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HOW HISTORY HAS SHAPED THE BRITISH POLITICAL SYSTEM

The most important fact in understanding the nature of the British political system is the fundamental continuity of that system. For almost 1,000 year, Britain has not been invaded or occupied as the last successful invasion was in 1066 by the Normans. 

This explains why:

· almost uniquely in the world, Britain has no written constitution 

· the political system is not so clear or logical or always fully democratic or particularly efficient

· change has been very gradual and pragmatic and built on consensus.

To simplify British political history very much, it has essentially been a struggle to shift political power from the all-powerful king - who claimed that he obtained his right to rule from God - to a national parliament that was increasingly representative of ordinary people. There have been many milestones along this long and troubled road to full democracy.
A key date in this evolution was 1215, when King John was forced to sign the Magna Carta which obliged him to share his power with the barons. This is regarded as the first statement of citizen rights in the world.

The bicameral nature of the British Parliament - House of Commons and House of Lords - emerged in 1341 and the two-chamber model of the legislature has served as a model in many other parliamentary systems.

It was the 19th century before the suffrage was seriously extended. Only in 1918 the country achieved a near universal suffrage (for the first time, women over 30 were given the right to vote) and in 1970 the last extension of the suffrage (to 18-21 year olds) was decided.

Another important feature of British political history is that three parts of the United Kingdom - Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland - have a special status and have local administrations with a wide range of responsibilities.

THREE ARMS OF THE STATE
The British political system is headed by a monarchy, but essentially the powers of the monarch as head of state - currently Queen Elizabeth II - are ceremonial. The most important practical power is the choice of the Member of Parliament to form a government, but the monarch follows the convention that this opportunity is given to the leader of the political party with the most seats in the House of Commons.

Traditionally the choice of the monarch has been determined on the hereditary and primogeniture principles which means that the oldest male child of a monarch was the next in line to the throne. The monarch and the monarch's wife or husband could not be Catholics because the UK monarch is also the Head of the Church of England. In 2015, the primogeniture principle was abolished, so that the next in line can now be a female eldest child, and the monarch can marry a Catholic but he or she can't be Catholic.

In classical political theory, there are three powers of the state:

1. The legislative power that make new laws or change existing laws
2. The executive power that executes and enforces the laws

3. The judicial power, that is the judges and the courts who ensure that everyone obeys the laws.

In many political systems (also in Italy), the Constitution says that there must be a strict division of powers of these three arms of the state, so that no individual can be a member of more than one. This concept is called 'separation of powers', a term created by the French enlightenment thinker Montesquieu. In the UK, where all Ministers in the government are also members of the parliament, this separation of powers is not complete.
Read the text and underline the answers to these questions:

1. Why hasn't the UK a written Constitution?

2. What are the 3 main characteristics of the British political system?
3. How can the British political history be simplified?

4. What happened in 1215 and why was it important? 

5. When was the bicameral Parliament born and why was it important?

6. When and how was the suffrage extended?

7. What is another important feature of the British political system?

8. Who is the head of the state in the UK?

9. Has the monarch much power?

10. What is the main power of the monarch? Is he/she really free in exercising this power?

11. How was the monarch chosen in the past and how has the situation changed now?

12. What are the three powers of the state?

13. Are these 3 powers divided in Italy? And in the UK? 

