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The Wonderful House We Live In, and Our Place in the World

The Houses ot Parliament at Westminster

PARLIAMENT

% all countries and in all ages men have
been glad to submit to the rule of the
best of their kind.

The savage tribe found in some wise
and doughty warrior a commander who
could lead them in war and guide them in
Still today, in the most advanced
civilisations, men instinctively look for
lcadership, and it is rarely that in time
of trial a nation fails to find some man
of distinction who seems to the great
majority to embody the nation’s spirit.
As the cricket club finds its captain, so the
tribe or the nation finds its chieftain.

The early English called their leaders
kings, but our own kings have ceased to be
law-givers or leaders in battle. They have
become by a long process of change the
presidents of a free people. The King
has become a personal embodiment of the
State, who exercises power through a
sovernment chosen by the people and
responsible to the Council of the Nation,
the Parliament elected by the people.

Nominally the King still retains his
ancient powers of making laws, appointing
ministers, conferring honours, or even of
leclaring war ; but in practice the King
i= the servant of the nation, and always
assents to laws passed by both Houses
of Parliament.

peace.

AND HOW IT WORKS

The events which have led to this great
change in the position of the British King
represent a continuous development of
the conception of democratic rule, the rule
of the people for the people by the people.
The King acts as head of our democratic
State, and his acts are thus the acts of
the people themselves, expressing their
desires through Parliament.

The King does not even preside over
the Council of the nation. This change
came about in the reign of George the
First, the German King of England who
could not speak English.

The nation is governed under a com-
plicated system of law and custom which
we call the British Constitution. In
respect of many important matters the
Constitution is unwritten, resting not on
written laws, but on custom. Many
countries have a written Constitution
which sets out clearly what can and
cannot be done by the governing institu-
tions ; but the advantage of an unwritten
Constitution is that it can be changed to
suit new needs.

The process by which we citizens chose
our actual rulers in Great Britain is
familiar to us all. The country is divided
into sections of town and country which
we call Constituencies, and each of these

BODY, MIND, AND SOUL - CITIZENSHIP : ECONOMICS - GOVERNMENT
4535




—

OURSELVES

returns one or more representatives whom
we call Members of Parliament. By the
same method of secret voting as in the
case of a Town Council, men and women
make their choice. Every man who has
reached 21, and has lived in the same place
for at least 3 months, is placed on the
register of voters. Every woman who
has reached the age of 21 and is entitled
to be registered as a local government
elector, or who is married to a voter entitled
to be so registered, has the right to vote.
The number of members returned to Parlia-
ment is 615, England and Wales sending
528, Scotland 74, and Northern Ireland 13.
HE TWO GROUPS OF PARLIAMENT
THAT GOVERN THE NATION

Members of Parliament receive f400 a
year, which enables poor men to sit in the
House of Commons.

The House of Commons is frequently
re-elected. Under the law it must be
re-elected every five years, but at any
time the King, on the advice of his
Ministers, may dissolve Parliament and
order a new election.

Parliament, as we have it today, is
divided into two groups. The first is the
House of Lords, consisting of all the
English peers sitting together with a
certain number of peers representing the
peerages of Scotland and Ireland, and the
Bishops of the Church of England. The
second is the House of Commons, con-
sisting of the Members of Parliament who
are actually elected representatives of the
people themselves.

Parliament has developed through long
centuries of change. The early Parlia-
ments were really meetings of the King’s
Councillors, together with the judges and
bishops and some of the earls and barons.
The City Burgesses and Knights of the
Shire, who were the first representatives of
the nation, were summoned to appear be-
fore Parliament, and did so humbly with
their chief spokesman, who came to be
called the Speaker, at their head.

HE GREAT RIGHT WHICH THE COMMONS
FOUGHT FOR AND WON

In time this National Council passed
through remarkable changes. The peers
and bishops concentrated in the House of
Lords. The representatives of the people
deliberated by themselves and formed the
House of Commons. The judges ceased to
be Lords of Parliament, although still we
have the organic connection in the fact
that in the House of Lords remains the

highest Law Court of Appeal, and the
Law Lords hold life peerages. One of the
greatest changes which have occurred in
the development of Parliament was that
the Commons fought for, and won the sole
right of voting supplies—which means the
right of raising money needed for the
purposes of government.

The two Houses of Parliament, Lords
and Commons, meet in great rooms at
Westminster which lie in the same straight
line. They are connected by a long
corridor, in the middle of which is a big
lobby. This long cotridor is in a straight
line with the centre of the House of Lords
on one side, and the centre of the House of
Commons on the other. At one end of this
line is the King's Throne in the House of
Lords and at the other end is the Speaker’s”
Chair in the House of Commons.

A General Election having taken place
the newly-elected members assemble in
the House of Commons, and take the oath
of allegiance. The formal opening of
Parliament then takes place. This is
usually performed by the King himself who
goes to the House of Lords for the purpose.

HE SPEECH FROM THE THRONE WHEN

THE KING OPENS PARLIAMENT

In declaring Parliament open the con-
stitutional usage is for the King to make a
speech in which the policy and intentions
of the Government are briefly stated. This
is called the King’s Speech. But it is not
the King’s Speech at all, but a statement
carefully written by the King’s ministers
to be read by the King. Here is the
greater part of the speech with which
King George opened the new session of
Parliament in February, 1917.

My Lords, and Gentlemen,

For the third time in succession I summon you
to your deliberations in the midst of war.

Certain overtures, of which you are aware,
have been made by the enemy with a view to the
opening of peace negotiations. Their tenor, how-
ever, indicated no possible basis for peace.

My people throughout the Empire and my
faithful and heroic Allies remain steadfastly and
unanimously resolved to secure the just demands
for reparation and restitution in respect of the
past and the guarantees for the future which we
regard as essential to the progress of civilisation.
In response to an invitation from the President
of the United States of America, we have outlined,
so far as can be done at present, the general
objects necessarily implied by these aims . . .
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Gentlemen of the House of Commons,

You will be asked to make the necessary pro-
vision for the effective prosecution of the war.
My Lords, and Gentlemen,

The accomplishment of the task to which I
have set my hand will entail unsparing demands
upon the energies and resources of all my sub-
jects. I am assured, however, that my people
will respond to every call necessary for the
success of our cause with the same indomitable
ardour and devotion that have filled me with
pride and gratitude since the war began.

If it had been a time of peace instead: of
war, the speech would have referred to pro-
posed new laws. It is important to notice
that the King opens his speech by address-
ing My Lords, and Gentlemen, but that in
the middle of it he breaks off and addresses
the Gentlemen of the House of Commons
specially on finance. That is because the
House of Commons has the sole constitu-
tional vight to deal with money matlers.

The members of the House of Commons
are summoned to the House of Lords to
hear the King make his speech, and they go
in procession down the long corridor headed
by their Speaker.

HE THREE FUNCTIONS OF THE

HOUSE OF COMMONS

Parliament thus being opened, debates
begin in both Houses, and the first thing
done is to discuss the King’s Speech, which
gives an opportunity to raise any question.
For example, if a Member thinks the
Government is not attending to a certain
duty he can at once complain that it is not
mentioned in the King’s Speech.

The House of Commons has three dis-
tinct functions. It decides what money
shall be raised and how it shall be spent ;
it makes new laws or amends old ones ;
it controls the administration of law.

As to the very important matter of
spending money and raising taxes, the
ommons, for the purpose of guarding
the taxpayer’s interests, resolves itself for a
ng part of the session into what is called
mmittee of Supply, and examines in
‘wtail the money requirements of every
‘epartment of the Government, whether

be the Army, or the Navy, or the
ducational Department, or the National
sallery, or the Board of Agriculture.
“very sum of money required has to be

ted, and thus an opportunity is given to

riticise unnecessary expenditure or discuss

crievances. This is a very important part
¢ the work of the House.

As to raising money, the Minister of
Finance, who is called the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, produces each year a statement
showing what the Government estimates
it will have to spend, and what taxes it
proposes to levy to meet the expenses.
This statement is called the Budget, and
the Chancellor’s proposals are embodied in
an Act of Parliament called the Finance
Act, which has to be passed into law by
the Commons, the House of Lords having
no power to refuse to pass it.

HE RIGHT OF THE HOUSE OF LORDS

TO REJECT A COMMONS BILL

As to making new laws, or amending old
ones, nearly all important measures are
first introduced into the Commons, and
then introduced into the Lords. When
both Houses have passed a measure, the
King formally gives his Assent, and an Act
of Parliament is made. The peers have
the right to refuse to pass a measure passed
by the House of Commons, but only a
limited right. This limitation of the power
of the Lords was made in 1911, when it was
enacted that if a Public Bill was passed by
the House of Commons in three successive
sessions, it should receive the Royal Assent
even if the House of Lords rejected it.

When a new law is introduced into
Parliament it is called a Bill, and the Bill
does not become an Act until it receives
the Royal Assent. Any private member
can introduce a Bill, and scores of measures
are thus introduced, but Governments take
up so much of the time of Parliament that,
unless a private member can get the
Government to back his Bill, and es-
pecially to give him time, he has little
chance of getting it through. In twenty
years few private members have succeeded
in making new Acts of Parliament.

Hew A eiLL BECOMES AN
ACT OF PARLIAMENT

Even the Government itself often finds
it difficult enough to pass a Bill through
Parliament. The procedure is long and
tedious. First the Bill is presented to the
House and formally given a First Reading.
Then comes the really important battle on
the principle of the Bill, the debate on the
Second Reading. The Minister in charge of
the Bill then makes a speech explaining it,
a debate follows—which may extend in the
case of an important Bill to several days—
and there is then a division. If the Bill
secures a majority of votes it is said to have
passed the Second Reading, and it is then
referred to a committee, which may be
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either a committee of the whole House,
a grand committee of a section of the
House, or a special committee formed for
the purpose.

In Committee the Bill is examined clause
by clause and line by line, and it sometimes
takes weeks to haummer it out. The Bill is
almost sure to be altered, sometimes a
little, and sometimes a great deal. Having
thus been amended, the Bill is reported
to the House by the Committee’s Chairman,
and then follows another stage of ex-
amination called the Report Stage. This
consists of the detailed survey of the entire
Bill by the whole House. The Bill finally
comes up for Third Reading, when, if it
obtains a majority, it is passed as far as the
House of Commons is concerned. Then it
goes to the Lords, who subject it to a some-
what similar process, and if it passes the
Lords, the King, by his formal Assent,
makes it an Act of Parliament.

HE TIME-WASTING METHOD OF VOTING
THAT WILL HAVE TO BE ALTERED

Voting in the House of Commons is a
long and elaborate business. The members
actually divide by trooping into lobbies :
Auyes to the right, Noes to the left. In the
lobbies they pass through narrow gang-
ways, where they are counted like sheep
by the clerks. This wastes a lot of time,
and ought to be altered, for sometimes an
hour or more in a day is wasted by this
rather childish method of counting.

As to the administration of law, the
House of Commons does its work partly in
Supply, when it has the chance to survey
Government departments; but it has
other opportunities. Except on Fridays,
cach sitting of the House, after the
chaplain has said prayers—we give the
beautiful prayer on page 4516—opens with
an hour devoted to questions. This is a
valuable means of directing attention to
administration and other matters. For
example, if the postal service in a certain
town became faulty, the member for that
town would be sure to put down a question
to the Postmaster-General asking if he
knew of the inefficiency, and if he would
take steps to remedy it.

A Member of Parliament who does his
work thoroughly has a busy and exhausting
time. The House itself sits from early in
the afternoon until eleven at night, while
the mornings are taken up by committees.
Add to this all the correspondence, inter-
views, journeys, meetings in the consti-

tuency, and so on, and the M.P. has more
than a man can reasonably find time to
do. In practice some members work very
hard, and others very little ; but forty-
eight hours in a day would not be enough
to get through all the work a member finds
waiting for him.
HE SOLEMIN RESPONSIBILITY OF THE
OFFICE OF PRIME MINISTER

The King’s Government is a body of
Members of Parliament chosen by the
Prime Minister, who is chosen by the
King because he is the representative of
the majority of the people who cast their
votes. The Prime Minister is thus an
exceedingly important man, and his
powers are enormous. In choosing his
colleagues he decides the fate of great
measures, and the spirit of the adminis-
tration of great offices. It is impossible to
exaggerate the degree of responsibility
which rests on him, and all his waking
hours are filled with anxieties.

Next to that of Prime Minister, the most
important officer of the Government is the
Chancellor of the Exchequer. He is usually
regarded as the Prime Minister’s first
lieutenant. It is his duty to safeguard the
national purse, and to preserve the
national credit. It is he who levies taxes.

Hardly less important than the Chan-
cellor of the Exchequer is the Foreign
Minister—the Secretary of State for
Foreign Affairs. To his hands our relations
with other countries are entrusted, and
he communicates with them through high
officials abroad who are called Ambassa-
dors, or through the Ambassadors of
foreign countries resident in London. His
is an office of anxious care and deep
responsibility, for in it are involved the
friendship or enmity of foreign nations,
the possibilities of peace and war.

RITAIN’S PRIDE IN THE DEVELOPMENT
OF HER OVERSEAS DOMINIONS

The increasing importance of Imperial
affairs has given great prominence of
recent years to the office of Secretary of
State for the Colonies. Time was when
the Colonies were merely regarded as
millstones round our necks, and there is a

_story that when, many generations ago, a

certain colony presented a petition to
London for the provision of a bishop and
clergy to care for their spiritual welfare,
they were told by the Colonial Secretary
not to worry about their souls but to go
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back and grow tobacco. It was that sort
of treatment which led to the loss of the
North American colonies and to the
American Declaration of Independence.
In our more enlightened day we take pride
in the development of the Overseas
Dominions, and the Colonial Secretary’s
ffice is correspondingly exalted.

HE MINISTERS IN CHARGE OF THE
DEPARTMENTS OF PUBLIC LIFE

Then there is the Home Secretary, whose
business is with the country’s internal
ffairs. He has charge of our prisons,
and administers the Acts relating to
factories, workshops, and mines. The
Home Secretary is also responsible for the
administration of the laws relating to
shops, Bird Protection, and Aliens, and he
ontrols the police of London, except those
of the City Corporation. It is on his
wdvice that the King exercises the pre-
rogative of mercy for criminals.

There is a Health Minister, whose
‘mportant business is to safeguard physical
«fficiency, and to administer the Housing
‘cts and to control Health Insurance. A
Minister of Education cares for the training
f the nation’s children. The Board of
Trade concerns itself with industry and

'mmerce, ports, and shipping. A Minister
f Transport is responsible for railways.

A Minister of Pensions looks after the
millions of pensioners who are a sad

gacy of the Great War. The Board of
\griculture and Fisheries has to do with
the welfare of our farmers and our fisher-
men—a strange combination in one office
which provoked a Cockney at a political
meeting to call the office “ Fish and
Chips.” A Minister of Labour watches
:bour questions, controls the Employ-
ment Exchanges, and manages Unemploy-
ment Insurance. A Minister called the
Postmaster-General is the responsible head
f the Post Office.

HE LORD CHANCELLOR, THE ATTORNEY-
GENERAL, AND THE SOLICITOR-GENERAL

The Prime Minister also appoints special
Law Officers, the chief of whom is the Lord
Chancellor, who sits on the historic wool-
sack in the House of Lords. In the
House of Commons the Law Officers are
the Attorney-General and his lieutenant
the Solicitor-General, whose legal know-
ledge is indispensable in passing Bills.

The defence of the country is entrusted
1o three departments—the War Office, the

Admiralty, and the Air Ministry, each of
which is headed by a responsible Minister.

All the Ministers named have assistants,
called Under-Secretaries in some depart-
ments and Parliamentary Secretaries in
others. Together, this body of men form
the Government. If the Prime Minister
resigns, the entire Government resigns
with him, and a new Prime Minister
chooses fresh men.

The Cabinet is generally formed of
eighteen or twenty leading members of the
Government, who meet in secret and whose
proceedings are never published. It illus-
trates the peculiar nature of the British
Constitution when we say that the Cabinet
is quite outside and quite unknown to the
law of the land. At this Cabinet all-
important decisions are taken as to what
new laws should be made, or what policy
followed, on any important subject, or
whether a dispute with some foreign
country shall end in peace or war.

HE MEN WHO STAY WHILE GOVERNMENTS
COME AND GOVERNMENTS GO

Strangely, too, until about half-way
through the Great War, the Cabinet never
kept any record whatever of its proceedings.
However important the business, however
far-reaching the decisions made, no
minutes were recorded. This was altered
in the war by Mr. Lloyd George who, when
he took office as Prime Minister at the end
of 1916, established a Cabinet Secretary’s
department which for the first time took
formal note of what the Cabinet did, and
recorded all its decisions. This was a very
much-necded reform, and it again illus-
trates the changes which from time to
time are made in the British Constitution
with a minimum of disturbance.

So much for the representative political
government of the country. The actual
work of administration is carried out by
paid officials, who, fortunately, are not
changed when the Government or the Par-
liament changes. Each department is
staffed by officials called Civil Servants
The Civil Service has a high reputation for
integrity and public spirit, and its per-
manent character greatly helps British
government institutions. When a Govern-
ment comes into office the new Ministers
find steady in their places the working
officials whe know all about their business,
and who carry on essential work of the
State while Governinents come and go.
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