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President’s Letter 

 
This issue contains three very disconnected documents.  

 

The first is a famous and provocative essay, written in 1930 in the depths of the 

depression, in which the economist John Maynard Keynes predicted that a century later, the 

standard of living would be four to eight times higher, banishing serious economic cares. The 

first part of this prophecy has been generally realized, though Keynes under-rated the human 

propensity, once adverted to by Learned Hand, to convert luxuries into necessities. 

 

The second is the Executive Summary of the famous or infamous report of the Kirwan 

Commission on Maryland education. Though styled an "interim report", it is in reality the final 

report since the further work of the Commission involved the drafting of bills, not production of 

a summary document. Though much 'hyped' in the press and by politicians, few are familiar with 

the actual recommendations. Broadly speaking, the Commission recommends enormous 

investments in pre-school education, an improved college preparatory curriculum using 

international standards, an improved vocational education track,  added qualifications and pay 

for teachers, and a system of top-down accountability. Three reform measures, familiar in 

foreign countries, are conspicuous by their absence: there is no provision for building-level 

boards for each school which would eliminate the 'educationist' personnel monopoly; there is no 

provision for extra pay for teachers in scarce disciplines including the physical sciences, critical 

languages, and aspects of special education; and the new requirements for teachers are 'add-ons' 

which do not limit the present requirement of nearly a year of 'education' courses for all teachers 

which exclude 90% of college graduates from the teaching force. Little also is said about 

'distance learning', which the virus crisis showed to be seriously inhibited by existing state 

legislation. 

 

The third, our fortnightly judicial opinion, is the recent unanimous opinion of the 

Supreme Court of Great Britain holding that the British Prime Minister had improperly 

suspended the sitting of parliament. This was not an exercise of judicial activism to impugn 

legislative acts on the American model, but a vindication of parliamentary supremacy, a 

principle also embodied in the forgotten Article I, Section 1 of the Constitution of the United 

States. 
 



 In addition to Members of the Library, many recipients of this publication have had their 

names added to our mailing list at the suggestion of various directors.  This time of year is the 

occasion for our annual fund-raising campaign, and readers wishing to contribute to our 

magazine, in-person and zoom events, and other activities are encouraged to send contributions 

to ‘Library Company of the Baltimore Bar, 100 N. Calvert Street, Room 618, Baltimore, 

Maryland 21202.’ 
 

George W. Liebmann 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Thanksgiving 

 
 As someone who attended Catholic schools for sixteen years, served as an altar boy and 

went to Mass not once in awhile, but each and every week (something that has been in abeyance 

since March), Thanksgiving Day was and is for me, a holy day.  Giving of thanks meant 

directing that thanks to a greater power, someone who I owed thanks to, not just for what we 

define as good, but also that which most would consider "the bad."  Although none of us covet it, 

it is in how we accept "the bad" that we are most clearly defined.  Was there ever anyone who 



embodied that more than our dearly departed friend, Judge James Schneider?  Most of us 

remember him for the manner in which he faced all those seemingly unending challenges. 

 

 Not letting it get to us, can sometimes be too much for anyone.  Mother Teresa, a woman 

who saw so much suffering, was not unaffected by it, writing "In my heart, there is no faith.  I 

want God with all the powers of my soul, and yet between us there is terrible separation."    

 

 So here we are at Thanksgiving Day 2020.  In a year that has seen so much suffering and 

death, so many economically devastated, we arrive at a day for giving thanks.  I hope all of us 

can be like Judge Schneider and realize that no matter what, there is always much to be thankful 

for.  It is not always easy to see, but in the end, for ourselves and the world in which we live, it is 

an effort well worth making. 

 

 Be well, take care and I hope to see you soon. 

           

     Joe Bennett          

 

 

 

 

TIS THE SEASON – WOULD YOU BELIEVE 

 
I cannot remember a time when hearing from someone meant as much as it does today.  

We reach out and almost without fail we conclude our remarks with be safe and stay well.  If, in 

addition to calls and e-mails, you would like to send an old fashioned salutation to someone 

through the mail, I would recommend to you Bar Library note cards. 

 

A number of years ago the Bar Library commissioned local artist Martha Dougherty to 

render works of the Bar Library and Mitchell Courthouse. They were so well received that 

additional images of the Museum of Baltimore Legal History, Ceremonial Courtroom 400 and 

the Supreme Bench Courtroom (Courtroom 600), were completed. In turn, these images were 

used to create Bar Library greeting cards. These marvelous representations evoke a dignity and 

sophistication that make them ideal for just about any occasion. The cards are blank inside (a 

brief description of what is portrayed is set forth on the back), allowing you to put whatever you 

might want, such as a particular holiday message or greeting. They sell for $1.50 each or $14.00 

for a box of ten, which, as anyone who has recently purchased a card can tell you, is quite a 

bargain. In addition to the cards, prints of each of the scenes are available at a cost of $75.00 to 

$175.00 each, depending upon the size. They make a wonderful gift for anyone associated with 

the legal profession. This is especially so for that senior Baltimore lawyer who undoubtedly 

spent a large part of their early career doing research in the Bar Library or coming to the Mitchell 

Courthouse for trials and various ceremonies. To purchase, just stop by the Library, phone us at 

410-727-0280 or send an e-mail to jwbennett@barlib.org.  Curbside pick-up is available.  

 

     Joe Bennett 

 

mailto:jwbennett@barlib.org


 
 

 

 

John Maynard Keynes, 

Economic Possibilities for our 

Grandchildren 

(1930) 
 

 

I 

 

 We are suffering just now from a bad attack of economic pessimism. It is common to 

hear people say that the epoch of enormous economic progress which characterized the 

nineteenth century is over; that the rapid improvement in the standard of life is now going to 

slow down – at any rate in Great Britain; that a decline in prosperity is more likely than an 

improvement in the decade which lies ahead of us. 

 

 I believe that this is a wildly mistaken interpretation of what is happening to us.  We are 

suffering, not from the rheumatics of old age, but from the growing-pains of over-rapid changes, 

from the painfulness of readjustment between one economic period and another.  The increase of 

technical efficiency has taken place faster than we can deal with the problem of labour 

absorption; the improvement in the standard of life has been a little too quick; the banking and 



monetary system of the world has been preventing the rate of interest from falling as fast as 

equilibrium requires. And even so, the waste and confusion which ensue relate to not more than 

7 ½ per cent of the national income; we are muddling away one and sixpence in the £, and have 

only 18s. 6d., when we might, if we were more sensible, have £1; yet, nevertheless, the 18s. 6d. 

mounts up to as much as the £1 would have been five or six years ago.  We forget that in 1929 

the physical output of the industry of Great Britain was greater than ever before, and that the net 

surplus of our foreign balance available for new foreign investment, after paying for all our 

imports, was greater last year than that of any other country, being indeed 50 per cent greater 

than the corresponding surplus of the United States. Or again – if it is to be a matter of 

comparisons – suppose that we were to reduce our wages by a half, repudiate four fifths of the 

national debt, and hoard our surplus wealth in barren gold instead of lending it at 6 per cent or 

more, we should resemble the now much-envied France.  But would it be an improvement? 

 

 The prevailing world depression, the enormous anomaly of unemployment in a world full 

of wants, the disastrous mistakes we have made, blind us to what is going on under the surface to 

the true interpretation of the trend of things. For I predict that both of the two opposed errors of 

pessimism which now make so much noise in the world will be proved wrong in our own time – 

the pessimism of the revolutionaries who think that things are so bad that nothing can save us but 

violent change, and the pessimism of the reactionaries who consider the balance of our economic 

and social life so precarious that we must risk no experiments. 

 

 My purpose in this essay, however, is not to examine the present or the near future, but to 

disembarrass myself of short views and take wings into the future. What can we reasonably 

expect the level of our economic life to be a hundred years hence?  What are the economic 

possibilities for our grandchildren? 

 

 From the earliest times of which we have record – back, say, to two thousand years 

before Christ - down to the beginning of the eighteenth century, there was no very great change 

in the standard of life of the average man living in the civilised centres of the earth. Ups and 

downs certainly. Visitations of plague, famine, and war.  Golden intervals.  But no progressive, 

violent change. Some periods perhaps So per cent better than others at the utmost 100  per cent 

better-in the four thousand years which ended (say) in A. D. 1700.  

 

This slow rate of progress, or lack of progress, was due to two reasons-to the remarkable 

absence of important technical improvements and to the failure of capital to accumulate.  

 

The absence of important technical inventions between the prehistoric age and 

comparatively modern times is truly remarkable. Almost everything which really matters and 

which the world possessed at the commencement of the modern age was already known to man 

at the dawn of history. Language, fire, the same domestic animals which we have to-day, wheat, 

barley, the vine and the olive, the plough, the wheel, the oar, the sail, leather, linen and cloth, 

bricks and pots, gold and silver, copper, tin, and lead-and iron was added to the list before 1000 

B.C.-banking, statecraft, mathematics, astronomy, and religion. There is no record of when we 

first possessed these things.  

 



At some epoch before the dawn of history perhaps even in one of the comfortable 

intervals before the last ice age-there must have been an era of progress and invention 

comparable to that in which we live to-day. But through the greater part of recorded history there 

was nothing of the kind.  

 

The modern age opened; I think, with the accumulation of capital which began in the 

sixteenth century. I believe-for reasons with which I must not encumber the present argument-

that this was initially due to the rise of prices, and the profits to which that led, which resulted 

from the treasure of gold and silver which Spain brought from the New World into the Old. From 

that time until to-day the power of accumulation by compound interest, which seems to have 

been sleeping for many generations, was re-born and renewed its strength. And the power of 

compound interest over two hundred years is such as to stagger the imagination.  

 

Let me give in illustration of this a sum which I have worked out. The value of Great 

Britain’s foreign investments to-day is estimated at about £4,000,000,000. This yields us an 

income at the rate of about 6½ per cent. Half of this we bring home and enjoy; the other half, 

namely, 3¼ per cent, we leave to accumulate abroad at compound interest. Something of this sort 

has now been going on for about 250 years.  

 

For I trace the beginnings of British foreign investment to the treasure which Drake stole 

from Spain in 1580. In that year he returned to England bringing with him the prodigious spoils 

of the Golden Hind. Queen Elizabeth was a considerable shareholder in the syndicate which had 

financed the expedition. Out of her share she paid off the whole of England’s foreign debt, 

balanced her Budget, and found herself with about £40,000 in hand. This she invested in the 

Levant Company --which prospered. Out of the profits of the Levant Company, the East India 

Company was founded; and the profits of this great enterprise were the foundation of England’s 

subsequent foreign investment. Now it happens that £40,ooo accumulating at 3f per cent 

compound interest approximately corresponds to the actual volume of England’s foreign 

investments at various dates, and would actually amount to-day to the total of £4,000,000,000 

which I have already quoted as being what our foreign investments now are. Thus, every £1 

which Drake brought home in 1580 has now become £100,000. Such is the power of compound 

interest!  

 

From the sixteenth century, with a cumulative crescendo after the eighteenth, the great 

age of science and technical inventions began, which since the beginning of the nineteenth 

century has been in full flood--coal, steam, electricity, petrol, steel, rubber, cotton, the chemical 

industries, automatic machinery and the methods of mass production, wireless, printing, Newton, 

Darwin, and Einstein, and thousands of other things and men too famous and familiar to 

catalogue.  

 
What is the result? In spite of an enormous growth in the population of the world, which 

it has been necessary to equip with houses and machines, the average standard of life in Europe 

and the United States has been raised, I think, about fourfold. The growth of capital has been on 

a scale which is far beyond a hundredfold of what any previous age had known. And from now 

on we need not expect so great an increase of population.  



If capital increases, say, 2 per cent per annum, the capital equipment of the world will 

have increased by a half in twenty years, and seven and a half times in a hundred years. Think of 

this in terms of material things--houses, transport, and the like.  

At the same time technical improvements in manufacture and transport have been 

proceeding at a greater rate in the last ten years than ever before in history. In the United States 

factory output per head was 40 per cent greater in 1925 than in 1919. In Europe we are held back 

by temporary obstacles, but even so it is safe to say that technical efficiency is increasing by 

more than 1 per cent per annum compound. There is evidence that the revolutionary technical 

changes, which have so far chiefly affected industry, may soon be attacking agriculture. We may 

be on the eve of improvements in the efficiency of food production as great as those which have 

already taken place in mining, manufacture, and transport. In quite a few years-in our own 

lifetimes I mean-we may be able to perform all the operations of agriculture, mining, and 

manufacture with a quarter of the human effort to which we have been accustomed.  

 
For the moment the very rapidity of these changes is hurting us and bringing difficult 

problems to solve. Those countries are suffering relatively which are not in the vanguard of 

progress. We are being afflicted with a new disease of which some readers may not yet have 

heard the name, but of which they will hear a great deal in the years to come--namely, 

technological unemployment. This means unemployment due to our discovery of means of 

economising the use of labour outrunning the pace at which we can find new uses for labour.  

But this is only a temporary phase of maladjustment. All this means in the long run that 

mankind is solving its economic problem. I would predict that the standard of life in progressive 

countries one hundred years hence will be between four and eight times as high as it is to-day. 

There would be nothing surprising in this even in the light of our present knowledge. It would 

not be foolish to contemplate the possibility of a far greater progress still.  

II 

Let us, for the sake of argument, suppose that a hundred years hence we are all of us, on 

the average, eight times better off in the economic sense than we are to-day. Assuredly there 

need be nothing here to surprise us.  

 

Now it is true that the needs of human beings may seem to be insatiable. But they fall 

into two classes --those needs which are absolute in the sense that we feel them whatever the 

situation of our fellow human beings may be, and those which are relative in the sense that we 

feel them only if their satisfaction lifts us above, makes us feel superior to, our fellows. Needs of 

the second class, those which satisfy the desire for superiority, may indeed be insatiable; for the 

higher the general level, the higher still are they. But this is not so true of the absolute needs-a 

point may soon be reached, much sooner perhaps than we are all of us aware of, when these 

needs are satisfied in the sense that we prefer to devote our further energies to non-economic 

purposes.  

 



Now for my conclusion, which you will find, I think, to become more and more startling 

to the imagination the longer you think about it.  

 

I draw the conclusion that, assuming no important wars and no important increase in 

population, the economic problem may be solved, or be at least within sight of solution, within a 

hundred years. This means that the economic problem is not-if we look into the future-the 

permanent problem of the human race.  

 

Why, you may ask, is this so startling? It is startling because-if, instead of looking into 

the future, we look into the past-we find that the economic problem, the struggle for subsistence, 

always has been hitherto the primary, most pressing problem of the human race-not only of the 

human race, but of the whole of the biological kingdom from the beginnings of life in its most 

primitive forms.  

 

Thus we have been expressly evolved by nature-with all our impulses and deepest 

instincts-for the purpose of solving the economic problem. If the economic problem is solved, 

mankind will be deprived of its traditional purpose.  

 

Will this be a benefit? If one believes at all in the real values of life, the prospect at least 

opens up the possibility of benefit. Yet I think with dread of the readjustment of the habits and 

instincts of the ordinary man, bred into him for countless generations, which he may be asked to 

discard within a few decades.  

 

To use the language of to-day-must we not expect a general “nervous breakdown”? We 

already have a little experience of what I mean -a nervous breakdown of the sort which is already 

common enough in England and the United States amongst the wives of the well-to-do classes, 

unfortunate women, many of them, who have been deprived by their wealth of their traditional 

tasks and occupations--who cannot find it sufficiently amusing, when deprived of the spur of 

economic necessity, to cook and clean and mend, yet are quite unable to find anything more 

amusing.  

To those who sweat for their daily bread leisure is a longed--for sweet-until they get it.  

 

There is the traditional epitaph written for herself by the old charwoman:--  

 
Don’t mourn for me, friends, don’t weep for me never,  

For I’m going to do nothing for ever and ever.  

 

This was her heaven. Like others who look forward to leisure, she conceived how nice it 

would be to spend her time listening-in-for there was another couplet which occurred in her 

poem:-  

 
With psalms and sweet music the heavens’ll be ringing,  

But I shall have nothing to do with the singing.  
 

Yet it will only be for those who have to do with the singing that life will be tolerable and 

how few of us can sing!  

 



Thus for the first time since his creation man will be faced with his real, his permanent 

problem-how to use his freedom from pressing economic cares, how to occupy the leisure, which 

science and compound interest will have won for him, to live wisely and agreeably and well. 

  

The strenuous purposeful money-makers may carry all of us along with them into the lap 

of economic abundance. But it will be those peoples, who can keep alive, and cultivate into a 

fuller perfection, the art of life itself and do not sell themselves for the means of life, who will be 

able to enjoy the abundance when it comes.  

 

Yet there is no country and no people, I think, who can look forward to the age of leisure 

and of abundance without a dread. For we have been trained too long to strive and not to enjoy. 

It is a fearful problem for the ordinary person, with no special talents, to occupy himself, 

especially if he no longer has roots in the soil or in custom or in the beloved conventions of a 

traditional society. To judge from the behaviour and the achievements of the wealthy classes to-

day in any quarter of the world, the outlook is very depressing! For these are, so to speak, our 

advance guard-those who are spying out the promised land for the rest of us and pitching their 

camp there. For they have most of them failed disastrously, so it seems to me-those who have an 

independent income but no associations or duties or ties-to solve the problem which has been set 

them.  

 

I feel sure that with a little more experience we shall use the new-found bounty of nature 

quite differently from the way in which the rich use it to-day, and will map out for ourselves a 

plan of life quite otherwise than theirs.  

 

For many ages to come the old Adam will be so strong in us that everybody will need to 

do some work if he is to be contented. We shall do more things for ourselves than is usual with 

the rich to-day, only too glad to have small duties and tasks and routines. But beyond this, we 

shall endeavour to spread the bread thin on the butter-to make what work there is still to be done 

to be as widely shared as possible. Three-hour shifts or a fifteen-hour week may put off the 

problem for a great while. For three hours a day is quite enough to satisfy the old Adam in most 

of us!  

 

There are changes in other spheres too which we must expect to come. When the 

accumulation of wealth is no longer of high social importance, there will be great changes in the 

code of morals. We shall be able to rid ourselves of many of the pseudo-moral principles which 

have hag-ridden us for two hundred years, by which we have exalted some of the most 

distasteful of human qualities into the position of the highest virtues. We shall be able to afford 

to dare to assess the money-motive at its true value. The love of money as a possession -as 

distinguished from the love of money as a means to the enjoyments and realities of life -will be 

recognised for what it is, a somewhat disgusting morbidity, one of those semicriminal, semi-

pathological propensities which one hands over with a shudder to the specialists in mental 

disease. All kinds of social customs and economic practices, affecting the distribution of wealth 

and of economic rewards and penalties, which we now maintain at all costs, however distasteful 

and unjust they may be in themselves, because they are tremendously useful in promoting the 

accumulation of capital, we shall then be free, at last, to discard.  

 



Of course there will still be many people with intense, unsatisfied purposiveness who will 

blindly pursue wealth-unless they can find some plausible substitute. But the rest of us will no 

longer be under any obligation to applaud and encourage them. For we shall inquire more 

curiously than is safe to-day into the true character of this “purposiveness” with which in varying 

degrees Nature has endowed almost all of us. For purposiveness means that we are more 

concerned with the remote future results of our actions than with their own quality or their 

immediate effects on our own environment. The “purposive” man is always trying to secure a 

spurious and delusive immortality for his acts by pushing his interest in them forward into time. 

He does not love his cat, but his cat’s kittens; nor, in truth, the kittens, but only the kittens’ 

kittens, and so on forward forever to the end of cat-dom. For him jam is not jam unless it is a 

case of jam to-morrow and never jam to-day. Thus by pushing his jam always forward into the 

future, he strives to secure for his act of boiling it an immortality.  

 

Let me remind you of the Professor in Sylvie and Bruno:  

 
“Only the tailor, sir, with your little bill,” said a meek voce outside the door.  

 

“Ah, well, I can soon settle his business,” the Professor said to the children, “if you’ll just wait a minute. How 

much is it, this year, my man?” The tailor had come in while he was speaking.  

 

“Well, it’s been a-doubling so many years, you see,” the tailor replied, a little grufy, “and I think I’d like the 

money now. It’s two thousand pound, it is!”  

 

“Oh, that’s nothing!” the Professor carelessly remarked, feeling in his pocket, as if he always carried at least 

that amount about with him. “But wouldn’t you like to wait just another year and make it four thousand? Just 

think how rich you’d be! Why, you might be a king, if you liked!”  

 

“I don’t know as I’d care about being a king,” the man said thoughtfully. “But it dew sound a powerful sight o’ 

money! Well, I think I’ll wait-“  

 

“Of course you will!” said the Professor. “There’s good sense in you, I see. Good-day to you, my man!”  

 

“Will you ever have to pay him that four thousand pounds?” Sylvie asked as the door closed on the departing 

creditor.  

 

“Never, my child!” the Professor replied emphatically. “He’ll go on doubling it till he dies. You see, it’s always 

worth while waiting another year to get twice as much money!”  
 

Perhaps it is not an accident that the race which did most to bring the promise of immortality 

into the heart and essence of our religions has also done most for the principle of compound 

interest and particularly loves this most purposive of human institutions.  

 

I see us free, therefore, to return to some of the most sure and certain principles of religion and 

traditional virtue-that avarice is a vice, that the exaction of usury is a misdemeanour, and the love 

of money is detestable, that those walk most truly in the paths of virtue and sane wisdom who 

take least thought for the morrow. We shall once more value ends above means and prefer the 

good to the useful. We shall honour those who can teach us how to pluck the hour and the day 

virtuously and well, the delightful people who are capable of taking direct enjoyment in things, 

the lilies of the field who toil not, neither do they spin.  

 



But beware! The time for all this is not yet. For at least another hundred years we must pretend 

to ourselves and to every one that fair is foul and foul is fair; for foul is useful and fair is not. 

Avarice and usury and precaution must be our gods for a little longer still. For only they can lead 

us out of the tunnel of economic necessity into daylight.  

 

I look forward, therefore, in days not so very remote, to the greatest change which has ever 

occurred in the material environment of life for human beings in the aggregate. But, of course, it 

will all happen gradually, not as a catastrophe. Indeed, it has already begun. The course of affairs 

will simply be that there will be ever larger and larger classes and groups of people from whom 

problems of economic necessity have been practically removed. The critical difference will be 

realised when this condition has become so general that the nature of one’s duty to one’s 

neighbour is changed. For it will remain reasonable to be economically purposive for others after 

it has ceased to be reasonable for oneself.  

 

The pace at which we can reach our destination of economic bliss will be governed by four 

things-our power to control population, our determination to avoid wars and civil dissensions, 

our willingness to entrust to science the direction of those matters which are properly the concern 

of science, and the rate of accumulation as fixed by the margin between our production and our 

consumption; of which the last will easily look after itself, given the first three.  

 

Meanwhile there will be no harm in making mild preparations for our destiny, in encouraging, 

and experimenting in, the arts of life as well as the activities of purpose.  

 

But, chiefly, do not let us overestimate the importance of the economic problem, or sacrifice to 

its supposed necessities other matters of greater and more permanent significance. It should be a 

matter for specialists-like dentistry. If economists could manage to get themselves thought of as 

humble, competent people, on a level with dentists, that would be splendid!  

 

 

 

    Books – The Perfect Present 

As part of a literacy campaign, not sure whether it is still out there or not, we were all 

told, I suppose especially the young, that “Reading is Fundamental.”  We have found out that 

during a pandemic, it is not a bad way to spend time.    

 Many of the speakers who have appeared as part of the Bar Library Lecture series have 

done so in promotion of a book they had recently published.  The Library obtained numerous 

copies for sale at the lectures and retained those that were not sold so that those who could not 

attend might have the chance to purchase them at a later time.  Thus was born the Bar Library 

bookstore.  The following are available for purchase.  For yourself, for someone who is 

interested in the law or history, stop by and visit our store.  If you already know what you would 



like, just let us know and we will get it to you – including that favorite modern day favorite – 

curbside pick-up.  Just call 410-727-0280 or e-mail us at jwbennett@barlib.org.   

Abraham Lincoln & Treason In The Civil War (Hardcover) (Signed By Author)  $35.00                           

Abraham Lincoln & Treason In The Civil War (Softcover) (Signed By Author)  $20.00 

American Constitutional History: A Brief Introduction     $30.00 

Ancient Law                      $75.00 

Art Of Cross-Examination                    $95.00 

Baltimore & The Nineteenth Of April 1861                  $15.00 

Baltimore Lives          $30.00 

Blackstone’s Commentaries On The Laws Of England              $500.00 

Brady v. Maryland: A Fiftieth Anniversary Commemoration    $20.00 

Daggers Drawn: 35 Years Of KAL Cartoons In The Economist    $35.00 

The Death Penalty As Torture        $20.00 

Emancipation – The Union Army . . . (Signed By Author)                $35.00 

Ex Parte Merryman: Two Commemorations                  $15.00 

Failure To Flourish                     $30.00 

The Fall Of The House Of Speyer                   $35.00 

51 Imperfect Solutions         $20.00 

The Ghosts Of Johns Hopkins (Signed By Author)                 $20.00 

Great American Law Reviews (3 Volume Set)               $300.00 

Holding Fast To Dreams                    $25.00 

I’m Not Really Guilty                     $25.00 

Lincoln On Law, Leadership, And Life (Signed By Author)     $12.50                                                         

The Lost Indictment Of Robert E. Lee (Signed By Author)     $20.00     

Louis D. Brandeis          $35.00    

Louis D. Brandeis: American Prophet       $20.00       

The Making Of Africa America        $25.00 

Mencken: The Days Trilogy         $30.00 

Mencken’s Prejudices Debunked        $20.00 

Military Law And Precedents         $75.00 

Odessa: Architecture – Monuments        $35.00       

The Order Of The Coif         $95.00 

“Our Little Monitor”: The Greatest Invention Of The Civil War (Signed By Author) $25.00 

Prohibition In Maryland: A Collection Of Documents     $15.00 

The Promise And The Dream         $30.00 

Reason And Imagination: The Selected Correspondence of Learned Hand   $35.00 

The Secret Life Of Lady Liberty        $20.00 

The Spirit Of The Common Law And Other Writings              $150.00 

Telemachus           $20.00 
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LADY HALE AND LORD REED GIVING THE JUDGMENT OF THE COURT:  

 

1. It is important to emphasise that the issue in these appeals is not when and on what terms the 

United Kingdom is to leave the European Union. The issue is whether the advice given by the 

Prime Minister to Her Majesty the Queen on 27th or 28th August 2019 that Parliament should be 

prorogued from a date between 9th and 12th September until 14th October was lawful. It arises 

in circumstances which have never arisen before and are unlikely ever to arise again. It is a “one 

off”. But our law is used to rising to such challenges and supplies us with the legal tools to 

enable us to reason to a solution. 

 

What is prorogation?  

 

2. Parliamentary sittings are normally divided into sessions, usually lasting for about a year, but 

sometimes less and sometimes, as with the current session, much longer. Prorogation of 

Parliament brings the current session to an end. The next session begins, usually a short time 

later, with the Queen’s Speech. While Parliament is prorogued, neither House can meet, debate 

and pass legislation. Neither House can debate Government policy. Nor may members of either 

House ask written or oral questions of Ministers. They may not meet and take evidence in 



committees. In general, Bills which have not yet completed all their stages are lost and will have 

to start again from scratch in the next session of Parliament. In certain circumstances, individual 

Bills may be “carried over” into the next session and pick up where they left off. The 

Government remains in office and can exercise its powers to make delegated legislation and 

bring it into force. It may also exercise all the other powers which the law permits. It cannot 

procure the passing of Acts of Parliament or obtain Parliamentary approval for further spending. 

 

3. Parliament does not decide when it should be prorogued. This is a prerogative power exercised 

by the Crown on the advice of the Privy Council. In practice, as noted in the House of Commons 

Library Briefing Paper (No 8589, 11th June 2019), “this process has been a formality in the UK 

for more than a century: the Government of the day advises the Crown to prorogue and that 

request is acquiesced to”. In theory the monarch could attend Parliament and make the 

proclamation proroguing it in person, but the last monarch to do this was Queen Victoria in 

1854. Under current practice, a proclamation is made by Order in Council a few days before the 

actual prorogation, specifying a range of days within which Parliament may be prorogued and 

the date on which the prorogation would end. The Lord Chancellor prepares a commission under 

the great seal instructing the Commissioners accordingly. On the day chosen for the prorogation, 

the Commissioners enter the House of Lords; the House of Commons is summoned; the 

command of the monarch appointing the Commission is read; and Parliament is formally 

prorogued. 

 

4. Prorogation must be distinguished from the dissolution of Parliament. The dissolution of 

Parliament brings the current Parliament to an end. Members of the House of Commons cease to 

be Members of Parliament. A general election is then held to elect a new House of Commons. 

The Government remains in office but there are conventional constraints on what it can do 

during that period. These days, dissolution is usually preceded by a short period of prorogation.  

 

5. Dissolution used also to be a prerogative power of the Crown but is now governed by the 

Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011. This provides for general elections to be held every five years 

and for an earlier election to be held in only two circumstances: either the House of Commons 

votes, by a majority of at least two-thirds of the number of seats (including vacant seats) in the 

House, to hold an early election; or the House of Commons votes that it has no confidence in Her 

Majesty’s Government and no-one is able to form a Government in which the House does have 

confidence within 14 days. Parliament is dissolved 25 days before polling day and cannot 

otherwise be dissolved. The Act expressly provides that it does not affect Her Majesty’s power to 

prorogue Parliament (section 6(1)). 

 

6. Prorogation must also be distinguished from the House adjourning or going into recess. This is 

decided, not by the Crown acting on the advice of the Prime Minister, but by each House passing 

a motion to that effect. The Houses might go into recess at different times from one another. In 

the House of Commons, the motion is moved by the Prime Minister. In the House of Lords, it is 

moved by the Lord Speaker. During a recess, the House does not sit but Parliamentary business 

can otherwise continue as usual. Committees may meet, written Parliamentary questions can be 

asked and must be answered.  

 

The run-up to this prorogation  



 

7. As everyone knows, a referendum was held (pursuant to the European Union Referendum Act 

2015) on 23rd June 2016. The majority of those voting voted to leave the European Union. 

Technically, the result was not legally binding. But the Government had pledged to honour the 

result and it has since been treated as politically and democratically binding. Successive 

Governments and Parliament have acted on that basis. Immediately after the referendum, Mr 

David Cameron resigned as Prime Minister. Mrs Theresa May was chosen as leader of the 

Conservative party and took his place. 

 

8. The machinery for leaving the European Union is contained in article 50 of the Treaty on 

European Union. This provides that any member state may decide to withdraw from the Union 

“in accordance with its own constitutional requirements”. That member state is to notify the 

European Council of its intention. The Union must then negotiate and conclude an agreement 

with that member state, “setting out the arrangements for its withdrawal, taking account of the 

framework for its future relationship with the Union”. The European Union treaties will cease to 

apply to that state when the withdrawal agreement comes into force or, failing that, two years 

after the notification unless the European Council, in agreement with the member state, 

unanimously decides to extend this period.  

 

9. On 2nd October 2016, Mrs May announced her intention to give notice under article 50 before 

the end of March 2017. Mrs Gina Miller and others challenged her power to do so without the 

authority of an Act of Parliament. That challenge succeeded: R (Miller) v Secretary of State for 

Exiting the European Union [2017] UKSC 5; [2018] AC 61. Parliament responded by passing 

the European Union (Notification of Withdrawal) Act 2017, which received royal assent on 16th 

March 2017 and authorised the Prime Minister to give the notification. Mrs May did so on 29th 

March 2017. 

 

10. That Parliament was dissolved on 3rd May 2017 and a general election was held on 8th June 

2017. The result was that Mrs May no longer had an overall majority in the House of Commons, 

but she was able to form a Government because of a “confidence and supply” agreement with the 

Democratic Unionist Party of Northern Ireland. Negotiations for a withdrawal agreement with 

the European Council proceeded.  

 

11. Meanwhile, Parliament proceeded with some of the legislative steps needed to prepare 

United Kingdom law for leaving the Union. The European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 came 

into force on 26th June 2018. In brief, it defined “exit day” as 29th March 2019, but this could be 

extended by statutory instrument (section 20). From that day, it repealed the European 

Communities Act 1972, the Act which had provided for our entry into what became the 

European Union, but it preserved much of the existing EU law as the law of the United 

Kingdom, with provision for exceptions and modifications to be made by delegated legislation. 

Crucially, section 13 requires Parliamentary approval of any withdrawal agreement reached by 

the Government. In summary it provides that a withdrawal agreement may only be ratified if (a) 

a Minister of the Crown has laid before Parliament a statement that political agreement has been 

reached, a copy of the negotiated withdrawal agreement and a copy of the framework for the 

future relationship; (b) the House of Commons has approved the withdrawal agreement and 

future framework; (c) the House of Lords has, in effect, taken note of them both; and (d) an Act 



of Parliament has been passed which contains provision for the implementation of the 

withdrawal agreement. 

 

12. A withdrawal agreement, setting out terms for a “smooth and orderly exit from the European 

Union” and a political declaration, setting out a framework for the future relationship, to be 

negotiated by the end of 2020, were concluded on 25th November 2018. However, the 

agreement was rejected three times by the House of Commons, on 15th January 2019 (by 432 to 

202 votes), on 12th March 2019 (by 391 to 242 votes) and on 29th March 2019 (by 344 to 286 

votes).  

 

13. On 20th March 2019, the Prime Minister had asked the European Council to extend the 

notification period. This was granted only until 12th April 2019. However, on 8th April 2019, 

the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2019 was passed. This required a Minister of the Crown 

to move a motion, that day or the next, that the House of Commons agrees to the Prime Minister 

seeking an extension to a specified date and, if the motion was passed, required the Prime 

Minister to seek that extension. Pursuant to that Act, the Prime Minister sought an extension, 

which on 10th April 2019 was granted until 31st October 2019. The regulation changing the 

“exit day” was made the next day (European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 (Exit Day) 

(Amendment No 2) Regulations 2019 (SI 2019/859)). Thus the current position, under both 

article 50 of the Treaty on European Union and the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 is 

that the United Kingdom will leave the Union on 31st October 2019 whether or not there is a 

withdrawal agreement (but this is now subject to the European Union (Withdrawal) (No 2) Act 

2019: see para 22 below).  

 

14. Mrs May resigned as leader of the Conservative party on 7th June 2019 and stood down as 

Prime Minister on 24th July, after the Conservative party had chosen Mr Boris Johnson as its 

leader. Mr Johnson has on many occasions made it clear that he believes that the European 

Council will only agree to changes in the withdrawal agreement if they think that there is a 

genuine risk that the United Kingdom will leave without any such agreement. He appointed Mr 

Michael Gove Cabinet Office Minister with a view to preparing for a “no deal” exit. Yet it was 

also clear that a majority of the House of Commons would not support withdrawal without an 

agreement. 

 

This prorogation  

 

15. On 28th August 2019, Mr Jacob Rees-Mogg, Lord President of the (Privy)Council and 

Leader of the House of Commons, Baroness Evans of Bowes Park, Leader of the House of 

Lords, and Mr Mark Spencer, Chief Whip, attended a meeting of the Privy Council held by the 

Queen at Balmoral Castle. An Order in Council was made ordering that “the Parliament be 

prorogued on a day no earlier than Monday the 9th day of September and no later than Thursday 

the 12th day of September 2019 to Monday the 14th day of October 2019” and that the Lord 

Chancellor “do cause a Commission to be prepared and issued in the usual manner for 

proroguing the Parliament accordingly”. We know that in approving the prorogation, Her 

Majesty was acting on the advice of the Prime Minister. We do not know what conversation 

passed between them when he gave her that advice. We do not know what conversation, if any, 



passed between the assembled Privy Counsellors before or after the meeting. We do not know 

what the Queen was told and cannot draw any conclusions about it. 

 

16. We do know the contents of three documents leading up to that advice, annexed to a witness 

statement from Jonathan Jones, Treasury Solicitor and Head of the Government Legal 

Department. His evidence is that his department had made clear to all relevant departments, 

including the Prime Minister’s Office, the requirement to make thorough searches for and to 

produce all information relevant to Mrs Miller’s claim.  

 

17. The first document is a Memorandum dated 15th August 2019 from Nikki da Costa, Director 

of Legislative Affairs in the Prime Minister’s Office, to the Prime Minister and copied to seven 

other people, including Sir Mark Sedwill, Cabinet Secretary, and Dominic Cummings, Special 

Adviser. The key points made in the Memorandum are: 

 

• This had the longest session since records began. Because of this, they were at the very end of 

the legislative programme of the previous administration. Commons and Lords business 

managers were asking for new Bills to ensure that Parliament was using its time gainfully. But if 

new Bills were introduced, the session would have to continue for another four to six months, or 

the Bills would fall at the end of the session.  

 

• Choosing when to end the session - ie prorogue - was a balance between “wash up” - 

completing the Bills which were close to Royal Assent - and “not wasting time that could be 

used for new measures in a fresh session”. There were very few Bills suitable for “wash-up”, so 

this pointed to bringing the session to a close in September. Asking for prorogation to commence 

within the period 9th to 12th September was recommended.  

 

• To start the new session with a Queen’s Speech would be achievable in the week beginning 

14th October but any earlier “is extremely pressured”.  

 

• Politically, it was essential that Parliament was sitting before and after the EU Council meeting 

(which is scheduled for 17th - 18th October). If the Queen’s Speech were on 14th October, the 

usual six-day debate would culminate in key votes on 21st and 22nd October. Parliament would 

have the opportunity to debate the Government’s overall approach to Brexit in the run up to the 

EU Council and then vote on it once the outcome of the Council was known.  

 

• It must be recognised that “prorogation, on its own and separate of a Queen’s Speech, has been 

portrayed as a potential tool to prevent MPs intervening prior to the UK’s departure from the EU 

on 31st October”. The dates proposed sought to provide reassurance by ensuring that Parliament 

would sit for three weeks before exit and that a maximum of seven days were lost apart from the 

time usually set aside for the conference recess.  

 

• The usual length of a prorogation was under ten days, though there had been longer ones. The 

present proposal would mean that Parliament stood prorogued for up to 34 calendar days but, 

given the conference recess, the number of sitting days lost would be far less than that.  

 



• The Prime Minister ticked “Yes” to the recommendation that his PPS approach the Palace with 

a request for prorogation to begin within the period Monday 9th September to Thursday 12th 

September and for a Queen’s Speech on Monday 14th October. 

 

18. The second document is the Prime Minister’s handwritten comments on the Memorandum, 

dated 16th August. They read:  

 

“(1) The whole September session is a rigmarole introduced [words redacted] t [sic] show the 

public that MPs were earning their crust.  

 

(2) So I don’t see anything especially shocking about this prorogation.  

(3) As Nikki nots [sic], it is OVER THE CONFERENCE SEASON so that the sitting days lost 

are actually very few.” 

 

19. The third document is another Memorandum from Nikki da Costa, dated 23rd August, again 

to the Prime Minister and copied to five people, including Sir Mark Sedwill and Dominic 

Cummings. This sets out the proposed arrangements, including a telephone call between the 

Prime Minister and Her Majesty at 6.00 pm on Tuesday 27th August, formally to advise 

prorogation, the Privy Council meeting the next day, a cabinet meeting by conference call after 

that, and a press notice after that. Draft remarks for the Cabinet meeting and a draft letter to MPs 

(approved by the Chief Whip) were annexed. 

 

20. We also have the Minutes of the Cabinet meeting held by conference call at 10.05 am on 

Wednesday 28th August, after the advice had been given. The Prime Minister explained that it 

was important that they were “brought up to speed” on the decisions which had been taken. It 

was also “important to emphasise that this decision to prorogue Parliament for a Queen’s Speech 

was not driven by Brexit considerations: it was about pursuing an exciting and dynamic 

legislative programme to take forward the Government’s agenda”. He also explained that the 

timetable did not conflict with the statutory responsibilities under the Northern Ireland 

(Executive Formation etc) Act 2019 (as it happens, the timetable for Parliamentary sittings laid 

down in section 3 of that Act requires that Parliament sit on 9th September and, on one 

interpretation, no later than 14th October). He acknowledged that the new timetable would 

impact on the sitting days available to pass the Northern Ireland Budget Bill and “potentially put 

at risk the ability to pass the necessary legislation relating to decision-making powers in a no 

deal scenario”. In discussion at the Cabinet meeting, among the points made was that “any 

messaging should emphasise that the plan for a Queen’s Speech was not intended to reduce 

parliamentary scrutiny or minimise Parliament’s opportunity to make clear its views on Brexit. 

… Any suggestion that the Government was using this as a tactic to frustrate Parliament should 

be rebutted.” In conclusion, the Prime Minister said that “there were no plans for an early 

General Election. This would not be right for the British people: they had faced an awful lot of 

electoral events in recent years”. 

 

21. That same day, the Prime Minister sent a letter to all MPs updating them on the 

Government’s plans for its business in Parliament, stressing his intention to “bring forward a 

new bold and ambitious domestic legislative agenda for the renewal of our country after Brexit”.  

 



22. On 3rd September Parliament returned from its summer recess. The House of Commons 

passed a motion that MPs should take control of the order paper - in other words decide for 

themselves what business they would transact. On 4th September what became the European 

Union (Withdrawal) (No 2) Act 2019 passed all its stages in the House of Commons. On 6th 

September the House of Lords suspended its usual rules so that the Bill could be passed. It 

received Royal Assent on Monday 9th September. The import of the Act is to require the Prime 

Minister on 19th October to seek, by a letter in the form scheduled to the Act, an extension of 

three months from the European Council, unless by then Parliament has either approved a 

withdrawal agreement or approved leaving without one. 

 

These proceedings  

 

23. Meanwhile, on 30th July 2019, prompted by the suggestion made in academic writings in 

April and also by some backbench MPs, and not denied by members of the Government, that 

Parliament might be prorogued so as to avoid further debate in the run-up to exit day, a cross 

party group of 75 MPs and members of the House of Lords, together with one QC, had launched 

a petition in the Court of Session in Scotland claiming that such a prorogation would be unlawful 

and seeking a declaration to that effect and an interdict to prevent it. This was met by averments 

that the petition was hypothetical and premature and that there was no reasonable or even 

hypothetical apprehension that the UK Government intended to advise the Queen to prorogue the 

Westminster Parliament with the intention of denying before Exit Day any further Parliamentary 

consideration of withdrawal from the Union. This denial was repeated in revised Answers dated 

23rd and 27th August. On 27th August the Petition was amended to claim that it would be 

unlawful to prorogue Parliament with the intention to deny “sufficient time for proper 

consideration” of withdrawal. On 2nd September, the Answers were amended to deny that there 

was any reasonable apprehension of that.  

 

24. On 30th August, the Lord Ordinary, Lord Doherty, refused an application for an interim 

interdict to prevent the now very far from hypothetical prorogation and set the date of 3rd 

September for the substantive hearing: [2019] CSOH 68. On 4th September, he refused the 

petition, on the ground that the issue was not justiciable in a court of law: [2019] CSOH 70. The 

Inner House (Lord Carloway, Lord President, Lord Brodie and Lord Drummond Young) heard 

the appeal later that week, delivered their decision with a summary of their reasons on 11th 

September, and their full judgments were published on Friday, 13th September: [2019] CSIH 49. 

They allowed the appeal, holding that the advice given to Her Majesty was justiciable, that it was 

motivated by the improper purpose of stymying Parliamentary scrutiny of the executive, and that 

it and the prorogation which followed it were unlawful and thus null and of no effect. They gave 

permission to appeal to this court. 

 

25. Meanwhile, as soon as the prorogation was announced, Mrs Gina Miller launched 

proceedings in the High Court in England and Wales, seeking a declaration that the Prime 

Minister’s advice to her Majesty was unlawful. Those proceedings were heard by a Divisional 

Court (Lord Burnett of Maldon, Lord Chief Justice of England and Wales, Sir Terence Etherton, 

Master of the Rolls, and Dame Victoria Sharp, President of the Queen’s Bench Division) on 5th 

September and their judgment was delivered on 11th September: [2019] EWHC 2381 (QB). 



They dismissed the claim on the ground that the issue was not justiciable. They granted a “leap-

frog” certificate so that the case could come directly to this court. 

 

26. This Court heard the appeals in Cherry and in Miller over 17th to 19th September. In 

addition to the written and oral submissions of the principal parties, we had written and oral 

submissions from the Lord Advocate, for the Scottish Government; from the Counsel General for 

Wales, for the Welsh Government; from Mr Raymond McCord, who has brought proceedings in 

Northern Ireland raising various issues relating to Brexit, but has not been permitted to proceed 

to challenge the lawfulness of the prorogation given that the Scottish and English challenges 

were already well-advanced; and from Sir John Major, a former Prime Minister with first-hand 

experience of prorogation. We have also received written submissions from Baroness 

Chakrabarti, shadow Attorney General, for Her Majesty’s Opposition, and from the Public Law 

Project. We are grateful to everyone for the speed with which they have produced their 

submissions and all the other documents in the case. In view of the grave constitutional 

importance of the matter, and the disagreement between the courts in England and Wales and 

Scotland, we convened a panel of 11 Justices, the maximum number of serving Justices who are 

permitted to sit.  

 

27. Both cases raise the same four issues, although there is some overlap between the  

issues:  

 

(1) Is the question of whether the Prime Minister’s advice to the Queen was lawful 

justiciable in a court of law?  

 

(2) If it is, by what standard is its lawfulness to be judged?  

 

(3) By that standard, was it lawful?  

 

(4) If it was not, what remedy should the court grant?  

 

Is the question of whether the Prime Minister’s advice to the Queen was lawful justiciable in a 

court of law? 

 

28. Counsel for the Prime Minister in the Miller proceedings, and the Advocate General as 

representing the United Kingdom Government in the Cherry proceedings, have argued that the 

court should decline to consider the challenges with which these appeals are concerned, on the 

basis that they do not raise any legal question on which the courts can properly adjudicate: that is 

to say, that the matters raised are not justiciable. Instead of the Prime Minister’s advice to Her 

Majesty being reviewable by the courts, they argue that he is accountable only to Parliament. 

They conclude that the courts should not enter the political arena but should respect the 

separation of powers. 

 

29. As we have explained, that argument was rejected by the Inner House in the Cherry 

proceedings, but was accepted by the Divisional Court in the Miller proceedings. In the view of 

the Divisional Court, the Prime Minister’s decision that Parliament should be prorogued at the 



time and for the duration chosen, and his advice to Her Majesty to that effect, were inherently 

political in nature, and there were no legal standards against which to judge their legitimacy.  

 

30. Before considering the question of justiciability, there are four points that we should make 

clear at the outset. First, the power to order the prorogation of Parliament is a prerogative power: 

that is to say, a power recognised by the common law and exercised by the Crown, in this 

instance by the sovereign in person, acting on advice, in accordance with modern constitutional 

practice. It is not suggested in these appeals that Her Majesty was other than obliged by 

constitutional convention to accept that advice. In the circumstances, we express no view on that 

matter. That situation does, however, place on the Prime Minister a constitutional responsibility, 

as the only person with power to do so, to have regard to all relevant interests, including the 

interests of Parliament.  

 

31. Secondly, although the courts cannot decide political questions, the fact that a legal dispute 

concerns the conduct of politicians, or arises from a matter of political controversy, has never 

been sufficient reason for the courts to refuse to consider it. As the Divisional Court observed in 

para 47 of its judgment, almost all important decisions made by the executive have a political 

hue to them. Nevertheless, the courts have exercised a supervisory jurisdiction over the decisions 

of the executive for centuries. Many if not most of the constitutional cases in our legal history 

have been concerned with politics in that sense. 

 

32. Two examples will suffice to illustrate the point. The 17th century was a period of turmoil 

over the relationship between the Stuart kings and Parliament, which culminated in civil war. 

That political controversy did not deter the courts from holding, in the Case of Proclamations 

(1611) 12 Co Rep 74, that an attempt to alter the law of the land by the use of the Crown’s 

prerogative powers was unlawful. The court concluded at p 76 that “the King hath no 

prerogative, but that which the law of the land allows him”, indicating that the limits of 

prerogative powers were set by law and were determined by the courts. The later 18th century 

was another troubled period in our political history, when the Government was greatly concerned 

about seditious publications. That did not deter the courts from holding, in Entick v Carrington 

(1765) 19 State Tr 1029; 2 Wils KB 275, that the Secretary of State could not order searches of 

private property without authority conferred by an Act of Parliament or the common law.  

 

33. Thirdly, the Prime Minister’s accountability to Parliament does not in itself justify the 

conclusion that the courts have no legitimate role to play. That is so for two reasons. The first is 

that the effect of prorogation is to prevent the operation of ministerial accountability to 

Parliament during the period when Parliament stands prorogued. Indeed, if Parliament were to be 

prorogued with immediate effect, there would be no possibility of the Prime Minister’s being 

held accountable by Parliament until after a new session of Parliament had commenced, by 

which time the Government’s purpose in having Parliament prorogued might have been 

accomplished. In such circumstances, the most that Parliament could do would amount to closing 

the stable door after the horse had bolted. The second reason is that the courts have a duty to give 

effect to the law, irrespective of the minister’s political accountability to Parliament. The fact 

that the minister is politically accountable to Parliament does not mean that he is therefore 

immune from legal accountability to the courts. As Lord Lloyd of Berwick stated in the Fire 



Brigades Union case (R v Secretary of State for the Home Department, Ex p Fire Brigades 

Union [1995] 2 AC 513, 572-573): 

 

“No court would ever depreciate or call in question ministerial responsibility to 

Parliament. But as Professor Sir William Wade points out in Wade and Forsyth, 

Administrative Law, 7th ed (1994), p 34, ministerial responsibility is no substitute for 

judicial review. In R v Inland Revenue Comrs, Ex p National Federation of Self-

Employed and Small Businesses Ltd [1982] AC 617, 644 Lord Diplock said:  

 

‘It is not, in my view, a sufficient answer to say that judicial review of the actions 

of officers or departments of central government is unnecessary because they are 

accountable to Parliament for the way in which they carry out their functions. 

They are accountable to Parliament for what they do so far as regards efficiency 

and policy, and of that Parliament is the only judge; they are responsible to a court 

of justice for the lawfulness of what they do, and of that the court is the only 

judge.’” 

 

34. Fourthly, if the issue before the court is justiciable, deciding it will not offend against the 

separation of powers. As we have just indicated, the court will be performing its proper function 

under our constitution. Indeed, by ensuring that the Government does not use the power of 

prorogation unlawfully with the effect of preventing Parliament from carrying out its proper 

functions, the court will be giving effect to the separation of powers. 

 

35. Having made those introductory points, we turn to the question whether the issue raised by 

these appeals is justiciable. How is that question to be answered? In the case of prerogative 

powers, it is necessary to distinguish between two different issues. The first is whether a 

prerogative power exists, and if it does exist, its extent. The second is whether, granted that a 

prerogative power exists, and that it has been exercised within its limits, the exercise of the 

power is open to legal challenge on some other basis. The first of these issues undoubtedly lies 

within the jurisdiction of the courts and is justiciable, as all the parties to these proceedings 

accept. If authority is required, it can be found in the decision of the House of Lords in the case 

of Council of Civil Service Unions v Minister for the Civil Service [1985] AC 374. The second of 

these issues, on the other hand, may raise questions of justiciability. The question then is not 

whether the power exists, or whether a purported exercise of the power was beyond its legal 

limits, but whether its exercise within its legal limits is challengeable in the courts on the basis of 

one or more of the recognised grounds of judicial review. In the Council of Civil Service Unions 

case, the House of Lords concluded that the answer to that question would depend on the nature 

and subject matter of the particular prerogative power being exercised. In that regard, Lord 

Roskill mentioned at p 418 the dissolution of Parliament as one of a number of powers whose 

exercise was in his view non-justiciable. 

 

36. Counsel for the Prime Minister rely on that dictum in the present case, since the dissolution 

of Parliament under the prerogative, as was possible until the enactment of the Fixed-term 

Parliaments Act 2011, is in their submission analogous to prorogation. They submit that 

prorogation is in any event another example of what Lord Roskill described as “excluded 

categories”, and refer to later authority which treated questions of “high policy” as forming 



another such category (R v Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, Ex p 

Everett [1989] QB 811, 820). The court has heard careful and detailed submissions on this area 

of the law, and has been referred to many authorities. It is, however, important to understand that 

this argument only arises if the issue in these proceedings is properly characterised as one 

concerning the lawfulness of the exercise of a prerogative power within its lawful limits, rather 

than as one concerning the lawful limits of the power and whether they have been exceeded. As 

we have explained, no question of justiciability, whether by reason of subject matter or 

otherwise, can arise in relation to whether the law recognises the existence of a prerogative 

power, or in relation to its legal limits. Those are by definition questions of law. Under the 

separation of powers, it is the function of the courts to determine them.  

 

37. Before reaching a conclusion as to justiciability, the court therefore has to determine whether 

the present case requires it to determine where a legal limit lies in relation to the power to 

prorogue Parliament, and whether the Prime Minister’s advice trespassed beyond that limit, or 

whether the present case concerns the lawfulness of a particular exercise of the power within its 

legal limits. That question is closely related to the identification of the standard by reference to 

which the lawfulness of the Prime Minister’s advice is to be judged. It is to that matter that we 

turn next. 

 

By what standard is the lawfulness of the advice to be judged?  

 

38. In principle, if not always in practice, it is relatively straightforward to determine the limits 

of a statutory power, since the power is defined by the text of the statute. Since a prerogative 

power is not constituted by any document, determining its limits is less straightforward. 

Nevertheless, every prerogative power has its limits, and it is the function of the court to 

determine, when necessary, where they lie. Since the power is recognised by the common law, 

and has to be compatible with common law principles, those principles may illuminate where its 

boundaries lie. In particular, the boundaries of a prerogative power relating to the operation of 

Parliament are likely to be illuminated, and indeed determined, by the fundamental principles of 

our constitutional law.  

 

39. Although the United Kingdom does not have a single document entitled “The Constitution”, 

it nevertheless possesses a Constitution, established over the course of our history by common 

law, statutes, conventions and practice. Since it has not been codified, it has developed 

pragmatically, and remains sufficiently flexible to be capable of further development. 

Nevertheless, it includes numerous principles of law, which are enforceable by the courts in the 

same way as other legal principles. In giving them effect, the courts have the responsibility of 

upholding the values and principles of our constitution and making them effective. It is their 

particular responsibility to determine the legal limits of the powers conferred on each branch of 

government, and to decide whether any exercise of power has transgressed those limits. The 

courts cannot shirk that responsibility merely on the ground that the question raised is political in 

tone or context. 

 

40. The legal principles of the constitution are not confined to statutory rules, but include 

constitutional principles developed by the common law. We have already given two examples of 

such principles, namely that the law of the land cannot be altered except by or in accordance with 



an Act of Parliament, and that the Government cannot search private premises without lawful 

authority. Many more examples could be given. Such principles are not confined to the 

protection of individual rights, but include principles concerning the conduct of public bodies 

and the relationships between them. For example, they include the principle that justice must be 

administered in public (Scott v Scott [1913] AC 417), and the principle of the separation of 

powers between the executive, Parliament and the courts (Ex p Fire Brigades Union, pp 567-

568). In their application to the exercise of governmental powers, constitutional principles do not 

apply only to powers conferred by statute, but also extend to prerogative powers. For example, 

they include the principle that the executive cannot exercise prerogative powers so as to deprive 

people of their property without the payment of compensation (Burmah Oil Co Ltd v Lord 

Advocate [1965] AC 75). 

 

41. Two fundamental principles of our constitutional law are relevant to the present case. The 

first is the principle of Parliamentary sovereignty: that laws enacted by the Crown in Parliament 

are the supreme form of law in our legal system, with which everyone, including the 

Government, must comply. However, the effect which the courts have given to Parliamentary 

sovereignty is not confined to recognising the status of the legislation enacted by the Crown in 

Parliament as our highest form of law. Time and again, in a series of cases since the 17th 

century, the courts have protected Parliamentary sovereignty from threats posed to it by the use 

of prerogative powers, and in doing so have demonstrated that prerogative powers are limited by 

the principle of Parliamentary sovereignty. To give only a few examples, in the Case of 

Proclamations the court protected Parliamentary sovereignty directly, by holding that 

prerogative powers could not be used to alter the law of the land. Three centuries later, in the 

case of Attorney General v De Keyser’s Royal Hotel Ltd [1920] AC 508, the court prevented the 

Government of the day from seeking by indirect means to bypass Parliament, in circumventing a 

statute through the use of the prerogative. More recently, in the Fire Brigades Union case, the 

court again prevented the Government from rendering a statute nugatory through recourse to the 

prerogative, and was not deflected by the fact that the Government had failed to bring the statute 

into effect. As Lord Browne-Wilkinson observed in that case at p 552, “the constitutional history 

of this country is the history of the prerogative powers of the Crown being made subject to the 

overriding powers of the democratically elected legislature as the sovereign body”.  

 

42. The sovereignty of Parliament would, however, be undermined as the foundational principle 

of our constitution if the executive could, through the use of the prerogative, prevent Parliament 

from exercising its legislative authority for as long as it pleased. That, however, would be the 

position if there was no legal limit upon the power to prorogue Parliament (subject to a few 

exceptional circumstances in which, under statute, Parliament can meet while it stands 

prorogued). An unlimited power of prorogation would therefore be incompatible with the legal 

principle of Parliamentary sovereignty. 

 

43. In our view, it is no answer to these points to say, as counsel for the Prime Minister argued, 

that the court should decline to consider extreme hypothetical examples. The court has to address 

the argument of counsel for the Prime Minister that there are no circumstances whatsoever in 

which it would be entitled to review a decision that Parliament should be prorogued (or 

ministerial advice to that effect). In addressing that argument, it is perfectly appropriate, and 

necessary, to consider its implications. Nor is it any answer to say that there are practical 



constraints on the length of time for which Parliament might stand prorogued, since the 

Government would eventually need to raise money in order to fund public services, and would 

for that purpose require Parliamentary authority, and would also require annual legislation to 

maintain a standing army. Those practical constraints offer scant reassurance. 

 

44. It must therefore follow, as a concomitant of Parliamentary sovereignty, that the power to 

prorogue cannot be unlimited. Statutory requirements as to sittings of Parliament have indeed 

been enacted from time to time, for example by the Statute of 1362 (36 Edward III c 10), the 

Triennial Acts of 1640 and 1664, the Bill of Rights 1688, the Scottish Claim of Right 1689, the 

Meeting of Parliament Act 1694, and most recently the Northern Ireland (Executive Formation 

etc) Act 2019, section 3. Their existence confirms the necessity of a legal limit on the power to 

prorogue, but they do not address the situation with which the present appeals are concerned.  

 

45. On the other hand, Parliament does not remain permanently in session, and itis undoubtedly 

lawful to prorogue Parliament notwithstanding the fact that, so long as it stands prorogued, 

Parliament cannot enact laws. In modern practice, Parliament is normally prorogued for only a 

short time. There can be no question of such a prorogation being incompatible with 

Parliamentary sovereignty: its effect on Parliament’s ability to exercise its legislative powers is 

relatively minor and uncontroversial. How, then, is the limit upon the power to prorogue to be 

defined, so as to make it compatible with the principle of Parliamentary sovereignty?  

 

46. The same question arises in relation to a second constitutional principle, that of 

Parliamentary accountability, described by Lord Carnwath in his judgment in the first Miller case 

as no less fundamental to our constitution than Parliamentary sovereignty (R (Miller) v Secretary 

of State for Exiting the European Union [2017] UKSC 5; [2018] AC 61, para 249). As Lord 

Bingham of Cornhill said in the case of Bobb v Manning [2006] UKPC 22, para 13, “the conduct 

of government by a Prime Minister and Cabinet collectively responsible and accountable to 

Parliament lies at the heart of Westminster democracy”. Ministers are accountable to Parliament 

through such mechanisms as their duty to answer Parliamentary questions and to appear before 

Parliamentary committees, and through Parliamentary scrutiny of the delegated legislation which 

ministers make. By these means, the policies of the executive are subjected to consideration by 

the representatives of the electorate, the executive is required to report, explain and defend its 

actions, and citizens are protected from the arbitrary exercise of executive power. 

 

47. The principle of Parliamentary accountability has been invoked time and again throughout 

the development of our constitutional and administrative law, as a justification for judicial 

restraint as part of a constitutional separation of powers (see, for example, R v Secretary of State 

for the Environment, Ex p Nottinghamshire County Council [1986] AC 240, 250), and as an 

explanation for non-justiciability (Mohammed (Serdar) v Ministry of Defence [2017] UKSC 1; 

[2017] AC 649, para 57). It was also an animating principle of some of the statutes mentioned in 

para 44, as appears from their references to the redress of grievances. As we have mentioned, its 

importance as a fundamental constitutional principle has also been recognised by the courts. 

 

48. That principle is not placed in jeopardy if Parliament stands prorogued forthe short period 

which is customary, and as we have explained, Parliament does not in any event expect to be in 

permanent session. But the longer that Parliament stands prorogued, the greater the risk that 



responsible government may be replaced by unaccountable government: the antithesis of the 

democratic model. So the same question arises as in relation to Parliamentary sovereignty: what 

is the legal limit upon the power to prorogue which makes it compatible with the ability of 

Parliament to carry out its constitutional functions?  

 

49. In answering that question, it is of some assistance to consider how the courts have dealt with 

situations where the exercise of a power conferred by statute, rather than one arising under the 

prerogative, was liable to affect the operation of a constitutional principle. The approach which 

they have adopted has concentrated on the effect of the exercise of the power upon the operation 

of the relevant constitutional principle. Unless the terms of the statute indicate a contrary 

intention, the courts have set a limit to the lawful exercise of the power by holding that the extent 

to which the measure impedes or frustrates the operation of the relevant principle must have a 

reasonable justification. That approach can be seen, for example, in R (UNISON) v Lord 

Chancellor [2017] UKSC 51; [2017] 3 WLR 409, paras 80-82 and 88-89, where earlier 

authorities were discussed. A prerogative power is, of course, different from a statutory power: 

since it is not derived from statute, its limitations cannot be derived from a process of statutory 

interpretation. However, a prerogative power is only effective to the extent that it is recognised 

by the common law: as was said in the Case of Proclamations, “the King hath no prerogative, 

but that which the law of the land allows him”. A prerogative power is therefore limited by 

statute and the common law, including, in the present context, the constitutional principles with 

which it would otherwise conflict. 

 

50. For the purposes of the present case, therefore, the relevant limit upon the power to prorogue 

can be expressed in this way: that a decision to prorogue Parliament (or to advise the monarch to 

prorogue Parliament) will be unlawful if the prorogation has the effect of frustrating or 

preventing, without reasonable justification, the ability of Parliament to carry out its 

constitutional functions as a legislature and as the body responsible for the supervision of the 

executive. In such a situation, the court will intervene if the effect is sufficiently serious to justify 

such an exceptional course.  

 

51. That standard is one that can be applied in practice. The extent to which prorogation 

frustrates or prevents Parliament’s ability to perform its legislative functions and its supervision 

of the executive is a question of fact which presents no greater difficulty than many other 

questions of fact which are routinely decided by the courts. The court then has to decide whether 

the Prime Minister’s explanation for advising that Parliament should be prorogued is a 

reasonable justification for a prorogation having those effects. The Prime Minister’s wish to end 

one session of Parliament and to begin another will normally be enough in itself to justify the 

short period of prorogation which has been normal in modern practice. It could only be in 

unusual circumstances that any further justification might be necessary. Even in such a case, 

when considering the justification put forward, the court would have to bear in mind that the 

decision whether to advise the monarch to prorogue Parliament falls within the area of 

responsibility of the Prime Minister, and that it may in some circumstances involve a range of 

considerations, including matters of political judgment. The court would therefore have to 

consider any justification that might be advanced with sensitivity to the responsibilities and 

experience of the Prime Minister, and with a corresponding degree of caution. Nevertheless, it is 

the court’s responsibility to determine whether the Prime Minster has remained within the legal 



limits of the power. If not, the final question will be whether the consequences are sufficiently 

serious to call for the court’s intervention.  

 

Conclusions on justiciability 

 

52. Returning, then, to the justiciability of the question of whether the Prime Minister’s advice to 

the Queen was lawful, we are firmly of the opinion that it is justiciable. As we have explained, it 

is well established, and is accepted by counsel for the Prime Minister, that the courts can rule on 

the extent of prerogative powers. That is what the court will be doing in this case by applying the 

legal standard which we have described. That standard is not concerned with the mode of 

exercise of the prerogative power within its lawful limits. On the contrary, it is a standard which 

determines the limits of the power, marking the boundary between the prerogative on the one 

hand and the operation of the constitutional principles of the sovereignty of Parliament and 

responsible government on the other hand. An issue which can be resolved by the application of 

that standard is by definition one which concerns the extent of the power to prorogue, and is 

therefore justiciable.  

 

The alternative ground of challenge  

 

53. In addition to challenging the Prime Minister’s advice on the basis of the effect of the 

prorogation which he requested, Mrs Miller and Ms Cherry also seek to challenge it on the basis 

of the Prime Minister’s motive in requesting it. As we have explained, the Prime Minister had 

made clear his view that it was advantageous, in his negotiations with the EU, for there to be a 

credible risk that the United Kingdom might withdraw without an agreement unless acceptable 

terms were offered. Since there was a majority in Parliament opposed to withdrawal without an 

agreement, there was every possibility that Parliament might legislate to prevent such an 

outcome. In those circumstances, it is alleged, his purpose in seeking a prorogation of such 

length at that juncture was to prevent Parliament from exercising its legislative functions, so far 

as was possible, until the negotiations had been completed. 

 

54. That ground of challenge raises some different questions, in relation to justiciability, from the 

ground based on the effects of prorogation on Parliament’s ability to legislate and to scrutinise 

governmental action. But it is appropriate first to decide whether the Prime Minister’s advice 

was lawful, considering the effects of the prorogation requested and applying the standard which 

we have set out. It is only if it was, that the justiciability of the alternative ground of challenge 

will need to be considered.  

 

Was the advice lawful?  

 

55. Let us remind ourselves of the foundations of our constitution. We live in a representative 

democracy. The House of Commons exists because the people have elected its members. The 

Government is not directly elected by the people (unlike the position in some other 

democracies). The Government exists because it has the confidence of the House of Commons. It 

has no democratic legitimacy other than that. This means that it is accountable to the House of 

Commons - and indeed to the House of Lords - for its actions, remembering always that the 

actual task of governing is for the executive and not for Parliament or the courts. The first 



question, therefore, is whether the Prime Minister’s action had the effect of frustrating or 

preventing the constitutional role of Parliament in holding the Government to account. 

 

56. The answer is that of course it did. This was not a normal prorogation in the run-up to a 

Queen’s Speech. It prevented Parliament from carrying out its constitutional role for five out of a 

possible eight weeks between the end of the summer recess and exit day on the 31st October. 

Parliament might have decided to go into recess for the party conferences during some of that 

period but, given the extraordinary situation in which the United Kingdom finds itself, its 

members might have thought that parliamentary scrutiny of government activity in the run-up to 

exit day was more important and declined to do so, or at least they might have curtailed the 

normal conference season recess because of that. Even if they had agreed to go into recess for the 

usual three-week period, they would still have been able to perform their function of holding the 

government to account. Prorogation means that they cannot do that.  

 

57. Such an interruption in the process of responsible government might not matter in some 

circumstances. But the circumstances here were, as already explained, quite exceptional. A 

fundamental change was due to take place in the Constitution of the United Kingdom on 31st 

October 2019. Whether or not this is a good thing is not for this or any other court to judge. The 

people have decided that. But that Parliament, and in particular the House of Commons as the 

democratically elected representatives of the people, has a right to have a voice in how that 

change comes about is indisputable. And the House of Commons has already demonstrated, by 

its motions against leaving without an agreement and by the European Union (Withdrawal) (No 

2) Act 2019, that it does not support the Prime Minister on the critical issue for his Government 

at this time and that it is especially important that he be ready to face the House of Commons.  

 

58. The next question is whether there is a reasonable justification for taking action which had 

such an extreme effect upon the fundamentals of our democracy. Of course, the Government 

must be accorded a great deal of latitude in making decisions of this nature. We are not 

concerned with the Prime Minister’s motive in doing what he did. We are concerned with 

whether there was a reason for him to do it. It will be apparent from the documents quoted earlier 

that no reason was given for closing down Parliament for five weeks. Everything was focussed 

on the need for a new Queen’s Speech and the reasons for holding that in the week beginning the 

14th October rather than the previous week. But why did that need a prorogation of five weeks?  

 

59. The unchallenged evidence of Sir John Major is clear. The work on the Queen’s Speech 

varies according to the size of the programme. But a typical time is four to six days. Departments 

bid for the Bills they would like to have in the next session. Government business managers meet 

to select the Bills to be included, usually after discussion with the Prime Minister, and Cabinet is 

asked to endorse the decisions. Drafting the speech itself does not take much time once the 

substance is clear. Sir John’s evidence is that he has never known a Government to need as much 

as five weeks to put together its legislative agenda. 

 

60. Nor does the Memorandum from Nikki da Costa outlined in para 17 above suggest that the 

Government needed five weeks to put together its legislative agenda. The memorandum has 

much to say about a new session and Queen’s Speech but nothing about why so long was needed 

to prepare for it. The only reason given for starting so soon was that “wash up” could be 



concluded within a few days. But that was totally to ignore whatever else Parliament might have 

wanted to do during the four weeks it might normally have had before a prorogation. The 

proposal was careful to ensure that there would be some Parliamentary time both before and after 

the European Council meeting on 17th - 18th October. But it does not explain why it was 

necessary to curtail what time there would otherwise have been for Brexit related business. It 

does not discuss what Parliamentary time would be needed to approve any new withdrawal 

agreement under section 13 of the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018 and enact the 

necessary primary and delegated legislation. It does not discuss the impact of prorogation on the 

special procedures for scrutinising the delegated legislation necessary to make UK law ready for 

exit day and achieve an orderly withdrawal with or without a withdrawal agreement, which are 

laid down in the European Union (Withdrawal) Act 2018. Scrutiny committees in both the House 

of Commons and the House of Lords play a vital role in this. There is also consultation with the 

Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly. Perhaps most tellingly of all, the memorandum 

does not address the competing merits of going into recess and prorogation. It wrongly gives the 

impression that they are much the same. The Prime Minister’s reaction was to describe the 

September sitting as a “rigmarole”. Nowhere is there a hint that the Prime Minister, in giving 

advice to Her Majesty, is more than simply the leader of the Government seeking to promote its 

own policies; he has a constitutional responsibility, as we have explained in para 30 above.  

 

61. It is impossible for us to conclude, on the evidence which has been put before us, that there 

was any reason - let alone a good reason - to advise Her Majesty to prorogue Parliament for five 

weeks, from 9th or 12th September until 14th October. We cannot speculate, in the absence of 

further evidence, upon what such reasons might have been. It follows that the decision was 

unlawful. 

  

Remedy 

 

62. Mrs Miller asks us to make a declaration that the advice given to Her Majesty was unlawful 

and we can certainly do that. The question is whether we should do more than that, in order to 

make it crystal clear what the legal consequences of that holding are. The Inner House did go 

further and declared, not only that the advice was unlawful, but that “any prorogation which 

followed thereon, is unlawful and thus null and of no effect”. The essential question is: is 

Parliament prorogued or is it not?  

 

63. The Government argues that we cannot answer that question, or declare the prorogation null 

and of no effect, because to do so would be contrary to article 9 of the Bill of Rights of 1688, an 

Act of the Parliament of England and Wales, or the wider privileges of Parliament, relating to 

matters within its “exclusive cognisance”. The prorogation itself, it is said, was “a proceeding in 

Parliament” which cannot be impugned or questioned in any court. And reasoning back from 

that, neither can the Order in Council which led to it. 

 

64. Article 9 provides:  

 

“That the Freedome of Speech and Debates or Proceedings in Parlyament ought not to be 

impeached or questioned in any Court or Place out of Parlyament.”  

 



The equivalent provision in the Claim of Right of 1689, an Act of the Parliament of Scotland, is 

this:  

 

“That for redress of all greivances and for the amending strenthneing and preserveing of 

the lawes Parliaments ought to be frequently called and allowed to sit and the freedom of 

speech and debate secured to the members.” 

 

65. The first point to note is that these are Acts of Parliament. It is one of the principal roles of 

the courts to interpret Acts of Parliament. A recent example of this Court interpreting article 9 is 

R v Chaytor [2010] UKSC 52; [2011] 1 AC 684. The case concerned the prosecution of several 

Members of Parliament for allegedly making false expenses claims. They resisted this on the 

ground that those claims were “proceedings in Parliament” which ought not to be “impeached or 

questioned” in any court outside Parliament. An enlarged panel of nine Justices held 

unanimously that MPs’ expenses claims were not “proceedings in Parliament” nor were they in 

the exclusive cognisance of Parliament. There is a very full discussion of the authorities in the 

judgments of Lord Phillips of Worth Matravers and Lord Rodger of Earlsferry which need not be 

repeated here.  

 

66. That case clearly establishes: (1) that it is for the court and not for Parliament to determine 

the scope of Parliamentary privilege, whether under article 9 of the Bill of Rights or matters 

within the “exclusive cognisance of Parliament”; (2) that the principal matter to which article 9 is 

directed is “freedom of speech and debate in the Houses of Parliament and in parliamentary 

committees. This is where the core or essential business of Parliament takes place” (para 47). In 

considering whether actions outside the Houses and committees are also covered, it is necessary 

to consider the nature of their connection to those and whether denying the actions privilege is 

likely to impact adversely on the core or essential business of Parliament; (3) that “exclusive 

cognisance refers not simply to Parliament, but to the exclusive right of each House to manage 

its own affairs without interference from the other or from outside Parliament” (para 63); it was 

enjoyed by Parliament itself and not by individual members and could be waived or relinquished; 

and extensive inroads had been made into areas previously within exclusive cognisance. 

 

67. Erskine May, Parliamentary Practice (25th ed 2019, para 13.12) is to similar effect:  

 

“The primary meaning of proceedings, as a technical parliamentary term, which it had at 

least as early as the 17th century, is some formal action, usually a decision, taken by the 

House in its collective capacity. While business which involves actions and decisions of 

the House are clearly proceedings, debate is an intrinsic part of that process which is 

recognised by its inclusion in the formulation of article IX. An individual member takes 

part in a proceeding usually by speech, but also by various recognised forms of formal 

action, such as voting, giving notice of a motion, or presenting a petition or report from a 

committee, most of such actions being time-saving substitutes for speaking.” 

 

68. The prorogation itself takes place in the House of Lords and in the presence of Members of 

both Houses. But it cannot sensibly be described as a “proceeding in Parliament”. It is not a 

decision of either House of Parliament. Quite the contrary: it is something which is imposed 

upon them from outside. It is not something upon which the Members of Parliament can speak or 



vote. The Commissioners are not acting in their capacity as members of the House of Lords but 

in their capacity as Royal Commissioners carrying out the Queen’s bidding. They have no 

freedom of speech. This is not the core or essential business of Parliament. Quite the contrary: it 

brings that core or essential business of Parliament to an end.  

 

69. This court is not, therefore, precluded by article 9 or by any wider Parliamentary privilege 

from considering the validity of the prorogation itself. The logical approach to that question is to 

start at the beginning, with the advice that led to it. That advice was unlawful. It was outside the 

powers of the Prime Minister to give it. This means that it was null and of no effect: see, if 

authority were needed, R (UNISON) v Lord Chancellor [2017] UKSC 51, para 119. It led to the 

Order in Council which, being founded on unlawful advice, was likewise unlawful, null and of 

no effect and should be quashed. This led to the actual prorogation, which was as if the 

Commissioners had walked into Parliament with a blank piece of paper. It too was unlawful, null 

and of no effect.  

 

70. It follows that Parliament has not been prorogued and that this court should make 

declarations to that effect. We have been told by counsel for the Prime Minister that he will “take 

all necessary steps to comply with the terms of any declaration made by the court” and we expect 

him to do so. However, it appears to us that, as Parliament is not prorogued, it is for Parliament 

to decide what to do next. There is no need for Parliament to be recalled under the Meeting of 

Parliament Act 1797. Nor has Parliament voted to adjourn or go into recess. Unless there is some 

Parliamentary rule to the contrary of which we are unaware, the Speaker of the House of 

Commons and the Lord Speaker can take immediate steps to enable each House to meet as soon 

as possible to decide upon a way forward. That would, of course, be a proceeding in Parliament 

which could not be called in question in this or any other court. 

 

71. Thus the Advocate General’s appeal in the case of Cherry is dismissed and Mrs Miller’s 

appeal is allowed. The same declarations and orders should be made in each case. 

 

 

 

 

All Aboard 
 

 Arthur Cheney Train was born in Boston in 1875.  He was a lawyer and writer of legal 

thrillers, perhaps best known for his creation of the fictional lawyer Mr. Ephain Tutt.  Tutt was 

featured in a dozen or so novels and roughly twice that many articles in the "Saturday Evening 

Post."   

 

 Train wrote both fiction and non-fiction.  The Prisoner At The Bar (1907), from which 

the following is excerpted, was written while Train was an Assistant District Attorney in New 

York City.  It is a chapter entitled "What Is Crime?"  We thought that you might find it 

interesting to hear the musings on the subject of the original John Grisham of his times.  We 

hope you enjoy.  Please let us know what you think about this or any other material in the 

Advance Sheet. 

 



  



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 
 

 

 


