Lecture 7                           Parliamentary Reforms
      Although England was rightly known as the freest country in Europe and had pioneered in the development of parliamentary rule and liberty under the law, at the beginning of the 19th century only a few people had the right to vote, chiefly those who had fairly large property. Government and parliament were controlled by powerful aristocrats and thus no reforms took place for the people. Schools were reserved for the Squires’ sons and the universities for members of the Anglican Church. There were also restrictions on Economic activities. Thus, there was neither political nor economic and social democracy.

      However, the 19th century saw a steady progress of the democratic movement which came as a result of the Industrial Revolution. More and more people gained the right to vote. At length, the Whig party took up the demand for the reforms. The outcome was the Reform Bill of 1832 which gave the right to vote to the Middle Class, but this reform bill did not satisfy the Chartists, who drew up a charter calling for various political reforms, universal suffrage, secret ballot for voting, equal election districts, no property qualification, and salary for members of parliament. This was not a direct victory since there was no enfranchisement of the masses yet. It was an indirect victory in giving power to the Bourgeoisie on the way to democracy, and all except one of the Chartists’ demands has since been realized.

      The first actual realization of political democracy in England was Disraeli’s Borough Franchise Bill of 1867 which gave almost universal suffrage to residents of Boroughs. Then, came his Suffrage Bill of 1884, extending the franchise to the working class in the country districts. So there was not yet universal manhood suffragette Sweeping Franchise Act of 1911 gave universal suffrage to men and introduced on a liberal scale the principle of women suffrage. The latter’s final victory was in 1928.

      Vote with the secret ballot and other reforms in local and central government made Britain a real democracy in comparison to continental Europe. The Education Act 1870 made schools run by the government available to everyone and universities opened their doors to all the people and not merely to the members of the Anglican Church. Thus, social democracy was adopted. Many restrictions on economic activities were abolished, thus beginning the movement towards the establishment of economic democracy thanks to the joint efforts of the Middle Class and the Proletariat.

The British Parliament
      The British Parliament is divided into two Houses: the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Their work is similar: making laws (legislation), checking the work of the government (scrutiny), and debating current issues. The House of Commons is also responsible for granting money to the government through approving Bills that raise taxes. Generally, the decisions made in one House have to be approved by the other. In this way the two-chamber system acts as a check and balance for both Houses.

                                         The House of Commons

      The House of Commons is traditionally regarded as the lower house, but it is the main parliamentary arena for political battle. A Government can only remain in office for as long as it has the support of a majority in the House of Commons. As with the House of Lords, the House of Commons debates new primary legislation as part of the process of making an Act of Parliament, but the Commons has primacy over the non-elected House of Lords. 'Money bills', concerned solely with taxation and public expenditure, are always introduced in the Commons and must be passed by the Lords promptly and without amendment. When the two houses disagree on a non-money bill, the Parliament Acts can be invoked to ensure that the will of the elected chamber prevails. The House also scrutinises the work of the Government - it does that by various means, including questioning ministers in the Chamber. The leader of the party that wins the majority of Commons seats in a general election is called on to form the next government. 

                                          The House of Lords

      The House of Lords is the second chamber of the U.K. Houses of Parliament. Members of the House of Lords (known as 'peers') consist of Lords Spiritual (senior bishops) and Lords Temporal (lay peers). Law Lords (senior judges) also sit as Lords Temporal. Members of the House of Lords are not elected. Originally, they were drawn from the various groups of senior and influential nobility in Britain, who advised the monarch throughout the country's early history. In general, the functions of the House of Lords are similar to those of the House of Commons in legislating, debating and questioning the executive. There are two important exceptions: members of the Lords do not represent constituencies, and are not involved in matters of taxation and finance. The role of the Lords is generally recognized to be complementary to that of the Commons and it acts as a revising chamber for many of the more important and controversial bills. 

    All bills go through both Houses before becoming Acts, and may start in either House. Normally, the consent of the Lords is required before Acts of Parliament can be passed, and the Lords can amend all legislation, with the exception of bills to raise taxation, long seen as the responsibility of the Commons. Amendments have to be agreed to by both Houses. The House of Lords is as active as the Commons in amending bills, and spends two-thirds of its time revising legislation. The House of Lords is also the final court of appeal for civil cases in the United Kingdom and for criminal cases in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Only the Lords of Appeal (Law Lords) - of whom there are 12 employed full-time - take part in judicial proceedings. 
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