POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC CHANGE

Political change in Britain has always been characterized by its gradual nature. Gradualism in turn estab-
lished strong traditions. This process helps to explain the transition in policymaking power from the king to
Parliament. That transition may be traced to the days shortly after William the Conqueror defeated Harold
II at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. In order to ensure his claims to English lands, William (a Norman)
gathered support from the nobility by promising to consult them before he taxed them. This arrangement
led to a gradual acceptance of a “House of Lords,” and as commercialism created towns and a new middle
class, eventually the establishment of a “House of Commons.” Both were created through evolution, not
revolution. Of course, there are important “marker events” that demonstrate the growing power of Parlia-
ment — the signing of the Magna Carta, the English Civil War, and the Glorious Revolution — but the process
was gradual and set strong traditions as it developed.

Despite the overall pattern of gradualism, Britain’s political system has had to adjust to internal economic
changes, as well as international crises. Some sources of change have been the Industrial Revolution, im-
perialistic aspirations, the two world wars of the 20" century, and the economic crisis of the 1970s. These
events have had significant consequences for Britain’s political system.

ADJUSTING TO THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

The Industrial Revolution that began in England during the late 18" century created two new social classes
that were not accommodated under the parliamentary system: the middle class and laborers. At first, Parlia-
ment resisted including them, thinking that it might lead to disaster, perhaps even a revolution like the ong
that France had in 1789. However, the tradition of gradualism guided the decision to incorporate the ne
elements into the political system. The decision is a reflection of noblesse oblige, an extension of elite obli-
gations to the rest of the population. Starting in 1832, the franchise gradually broadened:

EXTENSION OF VOTING RIGHTS

e Great Reform Act of 1832 — About 300,000 more men gained the right to vote, and the House o
Commons gained more power in relation to the House of Lords.

e Reform Act of 1867 — The electorate reached 3,000,000, as many working-class people were al-
lowed the right to vote.

¢ Representation of the People Act of 1884 — The electorate was further expanded so that the major-
ity of the voters were working class.

e Women’s suffrage — All women over the age of 28 and all men over 21 were granted the right to vote
in 1918. By1928, all women over the age of 21 were allowed to vote.






