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1. Walter Bagehot was a prominent British political thinker, journalist, economist,
and constitutional expert during the Victorian era. He is particularly renowned for
explaining the actual workings of the British parliamentary system, going beyond
its formal legal structure. His most notable work is *The English Constitution*
(1867).

2. Bagehot’s distinct contribution was distinguishing between the formal
constitution and its practical implementation. He inquired: “How does political
power genuinely operate behind constitutional structures?” This approach made
his perspective notably practical. Instead of concentrating only on laws, statutes,
and formal powers, he analysed conventions, political parties, cabinet governance,
party leadership, and interactions between institutions. Grasping a constitution
goes beyond reading legal texts; it requires understanding how its institutions
function in reality. This approach greatly influenced subsequent studies of

parliamentary government.

3. Bagehot’s most renowned work aims to explain the true functioning of Britain’s
constitutional system. He rejects the oversimplified idea that Britain has a clear-
cut separation between legislative and executive powers. Instead, he contends that
the system operates effectively mainly because the executive and legislature are

closely interconnected.

4. This is probably Bagehot’s most famous distinction. He classified institutions into
those that generate respect, loyalty, emotional bonds, legitimacy, and continuity.
The main example is the Monarchy. While the Crown may not be involved in daily
governance, it provides dignity, symbolism, and historical importance to the
political system. Governance is actually performed by institutions like the cabinet,
prime minister, and house of commons. Hence, dignified institutions create

reverence, whereas powerful institutions have genuine political authority.



Recognising this difference is essential for understanding the constitutional

monarchy.

Bagehot’s analysis sharply contrasts with the classical separation of powers
doctrine linked to thinkers like Montesquieu. In Britain, the parliamentary
majority creates the government, with leaders sitting in Parliament and the cabinet
guiding administration while remaining accountable to Parliament. This
institutional connection between executive and legislative branches promotes
coordination, political responsibility, quicker decisions, legislative backing for the
government, and ministerial accountability. These elements are essential to

understanding how a parliamentary government functions.

Bagehot saw Cabinet government as a system where leading political figures,
trusted by Parliament —especially the House of Commons—form a committee that
formulates policy, manages administration, leads Parliament, coordinates
departments, and offers political leadership. They remain accountable to the
legislature. Over time, executive power shifted from the monarch to the Cabinet

and Prime Minister.

Bagehot acknowledged the growing significance of the Prime Minister's role,
describing the Prime Minister as the head of government, a key coordinator
among ministers, the political leader of the parliamentary majority, and the main
link between the crown and the cabinet, as well as the primary organiser of
executive power. However, his view should not be confused with today's highly
centralised prime ministerial government. His focus was primarily on Cabinet and

parliamentary leadership.

Bagehot did not view monarchy as politically ineffective; instead, he saw it as
tulfilling vital symbolic roles. The monarch symbolises national unity, continuity,
stability, ceremonial authority, and emotional connection to the state,
exemplifying the function of a dignified constitution. Additionally, Bagehot
outlined three key constitutional rights of the sovereign: “the right to be consulted,
the right to encourage, the right to warn.” It's important to note that while the
monarch may have significant advisory influence, this does not mean they exercise

independent ruling power.

Bagehot viewed the House of Commons as essential to effective parliamentary
governance, emphasising its close connection with the Cabinet. The' Commons”

decides which government stays in power, offers political backing to ministers,
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oversees the government, represents public opinion, debates national matters, and
provides political leadership. Typically, a cabinet stays in office only as long as it
maintains parliamentary confidence, which underpins the principle of responsible

government.

Bagehot expanded the role of Parliament beyond just making laws. He identified
key functions: the “Elective function,' which involves selecting and supporting the
government; the expressive function, reflecting public opinion; the teaching
function, through political debates that educate citizens; the informing function,
communicating grievances, opinions, and political news; and the legislative
function, passing laws. This perspective is significant because it views Parliament

as a political and deliberative institution, not just a legislative body.

Bagehot compared the British parliamentary system with the American
presidential system. He noted that in parliamentary governments, the executive
and legislative branches are linked, with the government relying on parliamentary
confidence. In contrast, the presidential system features an executive with separate
institutional mandates from the legislature. Bagehot believed the British
parliamentary model was more flexible and responsive because its political
leadership is connected to legislative power. His analysis is considered a key

comparison between these two systems.

A significant implication of Bagehot's ideas is the crucial role of constitutional
conventions. Many essential elements of a constitution are not codified in formal
law but are maintained through a combination of law, conventions, customs,
precedents, and institutional practices. This is especially evident in the British
Constitution, where numerous fundamental principles have developed over time
primarily through conventions rather than a single, formal constitutional

document.

Bagehot acknowledged that effective parliamentary government requires
structured political leadership. Political parties are essential in creating
parliamentary majorities, managing political competition, connecting the cabinet
with the commons, maintaining government discipline, and providing alternative
governments. Thus, parties enable a practical fusion of the executive and

legislative branches.

His fundamental constitutional principle is that "Power must be linked to political

responsibility." While the cabinet wields governmental authority, it is accountable
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to Parliament. This sequence—asserting that authority comes with
accountability —distinguishes parliamentary government from an executive

functioning independently of the legislature.

This comparison is particularly useful in political science. Walter Bagehot focused
on how the constitution actually functions, using a political and institutional
approach, covering cabinet government, the distinction between dignified and
efficient institutions, constitutional practices, and the fusion of executive and
legislature. Conversely, AV Dicey examined key legal principles of the
Constitution, adopting a juridical and legal perspective, emphasising
parliamentary sovereignty, the rule of law, and constitutional law, along with the
legal sovereignty of Parliament. A simple way to remember their contributions is:
Bagehot explains the working constitution, while Dicey explains the legal

constitution.

His approach is mainly characterised as “empirical and institutional,"
emphasising real political actions and institutional dynamics. He also describes it
as "Realistic," highlighting the difference between formal constitutional
appearances and actual political power. Furthermore, he calls it “evolutionary”
because political institutions evolve gradually through historical practice rather
than purely theoretical models. This perspective explains why Bagehot continues

to be influential in comparative politics and institutional studies.

Understanding Bagehot’s theory requires contextualising its Victorian roots. His
insights mainly mirror 19th-century Britain and may not fully apply to today's
political landscape. His rigid division between dignified and efficient institutions
can also be problematic, as dignified institutions might still hold political sway.
Modern developments such as a stronger prime ministerial role, professional
bureaucracies, mass political parties, media influence, and judicial reforms have
dramatically changed the British government. Furthermore, his analysis predates
widespread mass democracy and universal suffrage, making Bagehot's work more
a history of Victorian parliamentary politics than an accurate depiction of 21st-

century Britain.

Bagehot’s key works include “The English Constitution” (1867), important for
political science, and “Physics and Politics” (1872), which examines links between
political progress, society, and evolutionary theories. Furthermore, “Lombard

Street” (1873) offers a notable analysis of banking, financial markets, and central
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banking. His influence spans beyond constitutional theory into economics and

finance.

His enduring contribution is redirecting constitutional analysis from asking,
"What powers does the constitution formally grant an institution?" to examining,
"Who actually wields power, through which political processes, and under what
conventions?" Bagehot advocates this more profound investigation, highlighting
the importance of distinguishing between constitutional structure and political

practice.

Walter Bagehot shifted the way the constitution is studied, moving from
examining formal institutions to focusing on the practical operation of political
power. He highlighted cabinet government and the integration of executive and

legislative functions as essential aspects of the British Constitution.
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understanding parliamentary government and comparative politics.
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