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Abstract and Keywords

Until 1914, monarchy was the prevalent form of government in Europe. Only three European states—France,
Portugal, and Switzerland—were republics. Today, by contrast, there are just eight monarchies in Europe. They
comprise, however, some of the most stable and well-governed states in the Continent. Monarchy has lost much
of its magic, but retains support on utilitarian grounds as a practical solution to the problem of sustaining
constitutional and democratic government. Ifthe conjunction of monarchy and democracy might seem a
contradiction, it would be as well to bear in mind Freud's dictum that it is only in logic that contradictions
cannot exist.
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I
Before 1914 monarchy was the predominant form of government in Europe. Only three European states—
France, Portugal, and Switzerland—were republics. In modern Europe, by contrast, there are—excluding such
Oxford Index About the Index gdom—Belgium,
yred in 197 5, following
Show related links o of King Egbert in the


http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2477/
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2477/view/10.1093/0198293348.001.0001/acprof-9780198293347
http://www.bnc.ox.ac.uk/323/about-brasenose-31/academic-staff-150/professor-vernon-bogdanor-520.html
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=constitutional%20monarchy
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=constitutions
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=democracy
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=Europe
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=government
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=monarchy
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=republic
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=republicanism
http://ezproxy.library.nyu.edu:2478/search?f_0=keywords&q_0=utilitarianism

ninth century, is by far the oldest continuous dynasty, except, perhaps, for that of Denmark, and constitutes a
prototype for other constitutional monarchies. The Dutch monarchy dates back to the sixteenth century, but
other monarchies have a much shorter continuous existence:

Belgium 1830
Luxembourg 1890
Norway 1905
Spain 1975
Sweden 1810.

Monarchy, then, in Europe is a survival. Is it also an anachronism?

It is noticeable that the countries in Europe in which monarchy has survived are amongst the most stable and
the most prosperous in the world. One cannot, of course, draw the conclusion that they are stable because they
are monarchies. It is, rather, more likely that certain countries have retained their monarchies because,
enjoying a stable and continuous evolution towards parliamentary democracy, they found no need to alter the
form ofthe state. The absence ofideological conflict in the progress towards democracy was also, no (p.299)
doubt, an important factor in assisting their economic progress. Thus the same factor in the political cultures of
the constitutional monarchies which have made for their stability have also persuaded them to retain their
monarchies.

It was after the First World War that monarchy ceased to be the predominant form in European states. During
the reign of George V, indeed, ‘the world witnessed the disappearance of five Emperors, eight Kings and eighteen
more dynasties’.! This was due less to the spread of republican doctrines than to the military defeat of the great
empires of Austria—Hungary, Germany, and Russia and to the revolutionary upheavals of the period. Republics
do not generally come about through adherence to republican doctrines. It is true that, for example, Italy and
Greece have, in the post-war years become republics in a peaceful and constitutional manner. But states do not
normally change their form of government in this way. In general, where republicanism has triumphed, this has
been less as a result of conscious and deliberate choice than because the monarchy has been discredited either
by defeat in war or by resistance to constitutional change. Republicanism in practice is adopted less because it
seems an ideal system than because it is all that is left after monarchy has been rendered unsustainable. It is, as
it were, a form of government faute de mieux, a lesser evil rather than a preferred alternative.

Moreover, the upheavals which have led to the establishment of a republic have rarely been conducive to
progress or stability. After overthrowing the monarchy in 1789, France, with sixteen constitutions, has found it
difficult, for over 200 years, to discover a stable form of constitutional government. The overthrow of the
Russian Czar led to a short-lived democratic republic and then the long night of Bolshevism. In Germany, the
abdication of the Kaiser caused the Weimar regime to be deprived of that symbolic underpinning which might
have prevented Hitler's conquest of power, while none of the component parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire,
with the exception of Czechoslovakia, was able to secure stable or democratic institutions during the years
between the wars, when, ‘Emperors having been driven out, nonentities were elected’.? It is a mistake,
therefore, to assume that the transition to a republic is likely to be a painless (p.300) affair, mastered by
middle-of-the-road constitutional reformers. It may begin in that way, but it also has the potential to unleash
political forces whose contours can at present be only dimly discerned. To sacrifice a monarchy for a republic is
not merely to substitute one person for another as representative of the nation, but to embark upon a change
whose outcome, if history is a guide, is likely to prove highly uncertain.



Precisely because Britain has enjoyed a smooth progress towards democracy and has been a victor in two world
wars, republicanism in Britain has remained, in the twentieth century, the concern only of a minority, and
usually a very small minority. When, in 1923, the Labour Party Conference last debated republicanism, it was
very heavily defeated by 3,694,000 votes to 386,000, while in December 1936, in the aftermath of the
abdication, a republican motion in the House of Commons attracted only five votes.

Today in Britain, such republican sentiment as exists relies for its support upon the claim that constitutional
monarchy underpins a series of values which hinder the modernization of the country. The monarchy, it is
alleged, is a profoundly conservative institution serving to inhibit social change. As an institution whose roots
lie firmly in the past, it reminds us too much of our history while failing to help us anticipate the future.
Monarchy indeed legitimizes a political system which has long outlived its usefulness, and, because it
symbolizes deference and hierarchy, it forms a powerful barrier against those reforms, both constitutional and
social, which Britain so desperately needs ifit is to be able to take its place as an efficient industrial society.3

This argument, however, is hardly possible to sustain in an international context. Of the continental monarchies,
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden are markedly more egalitarian and socially progressive than Britain and they
provide a higher level of social welfare for their citizens. Nor is it immediately obvious that Italy is more modern
than Norway, or Portugal more modern than Spain. There is, therefore, no correlation whatever between
republicanism and modernization. In Japan, moreover, a monarchy of a highly traditionalist kind has (p.301)
proved perfectly compatible with the development of an advanced and extraordinarily successful industrial
society. It is difficult to argue, then, that the monarchy is a barrier against radical change. Indeed, an efficient
industrial society can, as it were, use monarchy so as to sustain its legitimacy. Were they so minded, there is no
reason at all why the British people should not take either the Japanese path to industrial success or the
Scandinavian path to social democracy. If the Left has failed in Britain over the past three decades, it is the Left
which is to blame and not the monarchy.

The monarchy, paradoxically, can be just as much of an aid to a reforming government as to a conservative one,
for reform is bound to be, in the short run at least, disorientating. Monarchy, however, offers fixed
constitutional landmarks and a degree of institutional continuity in a changing world, so that the costs of change
come to appear easier to bear. Thus a government committed to social or constitutional reform might need the
monarchy even more than a government wedded to the status quo. That, no doubt, is why in the past, with
Lloyd George being the only exception, prime ministers leading governments of the Left—Gladstone, Asquith,
Attlee, and Wilson—have proved such staunch royalists. They were aware of the strength which the legitimacy of
the monarchy offered to a reforming administration of the Left.

Constitutional monarchy is a form of government that ensures, not conservatism, but legitimacy. A
constitutional monarchy settles beyond argument the crucial question of who is to be the head of state, and it
places the position of head of state beyond political competition. In doing so, it alone can represent the whole
nation in an emotionally satisfying way; it alone is in a position to interpret the nation to itself. That is its central
function, its essential justification and rationale; everything else is but embellishment and detail.4

Constitutional monarchy, then, yields continuity in the form of the state, and this can serve both to
accommodate radical change and also to cushion disappointment. In the 1960s, Lord Hailsham declared of the
British: ‘We are a people that has lost its way.” During much of the post-war period, British governments have
failed to secure the aims which they have set themselves, and yet the prestige of monarchy has remained high,
cushioning the political (p.302) system from the consequences of failure. The stability of the British state
during a period of massive decolonization and economic decline is indeed the most striking feature of British
politics in the post-war years. It is, of course, impossible to estimate precisely the contribution that monarchy
has made to this stability. Yet the symbolism of the monarchy was explicitly used as a form of adjustment to the



loss of empire when, in 1949, the king assumed the title ‘Head of the Commonwealth’ in order to enable India to
remain in the Commonwealth as a republic. From the standpoint of the 1990s, it is easy to argue that such an
adjustment was too peaceful and cosy, and that the British people needed not so much a warm bath of self-
congratulation, as a cold shower of political realism. Yet cold showers, while they often prove bracing, can also
cause heart attacks which can be fatal, and peaceful adjustment to loss of empire did at least save Britain from
the agonies of Fourth Republic France, where the very symbols of the state were shaken by the process of
decolonization and by the ideological conflicts to which that process gave rise.

II
Ifthe crucial function of the monarchy in a democracy is to sustain the legitimacy of the state, how is it best able
to fulfil this function at the end of the twentieth century?

The only way to answer this question and to estimate the likely future of the monarchy is to understand its past.
The most remarkable feature in the history of the monarchy remains the skill with which it has adapted itselfto
changing conditions. In Britain, the monarchy has been an institution which, behind unchanging forms, has
seemed almost infinitely adaptable, even if at times this adaptation has seemed somewhat unwilling. George
Washington would more easily recognize Bill Clinton as performing a similar function in the American
Constitution to his own than would George I1I be able to recognize Elizabeth II.

The monarchy, as we have seen, first took on its modern, constitutional form during the reign of Queen Victoria,
in large part against her wishes. It developed as an imperial monarchy, partly through Disraeli, who, in the
Royal Titles Act 0f 1876, consciously sought to harness the monarchy to the growing force of empire and
(p.303) to the interests ofthe Conservative Party. But more important for the future than the title of Empress
of India and the association with the Indian Empire was the association of the monarchy with the colonies of
settlement, the self-governing colonies, the Dominions, at the Colonial Conferences in the jubilee years of 1887
and 1897. Then, during the reigns of George V and George V1, a less grandiose period than the Victorian era, the
monarchy transformed itselfinto a family monarchy reflecting the domestic ideals of the British people. These
changes are not perhaps surprising. Monarchy, like other political institutions, rests upon a social base. If the
nature of that base changes, so also will there be changes in the constitutional conventions and relationships
which affect the monarchy. Today, monarchy has to accommodate itselfto a society which has ceased to
venerate tradition, much less to regard it as a source of legitimacy, and a society in which deference is no longer
a significant factor in politics.

It is facile to explain these changing aspects of monarchy through the notion of ‘the invention of tradition’ as if
the institution has consciously re-created itself to meet changing social needs. Only rarely can institutions
contrive to reinvent themselves in this way; more usually, institutions are the product less of contrivance than
of a response to fundamental needs, needs perhaps of an emotional kind, strongly felt but often not clearly
articulated. So it is with monarchy.

Both Disraeli and Bagehot had seen in their different ways that, under popular rule, the importance of the
monarchy would become greater not less. Popular rule required symbols oflegitimacy and these symbols were
most acceptable when they were personal; a mass electorate needed the reassurance of a visible presence and a
symbolic figure who could embody the authority of the state. Where that symbolism was not provided by a
constitutional monarch, it would necessarily come to be embodied in a party politician or a former party
politician or a figure who owed his or her eminence to the goodwill of a political party or parties. In certain
circumstances, moreover, a hereditary and constitutional monarchy has proved able to hold a democratic
society together. That has particularly been the case in multinational entities. The Austro-Hungarian Dual
monarchy, for example, was held together largely by the person of the emperor, Franz Josef. From the
seventeenth century, the British monarchy held together the union between England and Scotland. (p.304) In



the late twentieth century in a quite different way, the symbolism of the monarchy forms a personal link,
perhaps the only link, binding together the heterogeneous group of countries which comprise the modern
Commonwealth.

Does the symbolism of monarchy have any role in the European Union, a grouping which has assumed the same
importance in British life as the Commonwealth enjoyed a generation ago? European Union, by contrast with the
Commonwealth, is unlikely to alter the constitutional position ofthe sovereign. In February 1993 Lord Tebbit
asked how the constitutional position of the sovereign would be altered by the Maastricht Treaty. Baroness
Chalker, a Minister of State at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, replied:

The treaty in no way alters the Monarch's constitutional position in the United Kingdom. Nor does it
impose specific duties on any individuals. Her Majesty would be entitled to exercise the rights set out in
Articles 8 to 8e of the Maastricht Treaty. But in this, she would act on the advice of Ministers.®

The European Union does, it is true, affect the role ofthe monarchy in a broader sense, since parliament has
chosen to transfer its sovereignty in a number of areas to European institutions. This means that the queen, as
head of state, presides over a country which, by its own choice, enjoys less sovereignty over its affairs. Thus,
while the queen's formal powers and influence remain the same, they are exercised over a smaller sphere.

This need not, however, undermine the position of the monarchy. It is worth remembering that, of the fifteen
member states of the European Union, seven—Belgium, Denmark, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Spain, Sweden,
and the United Kingdom—are monarchies. There is little evidence that the nature of monarchy has changed in
any ofthe other member states, nor that the monarchy in those countries has ceased to provide a focus for their
national identity.

The pace of European integration does, however, raise the issue of the modernization of the style of the
monarchy. Since the 187 0s, after all, the monarchy has been focused not only on Britain but also on the Empire
and the Commonwealth. It has been an international and trans-continental monarchy. With British politics
focusing more upon Europe, however, it may seem as if the monarchy ought also (p.305) to orientate itself
towards Europe, to become a continental monarchy. The monarchy may have to develop new forms of
symbolism so that the head of the nation can represent Britain as a member of European Union. Monarchy, after
all, is essentially an institution of the imagination, as Disraeli and Bagehot so well understood. Perhaps today it
needs its modern Disraelis and Bagehots who can help it to identify with Britain's continental commitment, and,
in so doing, revivify it.

ITI

For much ofthe period between the reign of Victoria and the 1990s, the monarchy attracted to itself an
allegiance that is difficult to explain in rationalistic terms. The sovereign seemed to be a magical figure, a human
being, yet possessing qualities which set him or her apart from others. In 1956, four years after the queen's
accession, an opinion poll showed that 35 per cent of the population believed that the sovereign had been
chosen by God.® The ceremonial aspect of monarchy, the regalia, and the deference which monarchy attracted,
all served to reinforce this sense of its magic.

There are signs in the 1990s that this period of the magical monarchy may be coming to an end. This is only in
part due to the personal difficulties faced by some members of the royal family. It is highly probable that the
period of the magical monarchy would have come to an end even without these difficulties, for the magical
monarchy depended upon social attitudes such as deference and respect for authority, which have been passing
away.

The long premiership of Margaret Thatcher between 1979 and 1990 saw a determined assault upon many of



Britain's traditional institutions—the civil service, the BBC, the Church of England, and the universities. The
monarchy itself did not suffer any such direct assault, but it nevertheless could not remain unaffected by the
new forces of competitive individualism which arose from the political phenomenon known as Thatcherism.
Margaret Thatcher summed up the spirit of an age, a spirit which declared that an institution could not defend
itself simply by asserting that it had existed for a long time. Its defence had to be more utilitarian—what good
was it (p.306) doing. If an institution could not justify itselfin practical terms, it had to be, not necessarily
abolished, but at the very least radically restructured.

There is evidence that similar attitudes are coming to affect the monarchy. In the reigns of Victoria, of George V
and of George VI, and during the first part of the reign of Elizabeth IT, it was sufficient justification for monarchy
for it to be seen. It was not expected to justify itselfin practical terms. Indeed the search for justification would
have seemed positively harmful, since it would have detracted from the magic of the institution. What we are
likely to see in the future, however, is the continued erosion of the magical monarchy and an emphasis upon the
more practical aspects of monarchy.

Two of the now largely symbolic roles that have underpinned the monarchy —the sovereign as Supreme
Governor of the Church of England and the sovereign as Head of the Commonwealth—may well come to be
eroded if not removed entirely. The relationship between the sovereign and the Church of England has, as we
have seen, come to be almost wholly symbolic and ceremonial as the notion of establishment has been drained
of its content in a society in which formal religious observance and even perhaps folk religion have come to
decline in importance. The relationship between the sovereign and the Commonwealth has also become less
central to British life, and probably less central also to the life of the other member states. It would not be
difficult, therefore, to envisage a slimmed-down and secular monarchy confined to Britain, a monarchy which
was no longer associated with religion and no longer international.

Whether these developments occur or not does not, of course, depend primarily upon the monarchy. They are
not matters that the monarchy can determine. The monarchy can neither ensure that they occur nor prevent
them from occurring. Whether the monarchy becomes a purely secular institution depends, not on the activities
of the queen nor on those of other members of the royal family, but on broader social and international trends
from which monarchy cannot stay aloof.

Ifthe magical monarchy comes to be replaced by the practical monarchy, many of our standard ideas about
monarchy may have to undergo revision. In the past, monarchy has been an institution that has remained at a
distance from those over whom it reigns. The distance was needed to preserve the magic. Under a practical
monarchy, (p.307) however, distance may no longer be either possible or desirable. The monarchy will come
to be seen as a part of society and it will come to be judged in a more practical and utilitarian manner.
Wonderment at the magic of monarchy will come to be replaced by hard-headed questions: ‘What good does it
do?’ ‘What is the use of it?’ These are not questions which the monarchy need necessarily find it difficult to
answer.

In the past, part of the very strength of the monarchy lay in its remoteness. ‘Always remember who you are,’
George V told his son, the future Edward VIII, warning him against too close a contact with his subjects. The
mystique of monarchy would be preserved, so it was thought, only if royalty remained on a pedestal,
unapproachable and untouchable. While such a conception of monarchy may have been right for an era marked
by deference and respect for the past, the spirit of the modern age has now rendered it inappropriate.

The fundamental case for constitutional monarchy is that, under it, the head of state is free from party ties. This
is of particular importance in the twentieth century, when the scope of party politics has widened until it has
seemed to embrace almost every aspect of national life, choking all too many activities in its unnatural embrace.



That the symbol of the state should remain uncontaminated by political controversy remains, therefore,
something of inestimable value.

But the monarchy is not merely a piece of constitutional machinery. The sovereign, as well as being the head of
state, is also head ofthe nation, the representative symbol of the United Kingdom. It is best that this symbolism
lies in the hands of someone without political power and without a political history, for any head of state with
party ties can all too easily divide rather than unite the nation. Since 1952, it has been the queen who has been
able to interpret the nation to itself. It is difficult to imagine who else could have done it so successfully during a
period in which, in general, politicians and other public figures have not been held in high repute.

In modern times, fulfilment of the role of head of the nation requires that monarchy, far from relying on its
remoteness to sustain its mystique, must, while retaining its political neutrality, involve itself even more with
society than it has in the past. In the twentieth century, the monarchy, according to one historian, has

made a genuine contribution to national well-being, but one which is largely ignored or misunderstood. ..
It may sound curious to those (p.308) obsessed by constitutional niceties or royal spectacles, but the
humdrum, day-in day-out charitable activity ofthe monarchy may be far more important than the
‘dignified’ duties.

The philanthropic and charitable work undertaken by the royal family ‘may lack mystery, but. .. serves the
country by propping up civil society, that commonwealth of citizenship outside the state’, and also ‘pinpoints
social needs otherwise ignored by government and offers a voice to minorities and other deprived groups which
are little represented politically’. This kind of work has been associated with the monarchy since the late
eighteenth century, but it is only at the end ofthe twentieth century that it has come to assume fundamental
importance. It may be seen as

the most important development in the history of the monarchy over the past 200 years. . . By allying

itself to prominent philanthropic causes, the monarchy raised its prestige and reaffirmed its importance

in a time when it was retiring from national politics. . . . Nothing has done more to democratise the

monarchy or make it more visible in this century than its voluntary work.”

In our own times, this ‘welfare conception’ of monarchy has been well understood and developed by the Prince
of Wales, who has involved himselfin work for the disadvantaged—the unemployed, the disabled, and members
of ethnic minorities—through the various Prince's Trusts which he has established. In seeking to help those
regarded by society as outsiders, he has enabled the monarchy to reach out to groups for whom hitherto it
might have appeared irrelevant. In his work for race relations, for example, the Prince of Wales has made a
powerful statement of the need for tolerance and understanding between different ethnic groups and creeds.8
This is a striking example of how the influence of the monarchy can be brought into play without in the least
compromising its political neutrality.

It is in this direction, in the practical employment of its symbolic influence, that the monarchy will find its
future. The two elements—the (p.309) symbolic and the practical—need to be more closely intertwined. The
symbolic position of the monarchy, its mystique and its magic, are no longer sufficient, by themselves, to
sustain it in the questioning world oftoday. The practical aspect, however, is only possible because of the
monarchy's symbolic role. A politician must inevitably be a spokesperson for only part of the nation, not the
whole. A politician's motives will always be suspected. Members of the royal family, by contrast, because of
their symbolic position, are able to speak to a much wider constituency than can be commanded by even the
most popular political leader. Thus, while, in the past, monarchy could content itself with being seen, today it
needs not only to be seen; it has also to do.



It is perhaps idle to argue in the abstract whether constitutional monarchy is in general a desirable form of
government. Whether it is regarded as desirable depends, after all, less on general principles than on popular
attitudes, which will differ from nation to nation. In the modern world, constitutional monarchs, deprived of
power, rest essentially upon opinion. ‘I think it is a complete misconception’, the Duke of Edinburgh suggested in
Canada in 1969, ‘to imagine that the monarchy exists in the interests of the monarch. It doesn't. It exists in the
interests of the people.” As the twentieth century draws to a close, constitutional monarchy survives in a small
number of favoured nations mainly in Western Europe, in which, far from undermining democracy, it serves to
sustain and to strengthen democratic institutions; and, if the conjunction of monarchy and democracy may
seem a contradiction, it would be well to bear in mind Freud's aphorism that it is only in logic that
contradictions cannot exist.
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