlia-
ment in the press and radio programmes. ‘Who decides the
programme of Parliament ?’ they ask, ‘How long does Parlia-
ment sit? How many questions can an M.P. ask every day?
How is the Speaker appointed ? What is the Adjournment ?’
These and similar natural questions I felt needed an answer;
and I attempted to answer them in this book. There was
another kind of question which I also felt needed an answer
- the question asked by the new Member of Parliament.
‘How can I put down an amendment to a Bill? What
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opportunities will I have of speaking on this subject? How
can I oppose this measure?’ These questions also I set
out to answer.

Obviously, the position with regard to books on Parlia-
ment has greatly improved since this book was first pro-
jected. But I still feel that there is too great a gap between
the sublime, formidable, almost unreadable excellence of
books like Erskine May, and the ordinary handbook on Par-
liament, so often grossly inaccurate, and, through its defect
of dignity, almost as unreadable as May. At the same time,
I feel it is necessary to write a readable book, not a book of
reference. At all costs, I wished to avoid the long passive
sentences and latinities which have become characteristic of
procedural literature. I wished to avoid the use of words like
‘mode’ and ‘deemed’ which convey no meaning at all to the
ordinary reader.

The method of approach which I have employed is per-
haps unusual. The effect of the physical accidents of the
chamber in which the House of Commons meets is un-
deniably great. I have, therefore, devoted a first chapter to
describing it. But thereafter I have attempted to follow the
ramification of the various parts of procedure from the firm
basis of the formal motion. Though the procedure of the
House of Commons is, like so many things English, to a great
extent empirical, it is also ultimately based upon firmly held
theoretical postulates: upon legal fictions which are almost
as old as English history. It has seemed to me that it was in
this way possible to bring to the study of procedure a greater
unity of view than has usually been achieved in such works.
Thus, though the material does not yield itself easily to
literary graces, I hoped to produce a book which would
combine pleasure with profit; and I hope that I have not
been cntlrely unsuccessful.

It remains for me to express my deep sense of gratltude to
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the great writers of the past upon procedure, whose works
I have pilfered, to Lord Campion, late Clerk of the House,
to Commander Stephen King-Hall whose generous en-
couragement was primarily responsible for my attempting
the book, and to my colleagues, especially Mr L. A. Abraham,
C.B.E., and the late Mr Sinclair Kingdom, who have so
kindly revised the work and assisted me in various ways.

Chapter II was first published as an article in Parlia-
mentary Affairs, four years ago.



CHAPTER I

THE CHAMBER AS IT WAS AND I8

The English Legislature, like the English people, is of slow temper,
essentially conservative. In our wildest periods of reform, in the
Long Parliament itself, you notice always the invincible instinct to
hold fast by the Old ; to admit the minimum of the New; to expand,
if it be possible, some old habit or method, already found fruitful,
into new growth for the new need. It is an instinct worthy of all
honour; akin to all strength and all wisdom. The Future hereby is
not dissevered from the Past, but based continuously on it; grows
with all the vitalities of the Past, and is rooted down deep into

the beginnings of us.
CARLYLE, Past and Present

IN December 1943 a Select Committee was appointed to
consider and report upon plans for the rebuilding of the
House of Commons, and upon ‘such alterations as may be
considered desirable while preserving all its essential features.’
For three years Members had endured the discomfort of
various temporary chambers, since the terrible night of 10
May 1941, when German aircraft dropped showers of in-
cendiary bombs, in an apparent attempt to destroy the
entire Houses of Parliament. Captured documents suggest
that the real target of the raid was industrial buildings
nearby, but the actual chamber of the House of Commons,
the scene of a century’s political history, was destroyed.
Nothing remained of it but the four walls, and heaps of
twisted girders and charred timbers. Even in 1943 there
were many who thought it was premature to begin the
reconstruction. The position of Britain in the world conflict
was by no means easy. Later on the rain of flying bombs was
to- force the Legislature to move again to the adjacent
: 1



12 THE HOUSE OF COMMONS AT WORK

modern building of Church House. But it was felt that the
rebuilding would be a gesture of confidence in democracy:
at any rate the Prime Minister thought so, and there were
few who were willing in those days to carry disagreement
with him to active lengths. So the Select Committee set to
work, and in the following October reported the results of
its deliberations, together with plans drawn up by the emi-
nent Sir Giles Gilbert Scott, for a new chamber on the same
site as the old, and as like the old chamber in all its features
as was compatible with modern ideas of ventilation and
acoustics. 1 After some debate the report and the plans were
adopted by the House, and since then the new chamber has
been completed.

The decision to rebuild in a style so close to the old is
deeply characteristic of the House of Commons. It exempli-
fies to the full that resolute grasp of tradition which attracted
the attention of Carlyle in the passage quoted above. And as
a matter of fact it conformed to an earlier decision which
was very much in point.

The old House itself was, though to a lesser extent, made
to resemble thot earlier chamber which perished in the fire
of 1834. This consisted of the walls and roof of the fourteenth-
century Chapel of St Stephen, with a false ceiling, wooden
panelling, and a gallery installed by Sir Christopher Wren
in the reign of Queen Anne. But though the beautiful fene-
stration and paintings of the Plantagenet chapel were con-
cealed by the classical embellishments of Wren, the chamber
continued to bear the rectangular shape with which King
Edward’s architect endowed it; the seating ran lengthwise
down the room, just as the stalls had run in the old chapel;

1. Acoustic considerations were not allowed to weigh too heavily
against the force of aesthetics and tradition. The ceiling, for instance,
was to be sloping, as before, though it was known that a ceiling of this
shape reflected the sound waves, .
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and, where the altar had been, stood a fine canopied chair
for Mr Speaker.

The arrangements which were thus probably fortuitous
in the earlier building were adopted deliberately in the
chamber which was completed in 1852, against the wishes
of the architect, who contemplated a large square room,
capable of seating all the Members of the (then very large) *
House together. Barry’s chamber was, in fact, wider and
shorter than St Stephen’s Chapel: the classical moulding and
Ionic pillars of Wren were supplanted by Gothic corbels and
arches — a tribute to the popular Gothic revival then at its
zenith - and a profusion of carving designed by Pugin took
the place of the Grinling Gibbons of the earlier chamber.
But the plan was the same: rectangular, with seats running
lengthwise down the room, and the Speaker’s chair at the
head: and itis still the same. Even the temporary Houses (in
Church House and the House of Lords) were fitted out as far
as possible to resemble exactly the old House of Commons.
In fact, as Mr Churchill pointed out when the Committee
was appointed, it would be difficult to see how our procedure
could function if the shape of the chamber were altered. It
has taken seven years to build a new chamber: it has taken
six hundred years to evolve our procedure.

Let us try to conjure up a picture of the old chamber as
it was before that fateful night in 1941 carried away a room
of such glorious memories and such dreary ornamentation.
It was not especially large — 68 feet by 45 feet at ground floor
level; tiny in comparison with the vast perspectives of the
Hall of Representatives at Washington (g3 feet by 139 feet).
It had a cosy appearance which was enhanced by the deep
overhanging galleries all round the room, and by the fact
that all the available floor space was packed with seating of

1. After the union with Ireland there were 658 Members of the House
of Commons.
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the traditional pew-like variety. It was essentially a chamber
which lent itself to close debate, repartee, intervention, re-
joinder, rather than sounding rhetoric. There wasno tribune;
and experience showed that the consequent necessity of
speaking from a bench half-way up the House (the benches
rose in tiers on either side) made rolling periods and rousing
invective extremely difficult. Oratory to any extent was
possible only from the front bench, particularly from the
despatch-boxes ~ of which more anon. *

There can be no doubt that the smallness and intimacy 2
of the old chamber, continuing the tradition of the even
smaller and more intimate Wren chamber, have had a very
far-reaching effect upon English political life and feeling.
They have probably contributed towards the comparative
moderation and willingness to compromise which are charac-
teristic of British politics. And they have certainly been re-
sponsible for maintaining the reality and life of the pro-
ceedings in the chamber, and for preventing them from
becoming a mere echo of subterraneous intrigues or a repeti-
tion of discussions in cabal and committee. 3

1. With this difficulty in mind, one Member even suggested to the
Select Committee on Rebuilding that a tall brass rail should be placed
upon the backs of the benches of the new chamber, so that the speakers
could be ensured of its friendly support when faint with the birth-pangs
of a new philippic: but this does not appear to have been adopted in the
Committee’s report.

2.* The friendly, intimate atmosphere of the old House was never a
feature of the House of Lords, even when converted to a temporary
House of Commons. The greater area and height of the chamber, and
thensmrrowness of the galleries, were doubtless responsible for this. Perhaps
also the intention of the designer had something to do with it. The Lords’
chamber was the place where Pugin really ‘let himself go’. It has
something of real magnificence, which its recent embellishment by the
Ministry of Works has maintained.

8. The old chamber provided seats for only 346 of a 1941 total mem-
bership of 615; and the dimensions and seating arrangements for Mem-
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Whether, however, the seating arrangements of the
physical House can be held responsible for the development
of the English two-party system, as Mr Churchill seemed to
allege on a famous occasion, ! is a matter of more doubt. Itis
true that the separation of the longitudinal benches into two
groups, left and right, would seem to favour a strictly dual
division of membership. But whenever a party has a large
majority in the House (i.e. more often than not) some Mem-
bers of the majority, sometimes a large part of the majority,
have to seep across into the benches on the other side. And,
after all, nowhere is the two-party system more rigidly
developed than in the American House of Representatives,
where the seating is arranged in a semicircle.

In any visit to the House of Commons either before the
destruction of the old chamber, or since the opening of
the new chamber, our gaze would naturally be attracted,
should the House be in Session, to the canopied chair at
the head of the chamber, where Mr Speaker sits in the
traditional dress of knee-breeches and long black gown -
perhaps in the traditional posture, head resting on his hand,
both enveloped in the curls of a full-bottomed wig. Beneath
him, at a long, rectangular table, at the Table of the House,

bers of the new chamber are the same as those of the old (346 for 624).
Rumour has it that this decision was owing to a mistake made by one of
the members of the Select Committee, who voted on the opposite side
from that intended in one of the close decisions in the Committee. Sir
Winston Churchill, when introducing the subject of the new chamber in
the House, alluded to the advantages of debating in a small chamber,
and the depressing effect of meeting in a large chamber that is half-
empty. Despite all the advantages of modern amplification, close debate
is practically impossible in a room much larger than the old House. The
present writer recalls with some unhappiness a visit to a meeting of
UNO in a large hall in London, The House of Commons is sometimes
dull, but it can never be as dull as that!

1. The debate on rebuilding {see Hansard, 28 October 1043, col. 404).
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the three Clerks, also in wig and gown, sit recording the
decisions of the House. On this table, but on opposite sides
near the end furthest from Mr Speaker, always rest two
despatch-boxes, bound in brass filigree: * and at the end of
the table is the glittering mace, the symbol of the Queen’s
authority, resting on two hooks. At the other end of the
chamber, in one of the shorter cross-benches, is a chair for
the Serjeant at Arms. He also appears in black knee-
breeches, but, unlike Mr Speaker, is girt with a sword, and
sits bare-headed. On the green leather-covered benches on
cither side sit or lounge the representatives of the people,
occasionally in large numbers, as on the occasion of some
crucial speech, but more often in ones or twos, like scattered
oases in a vast desert of green leather. On the front bench
upon the Speaker’s right sit the principal Members of the
Government: ministers, under-secretaries, and whips. On
the opposite front bench sit the leaders of the Opposition,
and other privy councillors. These benches are known as the
Treasury bench and the Opposition front bench respectively.,
Front-bench Members have the privilege of anchoring
themselves to the despatch-boxes on the table while deliver-
ing their speeches, so that they can clutch, smite, and lean
upon them. Mr Gladstone’s signet rings did almost as much
damage to the old despatch-boxes, through a parliamentary
life of half a century, as his oratory did to the cause of
Protection and the Ottoman Empire. Indeed he is said to
have showered blows upon the box and the table, and even
on one occasion to have struck the mace itself, 2

Round the green benches of the old chamber clustered
many famous memories, of great events, and of great person-

1. The old famous black boxes were destroyed in the bombing. The
elaborate new boxes, of an exotic pururi wood, were a gift from the
Dominion of New Zealand.

2. Earl Curzon of Kedleston, Modern Parliamentary Eloquence, p. 27.
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ages. There so often Gladstone, with his white hair and flash-
ing eyes, had leant upon the table and pointed his finger at
his great opponent sitting opposite him ~ Disraeli, immov=-
able, with arms folded, and inscrutable dark eyes fixed on
the ground. Those two figures, with their words and their
actions, seem to sum up the history of England - nay, of the
whole world - in the nineteenth century. The ghosts of
Parnell and the Irish obstructionists — the huge figure of
Bradlaugh - the bearded visage of the elder Churchill? ~
the elegant Joseph Chamberlain ~ a hundred figures that
are part of history, and, in a manner, part of ourselves,
lingered amid the dim oaken woodwork of that old chamber.
Palmerston, straight as a die (though over seventy years of
age) had sat there with his hat over his eyes throughout the
whole of many a long parliamentary day, and pretended to
slumber; Lord John Russell had sat there, leaning back-
wards, with his arms folded across his chest; Balfour, sitting
on his shoulder-blades, and contemplating the glass ceiling
with philosophic detachment. Great speeches had thundered
across the floor ~ Gladstone on the Bulgarian atrocities in
1877, for instance, a speech which Balfour afterwards said
would always be unequalled ‘as a feat of parliamentary
courage, parliamentary skill, parliamentary endurance, and
parliamentary eloquence’ ; Asquith, ‘the last of the Romans’,
denouncing Tariff Reform; and last and certainly not least
Sir Winston Churchill avowing the intention of the nation,
in the last extremity of peril, so to bear itself that-if the
British Empire were to endure a thousand years, ‘men will
still say, “this was their finest hour”.’

A few months after this speech was delivered the chamber

1. It has been suggested to me that the beard was not characteristic of
Lord Randolph Churchill in his prime. But he certainly appeared in the
chamber with a beard in 1893 - see for example the illustration in Lucy’s
Pesps at Parliament, p. 63.
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which re-echoed to the delighted cheering of his hearers was
destroyed. Almost all the arrangements and topography of
the old chamber have been reproduced in the new. There
are a few improvements. The accommodation for visitors is
increased by 137 seats; the interior decoration is more
restrained; the wood-carving is less indiscriminately ex-
uberant; the grim, varnished woodwork of old has been
replaced by a more modern, and, it is hoped, slightly less
depressing grey oak, and a new system of ventilation?! pre-
scribed by Dr Oscar Faber replaces the old method of pump-
ing dry, smelly air through the floor. Some of these improve-
ments have been slightly disappointing: the fluorescent
lighting is a curious pink, and the acoustics, even with
amplifiers, are not perfect. Members at the bar, or behind
the Chair, often cannot hear the front bench speakers (this
deficiency in acoustics has been attributed to the greater
restraint in ornament: Pugin’s extensive carving insome way
helped the sound). The new chamber is perhaps a more
comfortable place; but it hardly retains the memories of the*
old chamber, and it is unlikely that it will, in the end, prove
the scene of events such as the old chamber witnessed.

The oldest hath borne most; we that are young
Shall never see so much, nor live so long.

Something must be said of the Palace of Westminster, of
which the chamber of the House of Commons forms a part.
This huge range of neo-Gothic buildings, with its fine towers,
which lines the Thames at Westminster, is the most out-
standing instance of how near the modern architect may
approach the Gothic ideal, and how impossible it is for him
to attain it. The architect, Sir Charles Barry, was not, as a
matter of fact, a Gothic architect by conviction, Perhaps it

1. By alternating streams of fresh air, cleaned and heated by electric
plates.
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is for that reason that the river front of the Palace is so lovely,
as seen from a distance, from the other side of the river, for
instance, and so uninteresting when examined at close quar-
ters. Barry had all the fine sense of proportion and outline of
a Renaissance architect; and only on the river front had he
a real opportunity to exercise his talents. But his junior col-
laborator, Pugin, was an almost fanatical admirer of the
Gothic style. All the interior decoration, and much of the
exterior detail is his work. And it is the sort of work which
inspires admiration rather than deep pleasure.

Although the Palace of Westminster, as rebuilt by Barry,
covers eight acres of ground, and contains eleven hundred
rooms, there has never been anything like adequate accom-
modation for Members. They have a spacious library,
smoking-room, and refreshment rooms: somewhat less
spacious dining-rooms for guests. Before 1950 they had only
two miles of corridor in which to talk to their friends and
dictate their letters to their secretaries. They each have a
little locker in which to keep a few papers. Only Ministers,
and Chairmen of important Committees, have rooms of
their own. It was, however, discovered that in the space
which Barry used for the old chamber, several floors and a
number of extra rooms could be built. It would appear that
the greater part of the total volume of the old chamber and
its appurtenances was only ventilating space which had not
even efficiency to recommend it. Hence, in the dim recesses
under the new chamber there have been installed conference
rooms, interviewing rooms, and small secretarial rooms:?
while above it there are offices for the staff of the House of
Commons, and the ‘pool’ of Members’ secretaries and
typists.

Something has therefore been done to provide greater

1. Since this was written a house has been fitted out for Members'
secretaries in Old Palace Yard, just opposite the Palace.
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facilities for the work and comfort of Members. But the
average M.P. must still expect to lead a rather uncomfort-
able existence when attending upon his parliamentary
duties. He must expect to spend many boring and frus-
trated hours in the chamber. He will spend his time out of
the chamber either in the library, dealing with his corre-
spondence, in the refreshment rooms, taking his meals, in
the smoking-room, sharing his feelings with his colleagues,
in the depths of the earth dictating letters to a typist, or — if
he can afford it — in the rooms of the various secretarial
agencies which are available for Members within the
Palace. There are no other amenities except the river
Terrace, radio and television sets, and an occasional cine-
matograph show. In spite of all this, he will probably find
great enjoyment in his parliamentary life. What rooms are
available to him in the Palace are extremely spacious and
comfortable. The whole of the building has a dignity which
modern erections, because of their economy and efficiency,
are unable to achieve. Members felt this deeply when, in
consequence of bombing, they were forced to move into the
neighbouring Church House, an almost brand-new build-.
ing, in 1940, 1941, and 1944.

This, briefly, is the setting of the parliamentary drama.
We may now pass on to consider the character and the rules
of the play.

1. In November 1940 Parliament was actually opened by the King
in Church House.



CHAPTER 1I
THE BASIS OF PROCEDURE

LET us begin by asking ourselves what purpose procedure
serves. The superficial answer, of course, will tend to vary.
Members of the Opposition will tend to hold that the purpose
of procedure is to prevent the Government from exercising
autocratic power, in short to prevent it from doing what it
likes. The cabinet minister will tend to say that procedure
is designed to prevent the Opposition from talking too much:
i.e. from obstructing business. And indirectly, of course,
there is some truth in this. But essentially, surely, the pur-
pose of procedure is to enable the will or the opinion of an
assembly to be focused and clearly expressed. This, we must
remember, is theory, whereas procedure is a matter of
practice. We shall find, later on, that theory and practice
can be sometimes curiously at variance.

If we bear this central purpose in mind, we shall more
easily grasp the reason for the various basic forms which are
the alphabet of parliamentary business. We shall not, of
course, be able to say in every case, or indeed in most cases,
why a certain form or formula is used. As Hatsell, the great
Clerk of the House of the eighteenth century, has expressed
it: ‘In these instances, and in every other of thig sort, it is more
material that there should be a rule to go by, than what
that rule is: in order that there may be a uniformity of pro-
ceeding in the business of the House, not subject to the
momentary caprice of the Speaker, or to the captious dis-
putes of any of the Members. If the maxim “Stare super
vias antiquas’® has ever any weight, it is in these matters,
where it is not so material, that the rule should be estab-
lished on the foundation of sound reason and argument, as

21
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it is, that order, decency, and regularity, should be pre-
served in a large, 2 numerous, and consequently sometimes
tumultuous assembly.’

Broadly speaking, then, the will of the House of Commons
is expressed in orders, and its opinions in the form of resolu-
tions. * But it should be remembered that the House usually
gives orders only to its own servants ~ the officials of the
House, the police on duty in the precincts of the Palace and
the approaches thereto, and the Committees chosen from
the House. It can also summon outsiders to attend it as wit-
nesses, etc., and require the assistance of public officers, such
as magistrates. Outside this field it has no executive author-
ity. The House of Commons cannot order the army to in-
vade Heligoland - only the Queen, acting on the advice of
her ministers, can do that. It cannot close all cinemas on
Sunday: only the whole legislative authority can do that -
i.e. Queen, Lords, and Commons acting together. 3 If the
House of Commons wishes to impose its will outside its own
rooms it must do so by legislation. In other words it must
pass a Bill, which will become law only when it has also
received the assent of the Queen and the Lords.

Motions

All resolutions and orders begin as motions: ® and every
Bill proceeds by a series of motions. Everyone knows what a
motion looks like. Here is one that was proposed (but not

1. There is one exception to this general rule. The House cannot give
orders to itself; its will as regards its own actions is expressed in resolu-
tions.

2. But in this as in other matters the Executive (i.e. the Government)
has now been given powers to act sometimes alone, by making Orders,
Rules, Statutory Instruments, etc.

8. Motions which are to become resolutions are sometimes loosely
referred to as ‘resolutions’. Thus Mr Gladstone is said to have moved &
series of resolutions on Irish Church Disestablishment, in 1868,
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carried) on 3 June 1803, when war with Napoleon had
broken out afresh:

That it was the duty of His Majesty’s Ministers to make timely and
adequate representations against such acts as have, in their judge-
ment, constituted a series of aggression, violence, and insult, on the
part of France: That, by dignified and temperate remonstrances,
followed up with consistency, and sustained with firmness, either
the course and progress of such acts would have been arrested,
without the necessity of recurring to Arms, or the determination of
the French Government to persist therein, would have been dis-
tinctly ascertained, before His Majesty had, by the reduction of His
forces, and the surrender of His conquests, put out of His hands the
most effectual means of obtaining redress and reparation: That
this essential duty appears to have been, in a very great degree,
neglected by His Majesty’s Ministers; and that such their neglect
and omission have been highly injurious to the public interests.

And here, as a contrast, is a motion which was proposed
(and carried) a hundred and forty-two years later, on 8
May 1945:

That this House do now attend at the church of St Margaret,

Westminster, to give humble and reverent thanks to Almighty
God for our deliverance from the threat of German domination.

A motion is simply an expression of the opinion or the
wish of one Member of the House, which he puts before the
House so that, if the House votes for it, it will become the
opinion or the will of the whole assembly. A unanimous vote
is hard to come by in an assembly of 625 Members; and for
that reason a majority assent to a motion is accepted in lieu
of unanimity. In other words, if more than half of the

' Members who vote vote for the motion, it is carried.

Obviously a Member cannot get up at any time and
move any motion that he likes. The exigencies of time make
that impossible, The Government, which to a large extent
controls the programme of the House, must see to it that its
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business is dealt with first; and any other motions have to
wait for an opportunity, which may never arise.

So the right to move a motion is closely restricted. But
any Member can ‘put down’ a motion: all he has to do is to
write it on a scrap of paper and hand it in to the Clerks at
the Table. It will then be printed in the Order Paper. ! If an
opportunity is given to discuss it it will be moved, seconded,
and debated. Eventually the House will vote upon it, and if
a majority of the Members present vote in favour of it, it
will become an expression of the views of the whole assembly.

Motions are put down for all kinds of reasons. They are
put down by the leaders of the Government, by the leaders
of the Opposition, and by Private Members, though motions
set down by the latter have normally little chance of being
debated, much less of being carried. Private Members’
motions in fact are frequently not intended to be debated.
They are usually set down ‘for an early day’; and printed
on the Order Paper under the heading ‘Notices of Motions
for which no day has been fixed.’ 2 No one actually expects
them to come before the House on ‘an early day’, or even to
come before the House at all. They are put down to give
advertisement and expression to the opinions which they
embody, so that by this means other Members, and possibly
even the Government, may be influenced in the direction of
those opinions. Thus, for instance, during the last war a

1. Throughout this chapter I have used the term ‘Order Paper’ even
where it is not strictly applicable, since it is generally used and under-
stood, and there is not always any other way of denoting the papers
referred to. The ‘Order Paper’ really signifies the paper containing the
Orders of the Day. The ‘Order Book’ is the document in which all the
items of business ordered by the House to be taken upon certain days are
set out. The papers in general use contain questions to Ministers, etc.,
and motions, .

2. Until a motion is actually moved it is, strictly speaking, only a
notice of motion.



THE BASIS OF PROCEDURE 25

motion was put down by a Private Member censuring the
conduct of the Allies in supporting Admiral Darlan. It re-
mained on the Order Paper long after Darlan had been shot
and forgotten, since no one could take it off but the Member
résponsible, Similarly, some rather odd motions were put
down by a certain Member who chose this method of ex-
pressing his deep-seated aversion for the Jews. No attention
was paid to them or expected to be paid to them by the
House. By the end of one Session sixty-four motions
stood upon the Order Paper, ranging in subject from
‘Married Women in the Civil Service’ to ‘Increase of Goat
Stocks’.

Some opportunity, however, is always given to Private
Members to move their motions. The subject of Private
Members’ time will be more fully dealt with in Chapter III.
Usually the leaders of the Opposition, too, are given time to
move one or two of their own motions in a Session.

Moving and Seconding

When the time comes the Member who is called upon
will move his motion with a speech, or simply with the words
‘I beg to move’. If it is an Order of the Day he can make a
formal gesture, and save up his speech until later, so that he
can reply to criticism, Generally speaking, a Member must
move his own motion, and if he expects that he will be un-
able to be present at the appointed time he must ask another
Member to add his name to the motion on the Order Paper:
the motion is then the other Member’s motion too, and he
can move it for him. For the purpose of motions, however,
Members of the Government are interchangeable: motions
moved by Members of the Government or the Privy Council
need no seconder. Orders of the day (the items of business
set down on the Order Paper for consideration that day) need
no seconder either, and the same is true of motions to pro-
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ceed with stages of Bills (‘ancillary motions’) ; but these two
sorts of motion are in any case usually Government motions.
In other cases, if no one will rise to second the motion, it
lapses, and the next item of business is called.

An instance of this occurred in the case of the London,
Midland and Scottish Railway Bills, on 14 December 1944.
On that occasion the Member for Worcester, after deliver-
ing a rousing speech on behalf of his motion against them,
was unable to find a seconder; and after a moment Mr
Speaker declared his motion to have lapsed. No debate
could then take place, and as it happened, the Member for
Worcester had made pointed references to another Member,
to which the other Member was thus unable to reply. His
only remedy would have been to second his attacker’s
motion himself.

The Question

After the seconder has spoken Mr Speaker rises and pro-
poses the question? thus: ‘The question is that this House
regrets that, instead of making the burden of unemployment
a national charge, Her Majesty’s Government have driven
large numbers of able-bodied unemployed persons to seek
the aid of the Poor Law, thereby exhausting the resources of
an ever-increasing number of local authorities’? (or what-
ever are the exact terms of the motion).

At the end of the debate the Speaker puts the question. He
repeats exactly what he said when proposing the question,
and adds, ‘As many as are of that opinion say “aye”: as

1. Readers will, of course, distinguish between ‘the question’ and
parliamentary questions to ministers (see p. 105 ff.). In earlier days it was
the duty of the Speaker to frame a question himself from the general
drift of the mover’s remarks. He then ‘proposed’ the question for general
debate. See Scobell, Memorials of the Method and Manner of Proceedings in
Parliament.

2. 12 April 1933.
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many as are of the contrary opinion say “no”.” He must then
make an estimate of the respective weight of the voices, and
say, ‘I think the “ayes’ have it’, or ‘I think the “noes’” have
it’ accordingly. If there are still answering cries of the
opposite opinion he must call out ‘Clear the lobbies!’, and
the House divides. The machinery of a division is described
in a later section (p. 114 f1.).

Members may speak at any time from the proposing of
the question until the voices for the negative have been
given. The length of the debate is usually settled by the
various party whips beforehand. There are, of course,
occasions when the party will not ‘come to heel’. But usually
the general desire to get it over and go home prevails, and
as soon as the Government spokesman has answered the
debate the Speaker puts the question,

Resolutions and