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Introduction   

   Once extolled as a standing wonder, the British constitution today 
can evoke bewilderment and sometimes even derision. Many now 
fi nd the idea of a constitution that has grown organically in 
response to economic, political, and social changes rather 
puzzling. A century ago, Sidney Low claimed that although ‘we 
live under a system of tacit understandings . . . the understandings 
themselves are not always understood’. Today the problem is not 
confi ned to grasping the meaning of these tacit understandings of 
the constitution: the question is whether they can be said still to 
exist. 

 The British clearly have a system of government, a set of rules 
regulating the exercise of political power. But the idea of a 
‘constitution’ connotes something more. It implies that 
 institutions of government are infused with values and with 
modes of conduct that fi x the meaning of those rules and, in doing 
so, express a political way of being. Do such values and practices 
still exist in the British system and if so do they still command 
authority? It is in this deeper sense that we ask whether a British 
constitution can still be said to exist. 

 There is every reason to answer that question affi rmatively, not 
least because this book would otherwise rank as the shortest of all 


