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Monarchy: A Guide
to the Evolution of
Power

The English monarchy, once wielding virtually
absolute power, has undergone a dramatic
transformation over centuries. Understanding
the limits placed upon the crown by Parliament
is crucial to comprehending the development of
British constitutional monarchy. This guide
delves into the historical evolution of
parliamentary power, exploring key legislation,
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landmark events, and the ongoing balance of
power between the monarch and the elected
government. We will examine the gradual
erosion of royal prerogative and the
establishment of parliamentary sovereignty,
answering the question: how exactly does
Parliament limit the English monarchy?

The Gradual Erosion of
Royal Prerogative

The power of the English monarch was
historically immense, encompassing the power
of the purse, the army, and the justice system.
This vast authority, known as the royal
prerogative, allowed the monarch to govern
largely unchecked. However, the seeds of
parliamentary limitation were sown early.
Magna Carta (1215), while not explicitly limiting
royal power in the same way later legislation
would, established the principle that even the
king was subject to the law. This concept,
though imperfectly implemented initially, laid
the groundwork for future challenges to
unchecked royal authority.

This period saw significant struggles between
the monarchy and Parliament, culminating in
landmark events that significantly altered the
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balance of power. The English Civil War
(1642-1651), a direct result of disputes over
taxation and royal authority, drastically
weakened the monarchy and led to the
temporary abolition of the monarchy itself. The
Glorious Revolution of 1688, resulting in the
overthrow of James Il, cemented the supremacy
of Parliament and resulted in the Bill of Rights
1689. This pivotal document enshrined key
limitations on royal power, including the
monarch's inability to suspend laws, raise taxes
without parliamentary consent, or maintain a
standing army without parliamentary approval.
This effectively ended the concept of a divinely
ordained absolute monarch.

### Key Acts Limiting Royal Power

Several key pieces of legislation solidified
Parliament's control over the monarchy. The
Act of Settlement 1701 further strengthened
the position of Parliament by limiting the
succession to the throne to Protestant heirs,
preventing any potential resurgence of Catholic
influence that might challenge parliamentary
authority. The Parliament Acts of 1911 and
1949 significantly curtailed the monarch's
power to veto legislation passed by the House
of Commons. These acts effectively established
the supremacy of the elected representatives of
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the people over the unelected monarch. The
limitations on the *royal prerogative* are a
cornerstone of this shift in power dynamics.

Parliamentary Sovereignty:
The Cornerstone of
Limitation

The concept of parliamentary sovereignty - the
principle that Parliament holds supreme legal
authority - is central to understanding how the
English monarchy is limited. Parliament can
make, amend, or repeal any law, including
those that affect the monarch's powers and
privileges. This principle, solidified over
centuries of conflict and compromise, means
that the monarch acts primarily on the advice
of the government, which is accountable to
Parliament. This accountability is a crucial
aspect of limiting monarchical influence.

This doesn't mean the monarch is powerless.
The monarch retains certain ceremonial
functions, acting as Head of State and a symbol
of national unity. However, these functions are
largely symbolic, and the monarch's actual
political power is severely restricted by
Parliament. The monarch's role is largely
confined to performing constitutional duties,
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such as opening Parliament, appointing
ministers, and approving legislation, all on the
advice of the Prime Minister and other
government ministers who are answerable to
Parliament. This careful choreography of power
ensures a stable and functional system.

The Modern Monarchy: A
Symbiotic Relationship

Today, the British monarchy exists within a
framework of clearly defined limits established
by Parliament. The monarch's role is largely
ceremonial, representing the nation on the
world stage and performing symbolic duties
within the country. This symbolic role, however,
remains significant, providing continuity and a
sense of national identity. It's a delicate
balance: the monarchy retains its prestige and
symbolic power, while Parliament holds
ultimate authority. This symbiotic relationship is
a product of centuries of evolution and
represents a unique and successful model of
constitutional monarchy. This balance requires
continuous negotiation and understanding of
the limits imposed by parliamentary action.
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The Ongoing Debate:
Balancing Tradition and
Modernity

The relationship between Parliament and the
monarchy continues to be a subject of
discussion and debate. Issues surrounding the
cost of maintaining the monarchy, the potential
for reform, and the ongoing relevance of the
institution in a modern, increasingly diverse
society are all regularly raised. Nevertheless,
the fundamental principles of parliamentary
sovereignty and the limitations placed upon the
monarch remain steadfast. The ongoing debate
highlights the dynamic nature of this
constitutional arrangement, a continuous
process of adapting tradition to the evolving
needs of a modern society.

Conclusion: A Limited but
Enduring Monarchy

The English monarchy, once all-powerful, now
operates within a carefully constructed
framework of limitations imposed by
Parliament. The evolution of this relationship,
marked by conflict and compromise, has
resulted in a unique system where the monarch
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retains symbolic importance while Parliament
exercises ultimate authority. Understanding the
historical context, key legislation, and the
principle of parliamentary sovereignty is crucial
to grasping the current balance of power
between the crown and the elected
government. This system, while constantly
evolving and subject to debate, represents a
successful model of constitutional monarchy
that continues to shape the British political
landscape.

FAQ

Q1l: Can the Monarch veto legislation
passed by Parliament?

Al: No, the monarch cannot veto legislation
passed by Parliament. While the monarch
formally approves legislation, this is purely a
ceremonial act performed on the advice of the
government. The Parliament Acts of 1911 and
1949 effectively removed the monarch's power
to veto legislation passed by the House of
Commons.

Q2: What is the role of the Privy Council in
limiting royal power?

A2: The Privy Council, a body of senior
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politicians and advisors to the monarch, plays a
crucial role in advising the monarch on matters
of state. While historically the Privy Council's
advice could have been ignored, in practice, the
monarch now always acts on the advice of their
ministers. This ensures that the monarch's
actions are aligned with the government's
policy and are therefore indirectly accountable
to Parliament.

Q3: How is the monarchy funded? Does
Parliament control this funding?

A3: The monarchy's funding is largely through
the Sovereign Grant, which is a percentage of
the profits from the Crown Estate. While the
Crown Estate is technically owned by the
monarch, the profits are transferred to the
Treasury, and Parliament sets the level of the
Sovereign Grant, offering an important check
on royal expenditure.

Q4: What are the monarch's remaining
powers?

A4: The monarch's remaining powers are
largely ceremonial and symbolic. These include
appointing the Prime Minister, dissolving
Parliament, opening Parliament, and approving
legislation (though these are always on the
advice of ministers). The monarch also acts as
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Head of the Commonwealth and holds various
other ceremonial roles.

Q5: Could Parliament abolish the
monarchy?

A5: Yes, theoretically, Parliament could abolish
the monarchy through legislation. However, this
is highly unlikely given the monarchy's
enduring popularity and symbolic importance to
many in Britain. Such a move would require
substantial political will and public support,
which currently doesn't seem to exist.

Q6: What is the difference between the
royal prerogative and parliamentary
sovereignty?

A6: The royal prerogative refers to the historical
powers and authorities wielded by the monarch.
Parliamentary sovereignty, on the other hand,
is the principle that Parliament holds supreme
legal authority and can limit or abolish any
power, including those previously held under
the royal prerogative.

Q7: How does the modern monarchy
benefit the UK?

A7: The modern monarchy provides significant
benefits to the UK, including: tourism revenue
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generated by royal sites and events, a sense of
national unity and identity, and a strong
symbolic representation of the UK on the global
stage. Additionally, the monarchy performs
numerous charitable works and patronages that
support a range of causes.

Q8: What are the potential future
challenges to the balance of power
between the monarchy and Parliament?

A8: Future challenges might include increasing
calls for republicanism, debates over the cost
and role of the monarchy in a modern society,
and the need to adapt the constitutional
arrangements to the evolving social and
political landscape. Maintaining the delicate
balance between tradition and modernity will
continue to be a significant challenge.

Parliament's Curbing of
Royal Power: A Journey
Through English History

The evolution of the English monarchy is a
captivating story of power battles, concession,
and the gradual reduction of absolute royal
authority. This examination delves into the key
methods in which Parliament has restricted the
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power of the English (and later British)
monarch, transforming the political landscape
from a system of near-absolute rule to a
constitutional monarchy. We will discover the
historical threads that have woven together this
absorbing procedure.

The journey begins with the initial stages of
Parliament, a gathering of nobles and clergy
advising the king. These early meetings held
little real power, primarily functioning as a
forum for the monarch to declare decisions and
seek aid for battles or taxes. However, seeds of
future opposition were sown. The Magna Carta
(1215), while not directly forming a powerful
Parliament, signified a crucial first step in
curbing royal authority by stating certain rights
and advantages of the barons, placing the
groundwork for future challenges to absolute
monarchy.

The governance of the Plantagenet kings
witnessed a gradual change in the balance of
power. The Hundred Years' War with France
(1337-1453) compelled monarchs to request
parliamentary consent for taxes on an
increasingly regular basis, giving Parliament
leverage to impact royal decisions. The Wars of
the Roses (1455-1487) further eroded the
monarchy, leaving the Tudor dynasty to inherit
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a political landscape where Parliament's role
was increasingly important.

The Tudor period, particularly under Henry VIII,
might seem to contradict this narrative. Henry's
brutal hunt of religious and political alteration
saw him confront and even quell Parliament
when necessary. However, even Henry's actions
showed the growing importance of Parliament.
His actions necessitated legislative consent,
and his conflicts to gain that approval stressed
the increasing importance of Parliament's
validity. The establishment of the Church of
England, a landmark incident, required
parliamentary consent, demonstrating the
limitations, albeit occasionally circumvented, on
royal power.

The English Civil War (1642-1651) indicated a
watershed moment. The dispute between the
Crown and Parliament ended in the execution of
Charles | and the temporary elimination of the
monarchy. While the monarchy was eventually
brought back, the occurrence fundamentally
modified the relationship between Crown and
Parliament. The Glorious Revolution of 1688,
which saw James Il replaced, cemented the
supremacy of Parliament and laid the
foundation for a constitutional monarchy.
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The Bill of Rights (1689) explicitly specified the
limits of royal power, stopping the monarch
from canceling laws, levying taxes without
parliamentary consent, or intruding with
parliamentary elections. This marked a pivotal
point in the development of English
government, establishing the principle of
parliamentary sovereignty.

The subsequent centuries witnessed a
continued decline in the monarch's political
power, though the significance and impact of
the monarchy persisted. The rise of cabinet
government, where ministers accountable to
Parliament rule the country, further reduced the
monarch's direct engagement in political
decision-making.

In conclusion, the development from near-
absolute monarchy to constitutional monarchy
in England was a step-by-step development
characterized by important historical events
and legal improvements. Parliament, through a
combination of defiance, compromise, and
legislative deed, progressively restricted the
power of the English monarchy, eventually
establishing a system where the monarch
reigns but does not rule. This structure, while
changing continually, supports the British
political system today, offering a valuable

Parliament Limits The English Monarchy Guide Answers
13



Parliament Limits The English Monarchy Guide Answers

illustration of the effective curbing of executive
power.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
Q1: What is parliamentary sovereignty?

Al: Parliamentary sovereignty is the principle
that Parliament holds supreme legal authority
within the United Kingdom. It can make or
unmake any law, and no other body, including
the courts or the monarch, can override its
decisions.

Q2: Did the monarch ever attempt to
regain significant power after the Glorious
Revolution?

A2: While monarchs throughout history have
certainly tested the boundaries of their powers,
attempts to significantly reverse the trends
established after the Glorious Revolution have
been largely unsuccessful. The rise of
democratic ideals and the increasing power of
Parliament have ensured the maintenance of
the balance of power.

Q3: What role does the monarch play in
modern British politics?

A3: The monarch's role is primarily ceremonial.
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They act as Head of State, a symbolic
figurehead representing national unity and
tradition. They have limited formal political
power but still hold significant cultural and
symbolic influence.

Q4: How does the British system compare
to other constitutional monarchies?

A4: While the British system shares some
similarities with other constitutional
monarchies, the level of parliamentary
sovereignty and the historical development of
the relationship between the Crown and
Parliament make it somewhat unique. Other
systems may have different balances of power
between the monarch and the legislature.
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