XXIV. - The Problem of the Executive (2)


Constitutional Monarchy





A Constitutional Monarchy, according to the classic aphorism of M. Thiers, is one in which the King reigns but does not govern.  This highly artificial arrangement is commonly taken to be coeval with the Monarchy of England.  It came into existence a century and a half ago.  The first Constitutional king was George I. -Goldwin Smith.





'The direct power of the King of England is very considerable.  His indirect and far more certain power is great indeed.' - Burke.





'The acts, the wishes, the example of the Sovereign in this country are a real power.  An immense reverence and tender affection await upon the person of the one permanent and ever faithful guardian of the fundamental conditions of the Constitution.' - W.E. Gladstone (19th century).





'You cannot make a republic of the British Commonwealth of Nations.' -General J.E. Smuts (20th century).





Constitutional Monarchy


Constitutional Monarchy is one of those curious yet characteristic contradictions which are almost unintelligible save to the native born.  The device is pre-eminently a product of political conditions which were for a long time peculiar to England.  A Roman commentator upon the Teutonic polity was naturally struck by the limited authority of the 'Kings' of the German tribes.�  We have long been taught to believe that the Saxon kingship, when it re-emerged on English soil, was similarly limited.  A great English jurist of the thirteenth century - a period of advanced, not to say precocious, political theories - laid particular emphasis upon 'the limitations imposed upon the royal authority by the 'curia’.�





Another great jurist, writing under the Lancastrian regime, taught his royal pupil, Henry VI, that a 'King of England cannot at his pleasure make any alterations in the laws of the land, for the nature of his Government is not only regal but political'.�  What is more remarkable is that the judicious Hooker, writing at the apogee of the Tudor [begin page 26] dictatorship, dared to remind his contemporaries that ‘what power the King hath he hath it by law, the bounds and limits of it are known'.





The Stuarts, imbued with the Gallican rather than the Anglican doctrine of kingship, would have none of this illogical compromise.  'As for the absolute prerogative of the Crown, that is no subject for the tongue of a lawyer nor is it lawful to be disputed.  It is atheism and blasphemy to dispute what God can do; good Christians content themselves with his will revealed in his word, so it is presumption and high contempt in a subject to dispute what a King can do, or say that a King cannot do this or that; but rest in that which is the King's revealed will in his law.'  In this manner did James I address his Privy Council in 1616.  Similarly he wrote in his True Law of Free Monarchies: 'A good King will frame all his actions according to the law, yet is he not bound thereto but of his own goodwill.'  Unfortunately for his people and unfortunately for his House, James I brought to the task of ruling Puritan England the mind of a Scotch metaphysician and the traditions of French absolutism.  The harvest was reaped in the Great Rebellion, and in the 'Revolution Settlement' of 1688.





To that settlement the advent of 'Constitutional Monarchy' is commonly ascribed.  Yet the transition from personal to parliamentary government was, in fact, very far from complete under William III, or even under Queen Anne.  The policy of England from 1689 to 1702 was the policy not of any Minister but of the King himself.  King William undoubtedly found himself hampered, if not frustrated, by Parliament in some of his continental designs; but despite opposition he carried them through.  Even Queen Anne, though not endowed with high capacity or strong character, imparted a distinct personal bias to the politics of her reign.





The Hanoverian Dynasty.


A Constitutional monarch was defined by M. Thiers as one who reigns but does not govern.  If we are to accept the aphorism as accurate we must date the transition from [begin page 27] personal to Constitutional rule from the next reign, - that of George I.





The accession of a King who, despite English blood, was in all essentials a foreigner, the prolonged ascendancy of a great Minister under whom the Cabinet for the first time assumed its modern form, and the development of Party organization in Parliament itself - all these contributed to the process.





Recent historical research has considerably modified the previously accepted view that the effective power of the Crown was entirely eclipsed during the reigns of George I and George II, but such influence as the Crown exercised was felt more decisively in European than in domestic politics.





George III


With the accession of George III there was, however, a real revival of the monarchical idea.  The young King came to the throne saturated with the principles of Bolingbroke's Patriot King, and determined, in his own person, to put them to the test of practical experiment.  His own personality and the political circumstances of the hour were alike favourable to its success.  In almost every way the young King stood in marked contrast to his immediate predecessors.  The first of his dynasty who could be regarded as English, he rather overplayed the part; but he was simple, manly, and unaffected; his private life was above reproach, and his courage, both moral and physical, was magnificent.  Intellectually he was below the average, with all the obstinacy of a rather stupid man, but his prejudices, which were numerous, fortunately coincided with those of the great mass of his subjects.  And he had this further advantage.  The political forces which during the last half-century had rivalled and even eclipsed that of the Crown were palpably weakening.  Parliament was becoming every year more oligarchical both in temper and in composition.  'You have taught me', said George II to Pitt, 'to look elsewhere than to the House of Commons for the opinion of my people.'  The lesson was not lost upon his grandson.  Increasingly [begin page 28] oligarchical, Parliament was also increasingly disorganized.  Since the fall of Walpole the great Whig party had rapidly disintegrated; it was broken up into factions and groups, and could offer little effective resistance to concentrated and sustained attacks.  The King pressed home his advantage with unremitting industry and unflagging ardour.  He worked like an election-agent, and dined on boiled mutton and turnips, in order that he might spend his enormous income in the purchase of the House of Commons.  Burke probably exaggerated the cohesion of the' King's friends',� but as to the reality and extent of the King's personal influence upon politics there can be no question.  ‘Everyone', wrote Horace Walpole, 'ran to Court and voted for whatever the Court desired.'  The personal influence of the King reached its zenith during the ministry of Lord North (1770-82).  But even before the fall of his favourite Minister it was on the wane.  The disasters of the American War, disasters laid, not wholly without justification, at the King's door; the acceptance of Mr. Dunning's historic resolutions (1780)� above all, the ferment created by the King's personal interposition to defeat Fox's India Bill, seriously damaged the prestige of the Crown.  Pitt came to the King's rescue in 1783, and five years later the hatred of opponents was changed to pity by the oncoming of insanity, which, fitful at first, became permanent in 1810.





George IV and William IV


Under the Regency (1810-20) and the reign of George IV the popularity if not the power of the Crown markedly declined.  George IV had more brains than his father, but much less conscience, and there can be no question that the scandals of his private life, combined with his obstinate resistance to all reform, seriously imperilled the existence of the Monarchy.  On the Continent the restored Monarchies were on trial; even in England there were plenty of critics hostile to the institution.  'Oh, that the free would stamp the impious name of King into the dust’  [begin page 29] was an aspiration which if infrequently uttered was widely entertained.  Nothing but the unpopularity of the King could have conferred so much popularity upon his unhappy but undeserving Queen.  Nevertheless it would be a mistake to underrate the practical influence of George IV upon politics.  His alienation from the Whig friends of his youth kept the Tories in power in 1812, and throughout the whole of his regency and reign.  Brougham asked the House of Commons to declare that the influence of the Crown was 'unnecessary for maintaining its constitutional prerogatives, destructive of the independence of Parliament and inconsistent with the well-governing of the realm'.  It is significant that, unlike Dunning's resolutions of 1780, Brougham's was negatived by a large majority.  But that the country would have tolerated a succession of George IV’s is unlikely.





To George IV there succeeded in 1830 his brother, William IV, a sailor, bluff, genial, and kind-hearted, but entirely lacking in dignity, not to say in decorum.  Under him the popularity of the Crown was restored, but its dignity was still further endangered.





Queen Victoria


Such was the situation which confronted the young Princess, called to the throne, as Queen Victoria, by her uncle's death in 1837.  'Since the century began', as one of her biographers pungently puts it, 'there had been three Kings of England. . . of whom the first was long an imbecile, the second won the reputation of a profligate, and the third was regarded as little better than a buffoon.'�  'It was, therefore, the young Queen's first task to re-establish the Monarchy in the respect and affection of the people.  More particularly was it her function to win the confidence of the middle classes who had lately, by the revolution of 1832, become supreme in English politics.  For this task she was exceptionally qualified.  'It was', says Mr. Benson,


 


‘supremely fortunate that the Queen by a providential gift of temperament thoroughly understood the middle plass point of view.� How well she succeeded in conciliat- [begin page 30] ing to the Crown the affectionate regard of her people the history of her long reign eloquently tells. But it would be misleading to suppose that her success was immediate, or, until the last two decades of her reign, complete.  The cartoons of Punch reflect with singular accuracy the public sentiment.  In the earlier half of the reign they are far from complimentary to the Queen, and to the Prince Consort they are something less than respectful.  In later years the tone changes.  The change is clearly due to something more than length of days.  The first impulse to it came perhaps from acknowledged misjudgement as to the Prince Consort:





We know him now: all narrow jealousies


Are silent; and we see him as he moved,


How modest, kindly, all accomplish'd, wise,


With what sublime repression of himself,


And in what limits, and how tenderly;


Not swaying to this faction, or to that;


Not making his high place the lawless perch


Of wing'd ambitions, nor a vantage ground


For pleasure; but through all this tract of years


Wearing the white flower of a blameless life.





It was shortly after the death of the Prince Consort that Mr. Walter Bagehot published his remarkable study on The English Constitution.  His chapter on the Monarchy opens with the following words:





The Mid-Victorian Monarchy


‘The use of the Queen in a dignified capacity is incalculable.  Without her in England the present English Government would fail and pass away.  Most people, when they read that the Queen walked on the slopes of Windsor - that the Prince of Wales went to the Derby, have imagined that too much thought and prominence were given to little things.  But they have been in error; and it is nice to trace how the actions of a retired widow and an unemployed youth become of such importance.'





The passage is noticeable for several reasons.  Bagehot was a genuine believer in the Monarchy as an institution and a sincere admirer of the Monarch but his tone is obviously half-contemptuous and would now be generally [begin page 31] resented as barely decorous.  For reasons which will be disclosed presently, the political position of the Crown is far better understood and more highly appreciated than was the case half a century ago.  On the other hand Bagehot’s analysis of the non-political functions of the Monarchy could even now hardly be improved upon.  He describes the Crown as the pivot of the 'dignified part of the constitution’.  It is an 'intelligible' headpiece and consequently calls forth feelings towards the Government which no form of republican institutions can evoke.





‘royalty is a Government in which the attention of the nation is concentrated on one person doing interesting actions.  A Republic is a Government in which that attention is divided between many who are all doing uninteresting actions’.  Again: ‘the Monarchy strengthens out Government with the strength of religion’; it appeals to sentiments which are not the less real and not the less real.  It is valuable, also, as excluding competition for the headship of society; and above all as the guardian of the 'mystery' of the Constitution.  It ‘acts as a disguise'; 'it enables our real rulers to change without heedless people knowing it.'





Political Functions of the Crown.


Passing to the political functions of the Crown, Bagehot, like most other commentators, confessed his inability to pierce the veil of mystery in which the political action of the Sovereign is wisely enwrapped.  'We shall never know but when history is written our children may know what we owe to the Queen and Prince Albert.'  Something of the debt is known.  A portion of the veil has been already withdrawn.  Materials for an historical judgement are rapidly accumulating.  The Lives and Letters of leading statesmen of the Victorian era have disclosed much; the throwing open of archives has revealed much; the Letters of Queen Victoria herself, though edited with care and reticence, have perhaps done more than any other single publication to draw aside the veil.  To what extent has the withdrawal rendered necessary a modification of Constitutional theory?  [begin page 32]





Under a Constitution so flexible as our own much must evidently depend upon the personal equation.  The character even of a strictly Constitutional Sovereign necessarily counts for a great deal.  Year by year the character of Queen Victoria stands more clearly revealed as that of an exceptionally capable woman, strong of will and passionately devoted to duty.  Such a character combined with an experience which, as the days of her long reign lengthened, far surpassed that of any Minister, must needs have left a profound impress upon the day-by-day working of the Constitution.





Apart from this somewhat elusive influence the English Sovereign possesses certain formal prerogatives which may be convenient, at this point, to indicate.





Right of Dissolution


The King has, firstly, the right of appeal from Parliament to the masters of Parliament, from his own advisers to the political Sovereign before the expression of whose deliberate will the legal Sovereign must bow.  For, as Mr. Dicey justly observed, 'the whole current of modern constitutional custom involves the admission that the final decision of every grave political question now belong, not to the House of Commons, but to the electors as the representatives of the nation.'�  This right of dissolution the King would be compelled to exercise if he were unable to find a Ministry willing at once to accept responsibility for his acts and at the same time able to secure and retain the confidence of the House of Commons.  But it evidently a weapon which he would hesitate except in the last resort to employ.  And for an obvious reason.  An adverse verdict would create a situation almost intolerable.  The position of the King would be that of a master who has given notice to servants and has been compelled by circumstances to retain them on their own terms.  The older books taught that William IV ventured to employ this weapon against the Whigs in 1834, when, having dismissed the Melbourne Ministry, he dissolved Parliament in the hope of securing a majority for Sir Robert Peel.  [begin page 33]





The incident is capable of other explanations and the Melbourne Papers make it clear that the Prime Minister was, to say the least, a consenting party.  Peel, however, when he took office, was under the impression, erroneously, as we now know, that Melbourne had been dismissed by the King, and he recognized that by taking office he had made himself responsible for the dismissal.  ‘I should’, he said, ‘by my acceptance of the office of First Minister become technically if not morally responsible for the dissolution of the preceding Government though I had not the remotest concern in it.�





The Crisis of 1913.


That the Sovereign exercised this prerogative in 1784, 1801, 1807, 1832, and 1839 is undeniable.  He was, in no dubious accents, invited to exercise it again in the autumn of 1913.  The crisis of the Irish Home Rule Bill of 1912, and the operation of the Parliament Act (1911), had at that time become acute.  Mr. George (now Viscount) Cave expressed the hope that, if Mr. Asquith’s Ministry should prove obdurate in their refusal to lay the claims of Ulster before the electorate, the Sovereign would exercise his undoubted right and dissolve Parliament before the commencement of the next Session’.�  Mr. Balfour appealed to the Government spontaneously to advise the course recommended by Mr. Cave.�  They declined to do so.  The Crown could not, while retaining the Asquith Ministry, by an exercise of the prerogative have appealed over their heads to the electorate.  That the Ministry would have tamely accepted such an affront, or the Crown have offered it, is unthinkable.  It would, however, have been within the undoubted right of the Sovereign to have sought the advice of an alternative Ministry, and in the event, certain under the circumstances, of their immediate defeat in the House of Commons, to have dissolved Parliament.  ‘The discretionary power of the Crown', writes Dicey, ‘occasionally may be, and according to constitutional precedents sometimes ought to be, used to [begin page 34] strip an existing House of Commons of its authority.’�





But there is no disguising the fact that if the electorate had refused support to the alternative Ministry, the King would have found himself in a position of some embarrassment.  He would, as already stated, have been compelled by the electors to take back a body of servants whom proprio motu he had dismissed.  Thus, as so frequently happens under our unwritten Constitution, the matter was, in practice, reduced from one of constitutional Convention, to one of political expediency.  A course sanctioned by law and precedent may well be injudicious.  Of its wisdom the alternative Ministry must, in the last resort, judge.





Refusal of Dissolution


Another constitutional right, similar to but quite distinct from the former; belongs unquestionably to the King.  He is entitled to appeal from his Ministers to Parliament.  This is in effect to refuse to an existing Ministry a dissolution.  Such cases have frequently arisen in the self governing Dominions, though the action of the governor refusing, and sometimes indeed in granting, a dissolution has not escaped criticism.  In Australia there were no fewer than three refusals by Colonial governors in one year.�





The question of the exercise of this prerogative at home was raised acutely in December 1923, when, as a result of the General Election, no one of the three parties found itself in an absolute majority in the House of Commons.  Had Mr. Baldwin, before resigning office, or Mr. Macdonald after accepting it, been so ill advised as to ask for a dissolution of Parliament, the King might certainly have declined to assent to it.  The constitutional doctrine this point was stated at the time by Mr. Asquith in terms as lucid as they are unequivocal:





'The dissolution of Parliament', he said, 'is in this country one of the prerogatives of the Crown.  It is not a mere feudal [begin page 35] survival, but it is part, and I think a useful part, of our constitutional system for which there is no counterpart in any other country, such, for instance, as the United States of America.  It does not mean that the Crown should act arbitrarily and without the advice of responsible Ministers, but it does mean that the Crown is not bound to take the advice of a particular Minister to put its subjects to the tumult and turmoil of a series of General Elections so long as it can find other Ministers who are prepared to give it a trial.  The notion that a Minister who cannot command a majority in the House of Commons. . . in those circumstances is invested with the right to demand a dissolution is as subversive of constitutional usage as it would, in my opinion, be pernicious to the general and paramount interests of the nation at large.'�





It will not escape notice that Mr. Asquith made the exercise of this prerogative dependant upon the advice of responsible Ministers; but in seeking that advice the King has the right to act on his own initiative, and in the case under notice he might well have thought it proper to do so.  In the particular case Mr. Asquith, after enunciating the constitutional doctrine in terms of unimpeachable accuracy, himself rendered the exercise of the prerogative unnecessary by helping the Socialist leader to defeat the Conservative Ministry in the House of Commons, and by sustaining him for a few months in office, if not in power.





Selection of Prime Minister


There is yet another right incontestably appertaining to the Crown closely connected with the above.  It is the right of selecting his chief adviser, the Minister who is now officially, as well as popularly, styled Prime Minister.  The King’s choice is, as a rule very narrowly limited in practice, but it is not denied, by any authority entitled to respect, that, within such limits, the discretion permitted to the Crown is a real one.





George III and the Younger Pitt.


The appointment of the young William Pitt to the George premiership in 1783 was the act of the King, and of the King alone.  So also was the dismissal of the Fox-North Coalition Ministry.  Nothing, indeed, was omitted which could add to the ignominy of their dismissal or could [begin page 36] emphasize the personal responsibility of the King.  Lord North and Mr. Fox were commanded to return their seals, by their under-secretaries as a personal interview would be disagreeable to his Majesty.  Earl Temple, who had acted as intermediary between the King and the House of Lords, and had been the chief instrument of the Crown in effecting the defeat of the Ministry, was entrusted with the seals for the purpose of formally dismissing the outgoing Ministers.





The King's right to select his own Minister was hotly challenged at the time.  The House of Commons accepted without a division a resolution moved by Mr. Coke of Norfolk: 'That the continuance of the present Ministers in their offices is an obstacle to the formation of such a administration as may enjoy the confidence of this House.’  Pitt, however, stoutly stood his ground.  He refused to resign; he refused to advise a dissolution of Parliament; he denied that the appointment or removal of Ministers rested with the House of Commons, and boldly claimed that Ministers appointed by the Crown were entitled a fair trial.  The young Minister’s Minister's patience and tenacity gradually wore down the Opposition, and when, after three months of guerrilla warfare in the House of Commons (December 1783 to March 1784) he at last dissolved Parliament, the electorate emphatically endorsed his contention and approved the tactics by which he had maintained it.  Of Pitt's opponents upwards of one hundred and sixty lost their seats and the young Minister was carried back to power at the head of a triumphant majority.





The Royal Prerogative


This result was, however, a triumph for the King not less than for the Minister.  George III had, indeed, staked far more upon the issue of the election than had Pitt.  Had it gone against him the position of the Crown would certainly have been humiliating and might easily have become precarious.  Many things contributed to success of the venture: dislike of the Coalition; loyalty to the memory of Chatham and admiration for the spirit [begin page 37] displayed by his son; apprehensions of an attack on ‘property’ suggested by the proposals of Fox's India Bill; Pitt’s magnanimity in regard to the Clerkship of the Pells; his disinterested zeal for public economy; the stupid tactics of the Opposition; their oligarchical temper, so sharply contrasted with the popular instincts of Pitt; their apparent mistrust even of the limited electorate of the eighteenth century; above all, a genuine enthusiasm for the King and his gallant champion.  But the completeness of the king’s triumph should not blind us to the serious risks involved in the course on which he had chosen to embark.  Failure would plainly have weakened, perhaps beyond the possibility of repair, the position of the Crown; it might even have precipitated a crisis parallel with that which occurred five years later in France.





As things were, the outbreak of the Revolution in France served to emphasize the victory won by George III and Pitt.  The Napoleonic wars firmly consolidated it.  So firmly, indeed, that in the midst of those wars George III felt strong enough, if not to dismiss his ally, at least to dispense with services which he could retain only by assenting to the removal of the last remnants of the disabilities under which the Roman Catholics still laboured.





Rather than break faith with the Irish Roman Catholics Pitt resigned in 1801; but so strong was the position of the Crown that when renewal of the war compelled his return to office, he was constrained to abandon the Catholic cause.  The refusal of Grenville and his colleagues in the Ministry of ‘All the Talents’ to do likewise led to their fall in 1807.  That George Ill and his eldest son reflected on this question the opinions of the great mass of their people is probably true; but it is indicative of the power of the Crown that two such kings should have been able successfully to withstand such Ministers as Pitt, Castlereagh and Canning.





The long premiership of Lord Liverpool relieved George IV of any difficulties with his Ministers or with [begin page 38] Parliament during the greater part of his regency and nearly the whole of his reign.  None could be apprehended with the Duke of Wellington in office.  William IV was credited with 'popular' sympathies, and the Whig Ministers publicly announced that in promoting the cause of parliamentary reform they enjoyed not merely the confidence but the support of the new King.  By 1834, however, the King had become mistrustful of the intentions of Lord Grey's Ministry in regard to the Irish Church.





William IV and Lord Melbourne


The resignation of Lord Stanley, Sir James Graham, the Duke of Richmond, and Lord Ripon intensified his apprehensions (May); the resignation of Lord Grey and the succession of Lord Melbourne (July) did nothing to remove them, and on 15 November the King suddenly dismissed the Ministry and sent for Sir Robert Peel.  To this incident and its interpretation reference has already been made That Lord Melbourne was himself at least a consenting party is now clear; yet Erskine May is right in saying that 'all the usual grounds for dismissing a Ministry were wanting', and that 'the act of the King bore too much the impress of his personal will, and too little of those reasons of State policy by which it should have bee prompted'.�





Sir Robert Peel did indeed assume, in due constitutional form, entire responsibility for the action of the King.�  But neither this avowal nor the immediate dissolution, Parliament which the new Minister was constrained advise availed to extricate the King from the embarrassment into which he was plunged by his precipitate action.  Peel materially improved his parliamentary position, but the Whigs were still in a large majority, and in April 18 Lord Melbourne returned to office.





Queen Victoria and her Ministers.


Could Queen Victoria have had her way she would have retained him permanently.  Nothing could have exceeded the cordiality of the relations which from the first subsisted between the young Queen and the man whom she treated as a political godfather.  His resignation in 1839 caused [begin page 39] her deep pain, which she was at no trouble to conceal either from Lord Melbourne or from the 'cold odd man' called to succeed him.  The Queen announced her intention ‘to prove her great fairness to her new Government’; but when Peel insisted, with perfect constitutional propriety, that the highest household offices, female no less than male must change with the Government, the Queen flatly declined to part with her ladies.  Peel would not give way, and Melbourne, to the Queen's delight, came back.  Sixty years later the Queen confessed to Sir Arthur Bigge (afterwards Lord Stamfordham) that she had doubts as to the propriety of her conduct in regard to the Bedchamber Question: ‘I was very young then, and perhaps I should have acted differently if it was all to be done again.’  Melbourne finally resigned in 1841 having, in the words of Wellington, taught the Queen ‘to preside over the destinies of this great country’.  Peel was not only forgiven, but was admitted to the fullest confidence and friendship of the Queen and the Prince Consort.





Thus, when he in turn was compelled to resign in 1846, the queen wrote ‘expressing her deep concern at losing his service, which she regrets as much for the country as for herself and the Prince.  In whatever position', she continued.  ‘Sir Robert  Peel may be, we shall ever look on him as a true friend, and ever have the greatest esteem and regard for him as a Minister and as a private individual.





The Position of the Crown in the Victorian Era.


Such letters - and they abound in the collection edited bey lord Esher and Mr. A.C. Benson - suffice to prove not only the warmth of the Queen’s feelings, but the close and continuous interest she took in the Government of her kingdom.  Do they afford proof of anything more?  Is it possible to draw from those or other sources any inference as to the actual political power of the Crown during Queen Victoria’s reign?  Was it, on the whole, impaired or increased between 1837 and 1901?  A recent critic, while admitting that by the end of the reign the prestige of the Sovereign had enormously grown, maintains that 'the [begin page 40] power of the Sovereign had appreciably diminished and, indeed, goes so far as to assert that 'the Crown was weaker than at any other time in English history'.�  Will this proposition command assent?  The extreme flexibility of the English Constitution, still more its 'unreality’, render it difficult to answer this question with complete assurance.  This much, however, is indisputable: that the English Constitution still affords to the Sovereign frequent opportunities for exerting an influence upon the course political events.





Kings are mortal, but they are not ordinary mortals; a glamour attaches to their position and person which even the stoutest and most self-assured democrats find irresistible.  The sentiment thus inspired may be unworthy or the reverse; but it is idle to deny that it exists, or that it gives the Sovereign an initial advantage in dealing with any Minister, however powerful.





Queen Victoria and Lord Palmerston


Bagehot enumerated three rights possessed by the King: ‘the right to be consulted, the right to encourage, the right to warn.'  ' A King of great sense and sagacity would want', he adds, 'no other.'  The Letters of Queen Victoria afford innumerable illustrations of her insistence upon these rights.  It was the violation of her right to be consulted which brought Lord Palmerston into trouble in 1851, though his indiscretion in regard to the coup d'etat would hardly have led to dismissal had he not already forfeited the confidence of the Queen.





'The Queen', so ran the famous memorandum of 1850 requires, first, that Lord Palmerston will distinctly state what he proposes in a given case, in order that the Queen may know as distinctly to what she is giving her royal sanction.  Secondly, having once given her sanction to such a measure that it be not arbitrarily altered or modified by the Minister.  Such an act must consider as failing in sincerity towards the Crown, and justly to be visited by the exercise of her constitutional right of dismissing that Minister.  She expects to be kept informed of what passes between him and foreign ministers before important [begin page 41] decisions are taken based upon that intercourse; to receive the foreign despatches in good time; and to have the drafts for her approval sent to her in sufficient time to make herself acquainted with their contents before they must be sent off.'





The demand, though explicit, was entirely reasonable, and Lord Palmerston justly suffered a temporary humiliation for the lack of consideration he displayed towards the Sovereign.  That he had a strong personal regard for the Queen, and a high respect for her intellect, we have his own testimony to prove: but he was inclined to treat her as an elderly family solicitor occasionally treats a young lady client: ‘of course, my dear young lady, you can read these documents if you like, but you won't understand them if you do, and you will save yourself trouble and me time if you sign at once.’  The Queen, as is clear from her correspondence, strongly resented this attitude on the part of her Minister; and properly.  She enforced her claim to be consulted.





Queen Victoria and Peel


He right to encourage, was perpetually exercised.  Her letters to Peel in the midst of the struggle for the repeal of the Corn Laws afford one of many illustrations.  Thus in January 1846 the Queen wrote to express her 'great satisfaction’ at peel’s success in persuading his colleagues to accept the principle of his policy ' feeling certain that what was so just and wise must succeed'.  On 4 February she wrote again saying 'she is sure that Sir Robert will be rewarded in the end by the gratitude of the country.  This will make up for the abuse he has to endure from so many of his party.’  On the 17th Prince Albert writes to Peel ‘allow me to tell you with how much delight I have read your long speech of yesterday.  It cannot fail to produce a great effect, even upon a party which is determined not to listen to the voice of reason.'  This is followed on the next day by a note from the Queen herself, enclosing an equally flattering one from the Queen Dowager to her daughter: ‘The Queen must write a line to Sir Robert Peel to say how much she admired his speech.'  Such letters and many like them, attest the meticulous attention [begin page 42] bestowed by the Queen upon passing events in the sphere of domestic policy.  Not less close and continuous is her interest in foreign policy; and not less marked is the encouragement given to her Ministers during periods of national stress, such as the Crimean War.  No detail is too small or unimportant to engage the personal attention of the Sovereign: the supply of ammunition or transport accessories, the exact disposition of the armaments, hospital comforts for the sick or wounded, and so forth.  On these points and such as these she inquires of the Secretary for War.  To the Prime Minister, Lord John Russell, she writes to express 'her sense of the imperative importance of the Cabinet being united, of one mind, at this moment, and not to let it appear that there are differences of opinion within it.'





Queen and Lord Derby 


But if she was generally ready to encourage, she did not hesitate to reproach.  Thus in 1858 she wrote to Lord Derby a letter which by itself would suffice to prove how justly tenacious she was of the royal prerogative:  ‘The Queen', she writes, 'was shocked to find that in several important points her Government have surrendered the prerogative of the Crown. . . . The Queen must remind Lord Derby that it is to him, as the head of the Government, that she looks for the protection of those prerogatives which form an integral part of the Constitution.'  With Lord Palmerston she was even more seriously angry in the midst of the Mutiny crisis.  In her opinion - and she was undeniably right - Palmerston underrated the gravity of the situation and to the Queen, far more than to the Minister, the nation owed the timely dispatch of adequate reinforcements.





The Prince Consort and the Trent Affair.


The Illustrations of the judicious and opportune intervention of the Sovereign might be multiplied almost indefinitely.  That on some occasions the Queen's action was inspired by the Prince Consort is an indubitable fact, but, in this connexion, is nothing to the point.  One notable instance the Prince's diplomatic tact may, however, be mentioned.  When the Prince was on his death-bed in 1861, England and America came within measurable distance of war over [begin page 43] the Trent affair.  0pinion in England was seriously aroused about the detention of Slidell and Mason, and Lord John Russell, accurately interpreting that opinion, is depicted by Punch as squaring up to President Lincoln with the words ‘give them up or fight'.  Lord John Russell's dispatch sent down for the approval of the Queen is said to have been conceived somewhat in this tone.  The Prince's emendations, without in the least diminishing its firmness, afforded Lincoln a golden bridge for retreat from an indefensible position.  Lincoln had the sense and courage to cross it; the situation was saved, and war was averted, no one can doubt, by the fact that the Minister's draft dispatch had to undergo the scrutiny of a royal diplomatist whose tact and judgement were ripened by a continuous experience of affairs, such as no Minister can possibly, under our party system, hope to enjoy.  The Sovereign is in fact, as regards foreign affairs, a permanent Civil Servant with opportunities for acquiring a knowledge of things, and more particularly of men, such as no Civil Servant, immersed in the routine of a great office, and no diplomatist, touching affairs only at a single point, ever has or can acquire.





King Edward VII


No English Sovereign ever exemplified this truth better than King Edward VII.  As Prince of Wales he had been jealously excluded by Queen Victoria from all official knowledge of affairs of State.  Not until 1895 was he even entrusted with the 'Cabinet Key' which gives access to the boxes which are circulated among Cabinet Ministers and contain the latest information on current affairs.  Nevertheless he made the most of all the opportunities given to him by his position, and still more by a singularly affable and attractive personality.  He sedulously cultivated the acquaintance of every ruler in Europe, and of statesmen and publicists belonging to all parties.  He was no student in the narrower sense, but he made a systematic habit of picking every brain worth picking, and consequently was cognizant of every current and cross current of opinion in Europe.   [begin page 44]





Both before and after his accession to the throne King Edward took his holidays on the Continent.  Connected by ties of blood and friendship with most of the continental dynasties, the appellation of L'Oncle de l’Murope at once expressed a literal truth and indicated a political fact of considerable significance.  Lisbon, Rome, Paris, Athens Madrid, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Christiania were visited in turn.  His first ceremonial visit as King to Paris in 1903 was epoch-making.  Anglo-French relations had not for many years been cordial, and at times had been seven strained, and the King's reception in Paris, though correct was chilly.  But in a memorable speech he gave public expression to his affection for the beautiful capital France and stated his conviction that 'the days of hostility between the two countries are happily at an end’.  Before the close of his brief visit he had completely captivated the heart of the citizens of Paris, and indeed of France.





To ascribe to King Edward the origin of the Anglo French Entente is not, of course, accurate; M. Paul Cambon, the French Ambassador in London, M. Delcasse, and Lord Lansdowne must share with him the credit; though, in truth, the part played by individuals was secondary.  The compelling factor in the evolution of 'Triple Entente' was the pre-existing 'Triple Alliance.  Yet the influence of King Edward was by no means negligible.





If, however, we deny to him the whole credit for the Anglo-French Entente, we must not ascribe to him responsibility for the 'encirclement' of Germany.  If indeed, Germany was 'encircled', the circle was drawn by her own diplomacy.  In July 1904 Great Britain concluded with Germany an Arbitration Treaty, parallel in terms with that concluded with France in the previous year, and in the same summer King Edward, accompanied by First Lord of the Admiralty, visited the Kaiser at Kiel.  Thereafter, scarcely a year passed without an interchange of visits between the English and German Courts, and [begin page 45] thrice during his short reign did King Edward visit the aged Austrian Emperor, Francis Joseph.  Thus did King Edward labour in the cause of international peace.





Nevertheless he discerned - none more clearly - the clouds on the horizon.  Lord Redesdale and Lord Morley of Blackburn alike testify to the anxiety manifested by the King on receipt of the news that Austria had annexed the Provinces of Bosnia and the Herzegovina (1908).�  His intimate knowledge of continental politics enabled him to perceive, more clearly than some of his Ministers, the sinister implications of the events of that most fateful year.  Yet he strove, during the brief remainder of his reign, though with dwindling hopes of success, to preserve the peace of Europe and the world.





The time has not yet come for a full disclosure of the part King Edward played as a peacemaker, nor for a precise analysis of his influence upon the policy of his reign.  But there is no question that in the domain of foreign affairs it was at once considerable and beneficent.





Queen Victoria and the Iris Church Question


Not only, however, in foreign affairs is there room for the exercise of diplomatic tact on the part of the Sovereign.  On two notable occasions in the latter part of her reign Queen Victoria is known to have intervened with success to avert a conflict between the two Houses of the Legislature on questions of eminent importance.  The first was in regard to the disestablishment and disendowment of the Irish Church in 1869.  The Queen's personal sentiments in this matter were opposed to those of her Ministers; but never for an instant did she deflect her course from that prescribed to the most rigid of 'constitutional' Sovereigns.  Loyalty to her Ministers; perfect appreciation of the bearings of the political situation; realization of the fact that the House of Commons in passing the Bill by large majorities reflected the sentiments of the Constituencies; above all, perhaps, anxiety to avert a conflict à outrance between the two Houses; all these things combined to [begin page 46] induce the Queen to mediate between the Government and their opponents in the House of Lords.  With this object General Grey, the Queen's secretary, addressed the following letter to Archbishop Tait and sent a copy to the Prime Minister.





Mr. Gladstone is not ignorant (indeed the Queen has never concealed her feeling on the subject), how deeply her Majesty deplores the necessity, under which he conceived himself to lie, of raising the question as he has done; or of the apprehensions of which she cannot divest herself, as to the possible consequences of the measure which he has introduced.  The apprehensions, her Majesty is bound to say, still exist in full force; but considering the circumstances under which the measure has come to the House of Lords, the Queen cannot regard without the greatest alarm the probable effect of its absolute rejection in that house.  Carried, as it has been, an overwhelming and steady majority through a House Commons, chosen expressly to speak the feeling of the country on the question, there seems no reason to believe that any fresh appeal to the people would lead to a different result.  The rejection serves to bring the two Houses into collision, and prolong a dangerous agitation on the subject.'





The Peers passed the second reading by a majority of thirty-three, and Mr. Gladstone gratefully acknowledged, as well he might, the efficacy of her Majesty's 'wise counsels’.  His own feelings are vividly depicted in a letter to the Queen.:





‘Mr. Gladstone would in vain strive to express to your Majesty the relief, thankfulness, and satisfaction with which he contemplates not only the probable passing of what many believe to be a beneficent and necessary measure, but the undoubted signal blessing of an escape from a formidable constitutional conflict.'�





Queen Victoria and the Parliamentary Reform Bolls of 1884 and 1885


Not less memorable and not less effective was the Queen's intervention in regard to another threatened conflict between Lords and Commons in 1884.  The circumstances are relatively recent and need no elaborate [begin page 47] rehearsal.  Of all the Reform Bills of the nineteenth century that of 1884 was the largest in its scope.  The Lords were determined, and most properly, to refuse their assent to so wide an extension of the electoral franchise, unless they were previously reassured as to the lines of the coming Bill for the redistribution of Seats.  The case was eminently one for compromise; but an impartial arbitrator was needed to bring the parties together.  The invaluable intermediary was found through the good offices of the Crown; both sides were exhorted to moderation; and in the event Mr. Gladstone had every reason 'to tender his grateful thanks to your Majesty for the wise, gracious, and steady influence on your Majesty's part, which has so powerfully contributed to bring about this accommodation, and to avert a serious crisis of affairs'.  The delicate tact demanded from a conciliator in matters of such high moment it requires little imagination to conceive.  But it can be fully appreciated only on perusal of the story in detail.�





It is not likely that we shall ever be able to define with precision the sphere within which the personal will of the Sovereign operates; but the 'materials' now rapidly accumulating do enable us to perceive that a 'Constitutional King' is not synonymous with un roi fainiant; that despite the evolution of the Cabinet system, despite the responsibility of Ministers and the irresponsibility of the Sovereign, despite the dominance of Party and the rigid non-partisanship of the Crown, there does remain to the latter a sphere of political action which, if wisely left undefined, nevertheless has been and may be of incomparable value to the nation as a whole.  On this point the testimony of Mr. Gladstone is at once eloquent, emphatic, and conclusive, and justifies quotation in full:





'Although the admirable arrangements of the Constitution have now completely shielded the Sovereign from personal responsibility they have left ample scope for the exercise of [begin page 48] a direct and personal influence in the whole work of government.  The amount of that influence must vary greatly according to character, to capacity, to experience in affairs, to tact in the application of a pressure which never is to be carried to extremes, to patience in keeping up the continuity of a multitudinous supervision, and, lastly, to close presence at the seat of government; for, in many of its necessary operations, time is the most essential of all elements and the most scarce.  Subject to the range of these variations, the Sovereign, as compared with her Ministers, has, because she is the Sovereign, the advantages of long experience, wide survey, elevated position, and entire disconnexion from the bias of party.  Further, personal and domestic relations with the ruling families abroad give openings, in delicate cases for saying more, and saying it at once more gently and more efficaciously than could be ventured in the more formal correspondence and ruder contacts, of Governments. . . . there is not a doubt that the aggregate of direct influence normally exercised by the Sovereign upon the counsels and proceedings of her Ministers is considerable in amount, tends to permanence and solidity of action, and confers much benefit on the country without in the smallest degree relieving the advisers of the Crown from their undivided responsibility. . . .  The acts, the wishes, the example of the Sovereign in this country are a real power.  An immense reverence and a tender affection await upon the person of one permanent and ever faithful guardian of the fundamental conditions of the Constitution.  She is the symbol of law, she is by law, and setting apart the metaphysics, and the abnormal incidents of revolution, the source of power.  Parliaments and Ministers pass, but she abides in lifelong duty; and she is to them as the oak in the forest is to the annual harvest in field.’�





This testimony is the more remarkable as coming from one who was generally accounted to be no courtier.  It lacks, therefore, neither authority nor impartiality.





Formal Powers of the Crown.


Two further points demand in this connexion brief notice.  Whatever the actual power of the Crown in politics there can be no question that its formal executive powers have in these last years enormously increased.  [begin page 49]





This has been due to several causes: partly, to the abnormal legislative activity of Parliament, partly to multiplication of the functions and responsibilities of the State, and partly to the increasing tendency to legislation by delegation.  Acts of Parliament are now frequently mere cadres, which are vivified, by the consent and intention of Parliament, by the several administrative departments.  This, as an acute American critic of English Institutions has pointed out, has very largely increased the formal executive powers of the Crown.�





The Crown and the Empire


Equally indisputable and much more significant is the increased importance of the Crown as the centre and symbol of Imperial unity.  If to the term 'political' we give the circumscribed connotation common to the publicists of the last generation, we might be disposed to agree with President Lowell that 'as a political organ it [the Crown] has receded into the background'.�  Queen Victoria came to the throne at a time when the weary Titan groaned beneath the weight of Imperial responsibilities which were light compared to those of today; when men asked querulously how long 'those wretched Colonies' were 'to hang like a millstone round our necks’ while as yet the imagination of the English people was wholly untouched by the idea of Imperial solidarity.  To them, therefore, 'political' activity could signify nothing but pre-occupation with the permutations of party government at home.





In the last eighty years, however, ideas have changed in this matter with amazing rapidity.  Our conception of the 'political' sphere has broadened.  The political activities and influence of a British ruler are now bounded only by the globe.  The Empire inherited by King George V is a totally different thing from that which William IV handed on to Queen Victoria.  The actual centre of political gravity is shifting; the domestic politics of Great Britain, even her European relations, are shrinking into true perspective and, as a result, a new [begin page 50] sphere of influence and activity is opening out before the occupant of the Throne:





The loyal to their Crown


Are loyal to their own fair sons who love


Our ocean Empire with her boundless home,


For ever broadening England, and her throne


In one vast orient, and one isle, one isle


That knows not her own Greatness.





The obverse is equally true.  The loyalty of the oversea Dominions is evoked not by an institution but by a person�; not by a Parliament, imperial only in name, by an Emperor-King.  In a word, the Crown has become, in an especial sense, the guardian and embodiment of a new idea - the sentiment of Imperial Unity.





To this development the Great War contributed not a little.





The Great War


The deep reality of the sentiment which on 11 November 1918 brought the surging multitudes, as though drawn by a common and irresistible impulse, to the gates of Buckingham Palace, cannot be missed by the least reflective commentator on contemporary events.  From August 11 to November 1918 the King was in an especial sense and to an extraordinary degree the embodiment of the spirit of the nation and of the Empire.  If the hosts which went forth, not from Great Britain only but from every land where the British flag flies, were in truth embarking on a crusade for humanity, they also fought for King and Country.  Nor did King George ever fail, during those anxious years to rise to the height of a great opportunity, with the result that, despite the fact that in Central and Eastern Europe many thrones were overturned, the British Crown emerged from the ordeal established more firmly than ever as the symbol of national unity.





And not less as the symbol of Imperial unity.  The war did more than many years of peace to intensify and solidify [begin page 51] this sentiment.  General Smuts, speaking in London in 1917, specially emphasized it.  Belonging himself to the autonomist or nationalist school of colonial statesmen, he, nevertheless, recognized the supreme importance of the ‘golden link' of the Crown.





'How', he pertinently asked, 'are you going to keep this Commonwealth of nations together? If there is to be this full development towards a more varied and richer life among our nations, how are you going to keep them together?  It seems to me that there are two potent factors that you must rely upon for the future.  The first is your hereditary Kingship, the other is our Conference system.  I have seen some speculations recently in the newspapers about the position of the Kingship in this country, speculations by people who, I am sure, have not thought of the wider issues that are at stake.  You cannot make a republic of the British Commonwealth of Nations.'





Arguing that the election of a President for the Empire would present an insoluble problem, General Smuts continued: 'The theory of the Constitution is that the King is not your King, but the King of all of us, ruling over every part of the whole Commonwealth of nations; and if his place should be taken by anybody else, that somebody will have to be elected under a process which it will pass the wit of man to devise.'�  This is the language not of sentiment but of common sense.  The abolition of the Monarchy would mean the dissolution of the Empire.  It is arguable that in each component State of the Commonwealth an elected President might perform efficiently many of the functions now assigned to the Crown, but a President of the whole Commonwealth, still more of the vast and varied Empire, of which the Commonwealth forms only a part, is unimaginable.  In this connexion no small significance attaches to the repeated tours made by the Heir Apparent to the great Dominions, to India and to other portions of the Empire.  The Prince of Wales has proved himself to be a particularly efficient 'ambassador of Empire', acquiring knowledge, at first hand, of the problems which await [begin page 52] solution in the several parts of the King's dominions making personal acquaintance with many thousands of his father's subjects.





If, then, there has been during the last half-century some contraction in the influence of the Crown upon domestic politics, the contraction in one direction has been more than compensated by expansion in another, a wider and an even more important sphere.
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