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Foreword
David Abulafia

Preface
We have heard a great deal in the referendum campaign about exports.
The Remain team have been thinking of goods and financial services.
But there is a very precious export that the United Kingdom has sent
across the world: its parliamentary system based on Common Law and
rooted in the idea of freedom.
In this beautifully clear and accessible account of how the political
culture of the United Kingdom has developed over time, particularly in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Dr Sheila Lawlor leads us to
reflect on the distinctive political culture of a country (or rather
collection of countries) that stands apart from the rest of Europe and
can surely find a route to success outside the European Union if the
British public so decides.

David Abulafia FBA
Professor of Mediterranean History, University of Cambridge;
Chairman, Historians for Britain
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I the People and Britain's Political Identity
Ruling the Ruler: Parliament,

Introduction

Britain’s Politics, its People and their Birthright

People the world over want the freedom to govern themselves, to
decide how they will be governed and by whom, to remove bad
governments or end bad law. For many people in Britain the EU
referendum on 23rd June matters because it is about the freedom of
people in Britain to rule their country.
Should the people of Britain decide who governs Britain and how? Or
should the power to make laws for this country be ceded to the EU, to
the rulers of 28 member states and their nominees, to EU officials and
Commission, to EU judges and courts, mostly to people of whom they
know little, over whose appointment or law-making they have no say
and on whose removal they are powerless to act?
This essay explains that for Britain, probably more than for any other
EU country, the question of freedom, of the right of people to elect and
remove their government, matters. It outlines how such thinking shaped
Britain’s political identity and political culture over the centuries, being
reinforced by the aspirations of this country and its people. It suggests
that even before Britain moved to a fuller, representative democracy, its
people were immersed in a political culture similar to that of today, one
marked by popular engagement in, and knowledge of, the great matters
of the day, one in which they often led, shaped and took up the
adversarial politics and causes themselves, setting Britain’s dynamic,
party political stage. It suggests that at the heart of this political identity
has been the British parliament, seen as the focus and guardian of
freedom and its fruits in recent centuries, the stability, prosperity and
security of this island.
This perception of the country’s distinct tradition and role of parliament
shaped the emergence of the country to full democracy in the 19th and
20th century. It was seen both to give protection against the executive 3
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whether the king or government; against the country’s succumbing to
revolutionary chaos or autocratic rule which scarred continental states;
and to promote the stability, security, property rights and the prosperity.
Freedom, as the early 20th century prime ministers tended to point out,
was the ‘birth right’ of the English (or British). It had served them well,
no more so than in the fully fledged democracy. Its parliamentary
foundation protected people’s way of life and Britain’s political leaders
made common cause with their voters so that Parliament and its
institutions could remain proof against the upheavals, demagoguery and
the totalitarian regimes of left or right which swept through the
continent. After World War II broke out, the active vigilance of the
people and their parliament was enlisted in the service of the cause of
freedom; just as their scepticism of false political promises, bribes and
distaste for the excesses of foreign ways had been beforehand, with
parliament as the focus. At the height of the war, when things were
going badly, Churchill would remind parliament they were fighting in
defence of this country’s freedom, not just for Britain, but for the whole
continent (below pp 27-9). And if war demanded that some of
parliament’s freedoms were encroached, parliament must demand they
be returned once Germany was defeated. Tony Benn, Labour’s former
Energy Secretary and Party Chairman, would later in the century, in
1982, sum up the role of Parliament and its influence, ‘through talk, we
tamed kings, restrained tyrants, averted revolution’.
These and other factors allowed Britain’s voters to support sound rule;
to spot phoney political promises and bribes; to call time on the
government of the day. Voters understood that ultimately the
government, stability and prosperity of the country rested with them
and they used their freedom judiciously and wisely, recognising that the
‘other party’ or other leaders should when entrusted by the people with
power, be given a fair chance. Indeed voters could prove to be more
prescient than their political leaders in anticipating and identifying the
great problems and great issues of the day, and acting accordingly.
4
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Take three cases in recent decades which British voters decided on a
dramatic change of party and policy and party.


In 1945 they replaced the spent force of Churchill’s wartime
National Government with Britain’s first majority Labour
administration.



In 1979, they put their faith in the determination of Britain’s first
female leader to tackle the collapse of Britain’s economic,
industrial and employment system and restore the fortunes of the
country and its people.



In 2010, when despite the failure both major political parties to
concentrate their campaigns on the urgent need to tackle the public
finances, voters put the Labour Government with its record of
irresponsible public spending out of power, reaffirming five years
later the message by returning to power a majority government
pledged to greater deficit reduction and more public spending cuts.

5
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II

Curbing Executive Power:
The bargain between ruler and ruled

Britain, a unitary state under parliamentary government, stands out
from other European states for its record of political, social and
constitutional stability and as the world’s fifth largest economy.
Paradoxically the stability of the system and its economic success are
based on freedom, flexibility and a global outlook; they owe much to
parliamentary government under which rulers are held to account by
the voters; and they are reinforced by a system of justice in which
liberty is protected by law. Thus the constitutional separation of powers
underwrites the system with the checks and balances that exist between
government, parliament and the courts. It also assumes the
subordination of military to civil control.
Such attributes, evolving over many centuries are perceived to stretch
back in some form over a thousand years or more, to be shaped by
certain principles, and to be particular to this country and its people.
The perception, whether rightly or wrongly held, has been that the
governing arrangements evolved both gradually and by consent, that
the comparative stability of this country in recent centuries contrasts
with the upheavals suffered by continental neighbours; and that the
success of the system has been due to a common interest and
participation in its shaping and a measure of direct power over its
outcome. These perceptions became part of the rhetoric of political
identity in the 20th century (see Chapter VI below).
The overall sense of Britain’s system and its ‘constitution’ is as ‘having
evolved over centuries … the product of a long period of kingly rule,
parliamentary struggle, revolution, many concessions and

6
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compromises, a slow growth of custom, the making and breaking and
alteration of many laws’.1
Thus, while historians’ detailed and scholarly accounts may suggest a
more complex analysis, the popular perception has become part of
Britain’s political story in which a pattern emerging under AngloSaxons and Normans, reinforced itself in subsequent centuries. That
featured attempts to curb the king’s - i.e. executive - power,
consultation between ruler and governed and a degree of co-operation
by the executive in return for taxation. By the 13th century it also
included a written commitment to the protection of certain legal
freedoms. 2
Thus during the Anglo Saxon times the perception is of the makings of
a consultative system between king and local lords and the bartering of
tax and power; the emergence by the 10th century of a ‘King of the
English (‘Anglorum Saxonum rex’), King Edward (d. 924) who had
defeated the Danes and the origins of the unitary island state. (Wales
was included in Tudor times and Scotland in 1707, marking the full
unitary nature of the island kingdom, i.e without Ireland, for which see
below chapters IV-V). The makings of a system of consultation are also
part of the perceived picture. In Anglo-Saxon times we are given a
vignette of the king discussing things with the powerful nobles in a
Witan, a ‘council of wise men’ called to advise, discuss matters
affecting the country and consent to laws. In Norman times the same
idea of ad hoc bodies of nobles and clerics is supplemented by a
permanent council for approving taxation. In the 13th and 14th centuries
1

Colin Turpin and Adam Tompkins, British Government and the Constitution, 7th Edn,
pp 48-9, Cambridge, 2012.
2
Such a picture for instance is that now given on parliament’s official ‘Living Heritage
- Birth of the English Parliament’ website, http://www.parliament.uk/about/livingheritage/evolutionofparliament/originsofparliament/.
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the governing arrangements included a parliament of sorts with
representatives of shires and towns (knights and burgesses) discussing a
broader remit, and more controversial, what is seen as the radical
struggle for power between the king, Henry III (d. 1272) and nobles led
by Simon de Montfort, the Earl of Leicester, whose government
‘council of 15’ superseded the King’s for a time. We are left with a
picture of parliament under Edward I (d. 1307) meeting more regularly,
sometimes twice a year, with formal records of proceedings being
instituted, consent for levying tax supposed to be established, perhaps
in return for granting requests and with the system of monarch, lords
and commons in place.
These checks on monarchical power – the executive – are perceived to
have continued, and most dramatically so in the 17th century when
Charles I was executed in 1649. Here however, rather than move to
more recent centuries, another perceived check on executive power will
be considered - the law itself: in particular the myth like status enjoyed
by Magna Carta as an icon of Britain’s political identity over the
centuries.
When the eight hundredth year anniversary of Magna Carta (1215)
drew to its close, few will have escaped the message that for some
reason the charter had a special place in Britain’s history. Although the
precise significance may have changed over the centuries in order to
resonate with the priorities of the time, this written statement of rights
is seen as distinct to this country, one which has also served the causes
of the day: as a weapon in the contests between parliaments and kings
over rival claims to power; as an illustration of Whig history’s march to
progress; as a study in the real politic of power, an instrument to curb
the king’s power over the barons, to restrict feudal dues and tax, and
extract the right to due process of law and its protection in the royal
justice system, as well as addressing other grievances such as the
contentious question of royal forests or a guarantee of freedom to the
Church. The king (John) would be bound not to revoke or diminish the
8
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liberties granted and to observe the terms subject to penalty. Successive
versions of the charter developed or dropped clauses, and the 1225
version became the accepted version, serving successive generations
and causes in their battles over where the balance of power lay.
Magna Carta has also been seen as reinforcing those governing
arrangements particular to this country and especially that relating to
the role of the rule of law and the constitutional separation of powers.
Although only three of its clauses remain on the statute book, one of
these - concerning the legal freedoms to which people are entitled and
bind the government of the day – is perceived as setting out a central
principle for Britain’s justice system to curb arbitrary power and protect
individual freedom giving as it did the right to all ‘free men’ to justice
and a fair trial.3
No free man shall be seized or imprisoned, or stripped of his
rights or possessions, or outlawed or exiled, or deprived of his
standing in any other way, nor will we proceed with force
against him, or send others to do so, except by the lawful
judgement of his equals or by the law of the land.
To no one will we sell, to no one deny or delay right or justice.
These arrangements were practical, not utopian, wrung from the king
by those most powerful in the land, those who held the purse strings,
nobles who wanted to curb the king’s arbitrary power over tax, justice
and the forests. Accordingly, the law was deployed to protect them and
related arrangements for Councils and Parliament reinforced the rights,
although there was a fair bit of hit and miss. Nonetheless, the principle
however was established, the monarch (later the government of the day)
would be subject to parliament and the law or, as one 20th century
3

In medieval England, the definition ‘free man’ applied to a small proportion of people.
The other legal freedom is that ‘No official shall place a man on trial upon his own
unsupported statement, without producing credible witnesses to the truth of it’.
9
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British prime minister recalled ‘Magna Carta is the law, let the king
look out’.4
Historians debate the significance of such developments, the variety of
causes and implications from many perspectives. Whatever the
academic perspective, one thing stands out in how we think of the past.
In this unitary state, there was, written into the activity of politics, its
rhetoric, debate and political rivalry, the concept of consultation, hard
bargaining, deliberation, advice and a struggle for power. The early
picture of the king bartering power in return for tax and the notion of
others (and the law) holding the executive to account to protect liberties
and exact demands continues to this day, the focus today being on the
struggle between government and parliament. It is not a million miles
away from the attempts nowadays of a government trying to get its
budget through the obstreperous groupings of the House of Commons
(including on its own side), having to make concessions to parliament
in return for the principle of the finances ultimately being passed.
In fact, as the constitutional lawyers have put it succinctly, ‘there has
come down to us an idea of a constitutional order which acknowledges
the necessary power of government while placing limits upon its
exercise’.5

4
5

See below note 15.
Turpin and Tompkins, British Government and Constitution, p. 49.
10
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Parliament, People and Policies –
Direct, Immediate, Informed

The aim of limiting government power, and the institutional
arrangements to do so, has been reinforced by the way parliament has
evolved in recent centuries. It has included a bond between people and
the MPs sent to Westminster to make the laws on their behalf, one
which has become another aspect of political identity. This partly arises
from the expectation which developed that MPs should be accountable,
and that they could be endorsed or removed, along with the government
of the day, at election time, one which is implicit in the direct vote
which goes to one chosen candidate.
Accountability did not come out of the ether. It was part of a political
identity encouraged by the system of parliamentary government, by
what was also seen as a native resistance to unelected authorities and by
the nature of politics - from the arrangements to decide on members of
parliament and the development of party politics and its adversarial
nature, to the circumstances in which politics were conducted and the
battles fought over questions of policy, all serving to tighten the link.6
By the mid 19th century the pattern we know today had emerged: causes
and interests were fought for or defended in the country and fought
over and resolved (or not) in parliament - the House of Commons and
the Lords. British people had a ‘feel’ for how they were and wanted to
be governed: the 1832 Reform Act tackling some abuses and extending
the franchise slightly and later Reform Acts in 1867 and 1884 reflected
the wider interest in what laws were made and who made them. Politics
and policy were reported in multiple forms with the big – and smaller –
6

‘It is the country that returns you; it is the country that will judge you.’ As Baldwin
reminded MPs, 4 Dec. 1924, On England, p.73, London 1926.
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picture brought to voters and would-be voters and MPs or would-be
MPs through newspapers, songs and ballads, fly sheets and posters.
There was an immediacy about the big questions, about getting people
to Westminster and what they did once there. This was so even before
reform or the introduction of secret ballot (1872), or the ending of
inconsistencies and irregularities from uncontested. 7 In general,
candidates and their policies represented one of the two main political
parties which have dominated British politics: in the 19th century these
were Conservatives and Whigs (later the Liberals), and in the 20th from
the 1920s, the Conservative and Labour, with the umbrella of groups
which made up the broad (often changing) voting alliances of the day.
The circumstances today may differ, but the same ingredients exist from the dominant position of two main parties to the popular interest
in and knowledge about the great issues of the day. The voter
accordingly chooses the candidate and/or party, sending the candidate
with the most votes to Westminster to represent the constituency and
putting the party with the most MPs into government.8

7

The secret ballot was introduced in 1872. The ‘first past the post’ single member
constituency was not the rule before 1884-5; a number of two member districts existed
with MPs elected by the ‘block vote’. http://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/es/esy/esy_uk
8
In Britain, when no party gains an overall majority of seats, the party with the most
votes forms a government with the consent or involvement of other parties’
representatives. In times of crisis or where the largest party lacks an overall majority,
parties voluntarily combine to form a coalition or in a crisis, a national government.
The leader of the biggest party becomes prime minister, forms the government by
choosing a group of MPs as ministers to be responsible for each area. France’s system,
though presidential, is most similar in having a straight vote, though elections for both
the National Assembly and the President and each over two rounds. In the two round
system (TRS) unless a candidate wins a majority of the vote in the first round, a second
round is held and contested by the two candidates at the top of the poll.
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Britain’s ‘first past the post’ system is unique in the EU, with some
similarities in France’s voting system and Germany’s allowing a first as
well as second preference vote. Despite its failings and continued
anomalies, there is an immediacy about the issues and a scepticism
about the candidates and the political leaders who fight to be elected,
and five years later, fight to be retained. This is not new, and as we
shall see, has a long tradition even before each adult had a vote.
Voters v Politicians
The link between voters, the public and the politicians was strong and
immediate even before most people had the vote and politics moved
towards full adult suffrage. Political cartoons and satire, pamphlets,
verse and doggerel reinforced the sense that people knew or knew of
their MPs, those aspiring to become MPs, the leaders or the causes for
which they stood. They identified with (or opposed) them, were savvy
about the causes or interests espoused and approached the task with the
upper hand.
Take the example from the Lambeth by election in 1850. Election
addresses were published in the papers on 27 July, the nomination
meeting attracted a crowd of around 2,000 gathered at the hustings on
Kennington Common, opposite the ‘Horns’ Tavern, with lively
exchanges between the crowd and the candidates, William Williams,
Hinde Palmer, and Admiral Napier, each standing as a Whig.
The tone was set as candidates took their place on the platform to
cheers and quips from the crowds. Each was nominated and each came
forward to speak. Admiral Napier, greeted throughout with such cries
as ‘Who whips the sailors?’ and ‘Where’s the cat-o-nine-tails’, was
seconded by a shopkeeper’s son from Bridge Road (‘Bravo Norval’)
who could ‘speak for the middle classes’. Hinde Palmer was born in the
borough (‘a lawyer’), recommended for being of honourable stock, ‘the
son of Samuel Palmer’ (‘How do you know’). Williams, the most
radical, promised to do what he could ‘to keep the finger of the tax
13
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gatherer out of their pockets’, also having a jibe at his opponents:
Palmer was the son [i.e. son-in-law] of the outgoing member - were
they ‘prepared to resign themselves to the family compact? (‘No. No’).
Was Napier, who had ‘hired himself to the despotic government of
Portugal’ fit to serve? (‘That’s a settler, Charlie’); and claiming that the
Admiral had been over to the Treasury looking for office the day before
- would they have ‘that place hunter, a man who lived in idleness upon
their industry? (Cries of ‘stop his going’). 9

Illustrated London News, 10 Aug. 1850. Reproduced by kind permission of
Cambridge University Library. (Classmark: Microfilm P282).

9

According to the account which appeared in The Electoral History of the Borough of
Lambeth since its Enfranchisement in 1832: with portraits and memoirs of its
representatives during 46 years, by George Hill, Chapter VIII, ‘The Sixth Election,
1850’, (London, 1879 Stanford & Co). The cat-o-nine-tails made a number of
appearances at the meeting, including on the podium for a stage. Norval may have
alluded to the district local to the shop in Bridge Road.
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Victory went to Williams who won easily with over 3,800 votes, Napier
came second (1,182 votes) and Palmer third (585 votes). The winner
wanted to cut tax and public spending - a retrenchment in public
expenditure, the repeal of the window tax and ‘taxes on knowledge’,
the removal of the inquisitorial income tax on trade and commerce. He
also backed free trade, urged a ‘full and a free representation’ for the
people in parliament, backing full manhood suffrage, as well as
religious tolerance via the separation of Church and State. Though he
had been attacked by Admiral Napier as ‘too much of a radical’ to be
allowed a free run, with the Admiral warning voters off his rival, whom
he alleged would be prepared to ‘advocate a repeal of the Ten
Commandments to be elected’. Williams however won the day. The
votes, said The Spectator had gone to the ‘real radical’. Even though, it
contended, he had a tendency to exaggerate the facts and figures, he
had been ‘a useful MP and likely to prove so in the session to come, big
with the Income-tax question and the still larger Finance question as a
whole’. And so ‘with that prospect, the choice of the electors [was]
significant …’.10
Policies v Politicians
Policies mattered. They and, especially, the big questions provided the
focus for mass movements, with newspaper or picture reports,
comment, commercial engravings, sheet music and ballads, and even
commemoratively, statutes. These reports conveyed criticism, satire,
moral concern, urgency and a fair share of maudlin pathos on questions
of policy as well as the rise of political careers, and their termination.
Take the case of Sir Robert Peel, the Conservative Prime Minister, who
defied his party’s agricultural interest to repeal the Corn Laws and the
tax on imported corn.13
10

Ibid. Spectator, 10 Aug. 1850 p 1, http://archive.spectator.co.uk/article/10th-august1850/1/lambeth-election-hasgone-with-singultle-decisivene.
13
Introduced after the Napoleonic wars by the Importation Act 1815 (55 Geo. 3 c. 26,
repealed by the Importation Act 1846.
15
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Ending the tariff on imported corn was one of the great issues of the
early 19th century to which Peel, then Conservative prime minister,
converted in 1846. Peel had been an MP for over 40 years, the home
secretary who instituted the Metropolitian police force and brought
Britain’s ‘bobby’ to the beat. The rallying to repeal of large groups,
notably by the anti-corn law league, by free trade industrialists and
supporters who backed Richard Cobden and John Bright’s movement,
including many Whigs, gave it the force of a national, almost moral
movement. Repeal, it was contended, would stimulate trade and
industrial prosperity, reduce the price of corn and so bread, a staple of
working people; it would also improve agricultural efficiency by
competition. When at the height of the Irish famine Peel, then prime
minister, drove repeal through the Commons ending the tariff on
imported corn, he sealed his fate as prime minister, left his party
divided and sat with a Peelite group of MPs in the Commons until
1850. His sudden death after falling from his horse and the outpouring
which followed, confirmed not merely Peel’s status as some sort of
national hero, but the drama which politics could be in people’s own
lives, the interest in politics and causes, the engagement with political
leaders and the causes they espoused, even when a relatively small
proportion of adults had the vote.
After the accident in Hyde Park crowds gathered outside the house
waiting for each medical bulletin until his death three days later on 2
July 1850, to the heightened expression of popular and national grief.
Chambers Journal, aimed at the middle and working classes, would
report that ‘he fell from his horse into the arms of the people’.
The Queen wrote that ‘Everyone seems to have lost a personal friend’.
Ballads, picture reports, illustrative tributes were circulated;
retrospective prints of his ‘conversion’ issued by engravers.

16
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Punch, 1850. Reproduced by kind permission of Cambridge University
Library. (Classmark: T 992 b.1.10).

Peel’s political place remains the subject of forensic historical analysis
today. For example, whether he ‘fits’ as a Tory reformer, or serves as
an unthinking exponent of the doctrine of laissez-faire, was a ‘traitor’ to
his party, or its ultimate saviour or was a proto liberal, was the
champion of the country’s interests, or the enemy of its agriculture,
these were questions implied by the response in the published media.

17
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IV

Parliament – People, Parties and the Vote

The battle for free trade against protection was fought not only on
principles of theoretical economics – stimulating the economy, opening
new trade, encouraging industry – but because it would improve the lot
of the poor, ‘the condition of the people’. Removing the tax on
imported corn would lower the price of bread especially when harvests
were bad. It was one of a number of questions that dominated and
shaped the direction of politics, preoccupying people, politicians and
political parties in the 19th century and evolving to remain centre stage
today. They focussed on Britain’s defence and security; her place in the
world as a trading power, her global economic and political clout; her
relations with continental neighbours; her moral standing, the condition
of her people and the extension of the franchise to an ever increasing
number of her people.
There was also the question of Ireland, ‘always Ireland’ (as Lloyd
George would put it in the next century) as there had been in one way
or another since the invasion by Henry II which returned to dominate
parliamentary party politics from the 1820s for a century.
The right to vote, to shape the law and government of the land, to hold
elected representatives to account, was a dominant question in the 19th
century. Reform and the politics of reform, of who could vote for
parliament, who would decide which candidates went to Westminster to
make the law, was equally potent for the political parties as for voters
or would-be voters. Across Britain organisations dedicated themselves
to a reform, to extending the franchise and stamping out abuses such as
‘rotten boroughs’ (constituencies with next to no electors returning
nonetheless two MPs). Of the political parties, the Whigs and Liberals
initially made the running. However, as power tilted between them and

18

Ruling the Ruler: Parliament, the People and Britain's Political Identity

the Conservatives later on there was a willingness by the latter to
embrace reform to turn to party advantage, while posing as the party of
the ‘Constitution’ to adapt its foundations piecemeal. The Constitution,
an elusive concept to the defence of which the Conservatives rallied,
implied the stability and strength of Britain’s government and her
institutions, linked under the Crown, the Empire and the Church.
Though the premise may seem archaic to us today, we too face the
same question, though the circumstances of the 21st century differ: are
the stability and freedom embodied in Britain’s tradition of political
and judicial liberty harmed or helped by extending or restricting such
liberties?
The tone was set by the 1830s, when in 1831 after an incoming Whig
government’s reform measure was defeated, and parliament dissolved,
the Whigs were returned to power and a second bill introduced. Despite
being a modest measure to tackle some abuses and extend the franchise,
the bill was defeated by the mainly Conservative House of Lords and
parliament prorogued. A third bill was introduced in the new session,
the character of which the Lords appeared intent on changing. The
government resigned giving way to a short lived Conservative
government. After another dissolution and the return of Whigs to
government, the Lords finally passed the Great Reform Act in 1832.
Popular sentiment, organised societies, groups, protagonists and
demonstrations combined to put a strong wind behind reform. For the
Conservatives, no less than the Liberals, the question was how best to
manage reform, align and shape it to party advantage in the contest for
the new politics and voters post-reform. In 1867 Disraeli and the
Conservatives, who had voted down the Liberal measure introduced
their own measure, and in 1886 a third was carried by Gladstone and
the Liberals.

19
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This Punch cartoon takes up the story in 1867, when Disraeli and the
Conservatives, who had voted down the Liberal measure, the previous
year, made their own dash for reform.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:PunchDizzyReformBill.png

Although the Irish Question would recede from the 1920s, the issues
for which it had been a catalyst in parliament – catholic emancipation,
free trade, home rule and individual liberty continue to have resonance
today in the case of matters as diverse as Scottish Independence and the
approach to schools with Muslim pupils.
20

Ruling the Ruler: Parliament, the People and Britain's Political Identity

Parliament had been the focus of 19th century reform. The freedom to
vote for who went to Westminster, who formed the government, who
and what measures would be given a fair wind – continued to have
parliament as its focus. That would continue in the 20th century under
the full franchise, extended in 1918 to include everyone of voting age
barring women under 30 (who received the vote in 1929). The role of
parliament became more explicit as the new parliamentary Labour
Party emerged as a party of government, in a system in which
parliament was seen to symbolise and give effect to the British love of
freedom and self government, ‘mirrored [it was said at the time] … and
crystallised in the House of Commons itself’.
That bond between freedom, self - government and parliament has
remained a powerful force in Britain with its distinct political identity,
shaping politics and political culture and the system to which they give
rise into a form that makes Britain distinct amongst European states.
That distinction would be evident in this country’s rejection of
demagogic politics in the 20th century, from the constitutional basis for
its political parties; in the preference for ordered social progress over
revolutionary change; in the response to crises and the expectation of
voters that the government they elect must take the necessary steps
even if unpalatable/unpopular, for the longer term interests of the
country.
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Stability and Freedom:

Parliamentary Democracy and the New Politics

Britain did not descend to demagogic politics, instability or the
totalitarian rule seen elsewhere in the 20th century- largely because of
its political tradition and perception that through parliament people
could decide the government of their country. Parliament protected
such democratic freedoms, upheld the orderly conduct of affairs and
made for prosperity and liberty. When it failed to do so it was removed.
That had happened when the dazzling experiment with Lloyd George’s
populist government (1918-22) was seen to fail.
Lloyd George had called a snap ‘khaki’ election three days after the
armistice ending World War 1.14 Milking victory for all its electoral
worth with a whirlwind campaign of three weeks and a manifesto
promise to make Germany pay for the war, put the Kaiser on trial and
promote social reform at home for a ‘happier’ Britain (the ‘land fit for
heroes’), set the tone for what followed. Agreed candidates from each
party stood on a coalition ticket endorsed by a letter - the famous
‘coupon’ – by-passing in most, but not all constituencies the need for a
contest between the main parties. The coalition duly returned got to
work on the business of the peace treaties and social reform got
underway, to extend health and unemployment insurance, raise the
school-leaving age and for a housing and planning measure.
The government began to unravel, however, as crisis followed crisis.
Strikes, by London’s police and in the shipbuilding, engineering and
mining industries amongst others, were, by 1921 losing the country
over 85 million working days; dockworkers refused to load arms in
14

The armistice on 11 November 1918 and the election was announced in parliament
on 14 November.
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London destined for
unemployment soared.

the

anti-Bolshevik

forces

in

Russia;

‘Snowed Under’ The St. Bernard Pup (to his Master). "This situation appeals to
my hereditary instincts. Shall I come to the rescue?" Before leaving Switzerland
Mr. Lloyd George purchased a St. Bernard pup. Punch, 15 September 1920.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Caricatures_of_David_Lloyd_George

From Ireland, reports of atrocities by the Black and Tans strengthened
unease at the failure ‘to come away or govern’ (in the words of
Britain’s commander in chief in Ireland, Sir Nevil Macready), adding to
the other problems with which Lloyd George contended in 1920
prompting the intervention of the king and the Anglican bishops.
Britain’s moral standing was on the line. So was public order at home
with fears of Bolshevism or continental anarchy: strikes,
demonstrations, unemployment, and in June 1922 the assassination of
Sir Henry Wilson MP, a former chief of staff, on his own doorstep. And
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there was the failure to control public spending with cuts now due and
the sale of honours scandal. In fact it was over foreign policy that Lloyd
George was to fall, brought down by the Chanak crisis following
Turkey’s occupation of Franco-British territory in the Dardanelles. The
prime minister wanted war for which there was neither appetite at home
nor support from the French or Canadians; he was obliged to make
peace. Within weeks most Conservative MPs led by Bonar Law
withdrew their support (not though cabinet ministers like Balfour,
Austen Chamberlain, Birkenhead) and the government fell. At the
general election that followed, voters were clear. Lloyd George and his
Liberals were removed from power. A Conservative government of the
‘second eleven’ led by Law and others who had left the coalition took
over.
That the Labour Party emerged as a constitutional parliamentary party
to become a dominant force in Britain’s political balance was
unsurprising in a country where radical politics had had a voice –
exercising direct and indirect power in the previous century. Formally
becoming the Labour Party in 1906, the party had emerged as the
Labour Representation Council (LRC) in 1900 - an amalgamation of
trade unions, intellectual socialists and progressive Fabians, and the
Independent Labour Party (ILP) - founded in 1893 by Keir Hardie the
Scottish MP for West Ham South.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keir_Hardie#/media/File:Hardie_elect.jpg
24

Ruling the Ruler: Parliament, the People and Britain's Political Identity

His 1901 programme summed up much of what had or would continue
to belong to main stream politics: to support workers’ rights and
conditions including finding work, trade unions, decent social
conditions and pay; the right to vote; and, at the outset, home rule for
Ireland. Labour’s pitch to the working classes and its appeal to the
intellectual and radical middle classes and Christian Socialists, took on
the radical mantle of the Liberals. Its goal was the winning of
parliamentary power as a national party.
In 1923 the party won enough seats in Parliament to form its first
government and though that only lasted a year, it was returned in the
1929 election to form its second government.
The same tradition of politics focused on parliament as the national
forum helped shape the response to the crises of the 1930s, economic
and international, as voters gave a mandate to McDonald’s National
Government to take the unpalatable steps judged necessary to tackle the
1931financial crisis, its economic impact and aftermath. The mandate
was repeated in the 1935 election, though McDonald stood down in
June, to become lord president, to Baldwin as prime minister,
remaining until May 1937, dying later that year. Although most Labour
MPs would withdraw, initially on account of the policy of fiscal
retrenchment, MacDonald remained prime minister until stepping down
in 1935, and serving as a minister after the general election that year
when the country again returned a National Government. However,
most Labour MPs would return in 1940 under Attlee to support
Churchill’s war time coalition (below p. 26).
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VI

Parliament in Peace, Parliament in War
The Custodian of Liberty

It was also the result of the perception, particularly potent before the
war and again during it, that such freedom and parliamentary
government marked Britain out from her continental neighbours. When
continental countries fell victim to instability and the authoritarian
regimes of left and right in the inter war years, it became a badge of
Britain’s political identity to highlight how different the system was.
Founded on the instinct for ordered liberty and constitutional stability,
its parliamentary freedoms protected security and individual liberty
giving people power over and a say in their government and meant that
Britain for that reason stood out in a troubled continent.
Baldwin, who was prime minister from 1924-9 and again between
1935-7 in the National Government, highlighted the unique nature of
Britain as a country ‘where parliamentary government had grown up,
the only country in which it is tradition, and hereditary’. It was a
country of ‘independent’ people, shaped by their links to place and
community, ‘accustomed to taking part in the government of their
locality or the country’ or combining for service, as free men. 15
Britain’s freedom was seen as being incompatible with the continental
systems emerging in the inter war years and the authoritarian
movements of communism and fascism. Communism was identified as
a doctrine preached in ‘parts of the Continent, and even here’ and as a
system in which there [could] be no freedom as we understand that
15

Stanley Baldwin, This Torch of Freedom, London, 1935, (4th edn, 1937). See 6 Mar.
1934, pp 27-9, 4 July 1935, p.13, and for voluntary service, 25 Sept. 1933, p. 21. The
reference on p. 9 to Magna Carta is in the title speech, This Torch of Freedom, p. 12.
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word in England’ (ie Britain) - ‘an iron discipline’ which was not
adapted to our people’.16 The British love of freedom, was mirrored in a
parliament characterised by ‘fair judgement ... fair play’ and by giving
‘completest liberty’ to every member if ‘convinced of his sincerity’. It
was a constitutional freedom, ‘fought for from the beginning of our
history ... the result of centuries of resistance to the power of the
executive’.17 That parliamentary system and the freedom it rested could
adapt in the 1930s in response to the financial crisis of 1931. Voters, as
we saw, returned a National Government led initially by Labour’s
Ramsay MacDonald, gave it a fresh mandate in the 1935 general
election, to be led first by Baldwin and then from 1937 by Neville
Chamberlain who remained at the helm until the start of the ‘real’ war
in May 1940.
One of Baldwin’s strengths was to focus on parliamentary government,
its importance as both symbol and reality of resisting executive power
and protecting ancient freedoms. He had accommodated Labour’s
arrival and instalment into the system as a successful parliamentary
party and would see that his party gave Labour the benefit of the
decency and sense of fair play on which the success depended, itself
dependent on the perception, participation and wishes of the voters.
Ultimately it was they who would judge. In doing that, Baldwin led
where Churchill followed in a public rhetoric and perception of
Britain’s distinct identity, unlike its continental counterparts, one which
recognised and rejected utopian fantasies of a heaven and earth
emanating from Whitehall. It is no accident that the most successful
leaders since World War 1 were linked by that politics of restraint,
containment, and self-conscious sound good sense, one which was

16

Baldwin , Our Inheritance, 19 June 1926, pp 16-22, London 1928, (1938 edn).
Baldwin, 6 Mar 1934, in This Torch of Freedom, pp. 23-32 (London, 1935, 4th edn.
(1937).
17
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assumed to be held in common with voters – Baldwin, Churchill, in a
different way Attlee and Thatcher.
For Chamberlain, who replaced Baldwin in 1937, Britain’s defence and
security and that of its empire were the goal, diplomacy the means and
the independence of France and the channel ports the practical
guarantee. If war were to come, Britain must be equipped, financially
and militarily to fight. No promises would be made unless they could
be honoured; no threats of war issued unless and until the country could
go to war adequately equipped and with a chance of winning. His
failure was not one of foreign or defence policy but of politics, rhetoric,
and temperament. Britain did go to war in September 1939 over the
German invasion of Poland, a country whose independence it had
jointly guaranteed with the French, though without preventing the rapid
German victory. But it was as a result of the Narvik campaign the
following spring, in Norway, that Chamberlain fell. Unable to
command the confidence of parliament over the criticism at reports that
the troops had been ill-equipped for the Norwegian campaign, or to
form an all party government with Labour, he resigned in favour of
Churchill.
Churchill was under no illusion about the need to secure his
parliamentary position by winning over Conservative MPs who
remained loyal to Chamberlain. There would therefore be no change of
party leader and Chamberlain would retain a prominent job in the
cabinet as Lord President of the Council. More important Churchill
must avoid the temptation for reckless military escapades with which
he had been associated since the Dardanelles. In fact, whatever the
signs to the contrary, he was every bit as realist as his predecessors,
would fight the same war and exercise the same restraint on the battle
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field and when promising or deploying resources.18 For each parliament
would be the focus of the war and his own authority.
The day he became prime minister, 10 May 1940, Hitler invaded
France, Holland and Belgium. Churchill’s aim, announced to
parliament and the nation in the first weeks, was to defend this island,
its way of life and its freedom and to restore the freedom of the
subjugated continent. The means were political, to make common cause
with the nation and its parliament, and military, deploy resources with
utmost restraint and caution – both watchwords shared with his
predecessors.
From the outset when he told parliament, as he had his Government,
that he had ‘nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat’, the House
of Commons remained the focus for the nation in war and the symbol
of the freedom for which Britain fought. The rapid advance of the
German armies opened the road to Paris and the Channel ports, and
while heartening the French to keep them in the fight and dispatching
scarce aircraft, Churchill had his sights on the battle to come. As he
reported the losses and dramatic evacuation of French and British
forces, Churchill told the Commons that whatever the future
brought, even if large parts of Europe were to fall, Britain would not
flag or fail but ‘go on to the end … [and] defend our island, whatever
the cost may be … never surrender …’.19
The aims and limits of that war were set, strategically and rhetorically,
in the early weeks. The independence, freedom and way of life of the
island must be preserved; the security of the Middle East, Egypt and the
Mediterranean maintained; the seas kept open and the routes across the
globe safe for vessels, troops, munitions and food supplies. And,
18

The analysis here of Churchill’s war time strategy, draws on my book Churchill and
the Politics of War, 1940-41 (Cambridge, 1995).
19
Hansard, 13 May 1940, vol 360, cols 1501-2, 4 June 1940, voll 361, cols 787-796.
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though not yet clear how this would happen, the freedom for which
Britain fought was not exclusive, it must be restored in those countries
where it had been extinguished by the German victory. The Battle of
Britain, now imminent with German forces controlling the ports across
the channel, was one in which the stakes were high. On that battle, in
which the country faced the ‘whole fury and might of the enemy,
depended not only ‘our own British way of life and the long continuity
of our institutions and our empire’, but ‘the survival of Christian
civilisation …’.20
Just as the spirit of the country, its people, traditions and freedoms, had
been invoked by his predecessors in time of peace, so it was once again
invoked in time of war, when the cause of freedom carried an even
greater moral resonance. For Churchill there would be no false
promises, no lies about the war or its course. Life would be hard, the
war long, but the cause of freedom would ultimately triumph. In
October 1940 he could not yet say how they would emerge to victory.
But they would, during the war to come, be bound by and draw strength
from common history: ‘alone among the peoples’ they had over
centuries reconciled democracy and tradition, interweaving past and
present as the inheritance of a modern democracy and the source of
strength for a united nation.21
Churchill, no less than Baldwin, counted on the ‘sound sense’ and
sobriety of English voters to support the difficult course needed in war
as they had done in peace: unlikely to be taken in by false claims, their
special qualities were at their ‘brightest’ in adversity. 22

20

Hansard, 18 June 1940, vol 362 col 60-61.
Speech at Caxton Hall, 9 Oct.1940, Into Battle, Speeches by The Rt Hon Winston
Churchill, compiled by Randolph Churchill, 1941, p. 292.
22
Speech to House of Commons, 21 Nov 1940, cols 25-7.
21
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He too emphasised the institutional foundations for British liberty,
pledging that parliament would keep vital and active even under enemy
fire, those parliamentary institutions ‘which have served us so well the
‘slow wrought’ institutions, which revealed ‘invincible strength’ under
fire. For him too, parliament was the custodian of ‘hard-won liberties’,
its institutions had been shaped by their predecessors’ ‘wisdom and
civic virtues’. Not only were they the most flexible instruments for ...
unceasing change and progress, [but] at this ... moment [were] ... the
proudest assertion of British freedom and the expression of an
unconquerable national will’.23

23

Ibid.
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VII

Conclusion

Freedom’s bequest:
Parliament and renewal - from Attlee to Brexit

Today Churchill’s rhetoric may seem dated, but behind it lies
something as precious to this country now as in the past. Freedom, the
right through Parliament to shape the law and government of the land to
preserve and adapt Britain’s institutions, to defend its way of life in
peace and war, to stand up to the executive of the day, be it king or
government, has been the defining feature of Britain’s political identity
and its emergence to full democracy.
When the war ended in May 1945, Churchill avoided calling a ‘snap’
victory or election. Refusing to play the khaki populist card was not the
only result of Britain’s distinctive political culture. Labour’s return to
power, its sweeping victory in July 1945, was another. So was the fact
that Attlee took over with Churchill’s blessing and support, already
having been included in the discussions with Allied governments after
the European war formally ended on 7 May. That may have seemed
remarkable to the Allies. But to people in Britain no less than to
Churchill himself such a dramatic change of course, or leader, was the
order of the day, a manifestation of the system of freedom and
government for which the war had been fought. It was for voters to
decide.
Though historians continue to debate the factors most significant to
Labour’s dramatic win, the sense at the time and during the war had
been that there would be a new age politically, in terms of social
reconstruction at home. For that Britain’s parliamentary system of
government was well equipped, having promoted ordered, affordable,
social progress in the pre-war decades to a standard of social provision
found by Beveridge to be unparalleled, while the war time plans would
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address the tree major areas of social insurance, education and the
health service.
More remarkable was the instant transfer of power once the votes were
counted constitutionally to a party of the left which now had its chance
to pursue within the parliamentary system, the collectivist policy of
state ownership and central planning. That such radical change - of
government and direction – could happen, with the co-operation of the
defeated party, owed much to Britain’s distinct political identity. So did
the fact that parliamentary opponents and the country settled down to
give the new comers a fair hearing, a fair opposition and a fair chance.
In practice it had allowed for Labour’s initial parliamentary route to
power – accommodated by the Conservative leader of the time, just as
happened in 1945, intent on Labour having a fair wind. In principle it
illustrated how parliamentary government, based on free institutions
and democratic accountability to the people could protect order,
stability, liberty and allow for dramatic change of direction.
Many people in Britain have recently despaired that such tradition in
which parliament is the symbol and guardian of freedom has been
eroded; that the accountability of government to parliament, and both to
the people have been snuffed out. They may blame the hollowing out of
that distinct political tradition on the professional cadres of slick
‘insiders’ who work their way through the system to an MP-ship, a
government job and the ministerial payroll, landing the job of celebrity
salesman (or woman) for the government of the day – a state of affairs
light years from the politics and causes which have been inherited
through the ages. They may believe that the focus and repository of
Britain’s freedoms, parliament has been emasculated by the manner in
which recent governments use power and patronage to dupe the people
and over ride the will of parliament.

33

Sheila Lawlor

That fear is, as the EU referendum campaign shows, premature. We
have seen many of Britain’s MPs defy their party leaders and the
executive of the day to make common cause with the desire of British
people to retain their historic freedoms via the British parliament, to
elect their representatives to make the law on their behalf, and remove
them from office if they are lacking. As much of that law is now made
by foreign authorities, unelected, unaccountable and for the most part
unknown, it goes against the British political character and identity as
discussed in this essay, which goes back one thousand years or more.
The Brexit debate has rekindled the spirit of parliamentary
independence and responsibility. It has struck a blow against
overweening government power. In standing up, once again to
executive power, MPs have re - kindled the role of parliament as the
focus for Britain’s liberties and people’s freedom. Just as in the past,
there are politicians who are willing to defy their leaders and the
executive of the day, to risk their careers for an ideal in which they and
the people they represent believe. Whatever the result on June 23rd that
common interest in freedom shared between people and their
parliament, will not be extinguished nor the legacy of parliament’s role
as its guardian, the theme of this pamphlet.
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Many MPs have defied their party leaders and the government, risking their
careers to make common cause with the British people to back Brexit. In
striking a blow against overweening government power, they have highlighted
the distinct political identity of this country, one in which parliament has been
the focus for Britain’s liberties and peoples’ freedom.
As Politeia’s director points out in Ruling the Ruler: Parliament, the People
and Britain's Political Identity, Britain’s political identity has marked the
country out from its continental neighbours. Evolving over a thousand years, it
has been founded on the freedom of people to make their own laws, to elect
their own representatives to parliament and to remove them from office if they
are lacking.
Dr Lawlor, a historian by profession, suggests that whatever the result on June
23rd, the common interest in freedom by people and their politicians for
which parliament is guarantor - the theme of this pamphlet - has been
revived.
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