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Topic Guide Aims

This guide is pitched for A-level teachers looking to keep up with

modern developments, and/ or to provide material to more

advanced students who may be able to go beyond the basics and

either grasp more difficult concepts or read further on the topic.

This guide consolidates some of the literature's key themes into

core and advanced topics and provides some new case studies:

The Classic Approach
 
An overview to show the classical way in which students are encouraged to think
about Parliament, focusing on the relationship between Government and Parliament
as a whole. This emphasises the dominance of Government and the strong influence
of political party discipline. Recently classic studies have become more
comprehensive, taking into account the House or Lords as well as the House of
Commons and thinking about more than just government defeats on legislation.

Contemporary Studies
 
An overview of a more complex way of thinking about the role of the UK Parliament,
in which recent parliamentary reforms become key to understanding the
institution.  Contemporary studies put more emphasis on informal structures and
processes and consider more explicitly Parliament’s relationship with the public. This
gives us a more subtle view of the relationship between Parliament and Government.
It also emphasises Parliament’s role in other functions such as representation and
scrutiny.

Case Studies
 
i) The High Heels e-Petition
ii) The Failure of House of Lords Reform
iii) MPs Debate Military Intervention in Syria (2013)
iv) The House of Commons and Brexit
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The Classic Approach
Traditional studies of Parliament are based on the study of
institutions. In practice, this is usually (though not exclusively)
a study of just one chamber - the House of Commons.
Although Parliament fulfils a number of different roles in the
political system, the emphasis is strongly on the legislative
role. Students may be familiar with the work of academics
such as Bernard Crick and Philip Norton who all focus on the
role of Parliament in giving or withholding its assent for
measures of public policy.

 
Here, the dominance of the executive is a key component. The
parliamentary system means that the government is drawn
from the legislature, from the party (or parties) who win the
most seats in the House of Commons. It is therefore the norm
for British Prime Ministers to have a parliamentary majority
and the firmly entrenched party whip system means that
virtually all government bills will be passed. Exceptions are
few and far between. The Shops Bill of 1986 (where Margaret
Thatcher’s Conservative Government were defeated by 14
votes) is often cited as the most recent example of the
Government being defeated in the House of Commons at
Second Reading.
 
As such, the relationship between the executive and the
legislature is very one sided and this leads to the assumption
that government dominates Parliament. This is often reflected
in A Level teaching, where the relationship between the
Government and the House of Commons offers the foundation
for learning about the role of political parties and system of
party whips to enforce discipline.  Students may be familiar
with specific examples of Prime Ministers struggling to enforce
party discipline, such as John Major during the passage of the
Maastricht Treaty in 1993 or Tony Blair’s (ultimately
successful) imposition of benefit cuts for single parent families
in 1997. More recently, students will be aware of the
extremely large rebellions in the Commons in 2019 when
Theresa May failed to pass her negotiated Brexit deal through
the House of Commons on three occasions, or when 21
Conservative MPs voted in favour of the European Union
(Withdrawal) (No. 6) Bill in September 2019, against the
government’s wishes.
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To explore this approach further, students should consider how the classical approach is
used in contemporary studies of parliament. In particular, there are two important
developments which shed more detail on the relationship between parliament and
government:
 
i)      A broader examination of voting behaviour in parliament, focusing on individual
rebellions. This focuses on all parliamentary rebellions, not just whether a government has
won or lost a vote. Research by Philip Cowley and Mark Stuart into backbench rebellions is
crucial here. It means that although the 2010 Parliament did not lose any votes on
legislation at second or third reading, we can see that government MPs rebelled in 35% of
divisions, with particularly large rebellions on issues such as student top up fees and
Europe.
 
ii)        A focus on other stages of the legislative process. The traditional image of a
government with a solid majority being able to pass its legislation without too much
trouble is not wrong, but it overlooks other important stages of the legislative process
where parliament is able to influence government and, crucially, to amend legislation. MPs
can utilise the formal and informal tools available to them in bill committees and in
meetings with ministers to pressure the government into making amendments to its own
bills. Government amendments at report stage can be significant. Research by Meg Russell
demonstrates that the House of Lords is a strong scrutiniser of government bills, with a
large number of changes being made here, particularly since the changes introduced in
1999, which removed most of the hereditary peerages. Russell’s research shows that the
Blair and Brown Governments suffered more than 450 defeats in the Lords.
 
 The classic approach is therefore still very institution orientated, but has become much
more comprehensive. It offers a view of Parliament which is more balanced between the
two chambers and which makes us question the supposed weakness of Parliament in terms
of scrutiny.  The relationship between the two branches is no longer a zero sum game.

More advanced students can begin to think about the different contexts in which

governments operate. The 2010 Coalition  Government was a good example of an

environment in which the relationship between government and parliament

changes. Intra-party tensions make it more difficult for strong party discipline to

be enforced, as the vote on student top-up fees demonstrated. In the 2015

Parliament, the Government had only a small majority in the House of Commons

and no majority at all in the House of Lords. The 2017 Parliament provides a

further example of clear intra-party splits over Brexit and a government with no

parliamentary majority in the Commons. From 2015 we also see a decline in the

dominance of the two main parties (Conservatives and Labour), as smaller parties,

such as the SNP, become more prominent in the Commons, along with a growing

number of independents. These  small parties and independent MPs created

added pressure on the government during the scrutiny of the Brexit process.

 Executive dominance is therefore not always as strong as we think.

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/take-a-closer-look-at-the-house-of-lords-it-may-not-be-quite-what-you-think/
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Contemporary Approach

Contemporary studies of Parliament start to focus less on just
the formal processes and structures, shifting to a better
appreciation of how these are implemented in practice and
the impact of informal activity. There is also a better
integration between parliament’s internal proceedings and
the external environment (parties, public). As a consequence
contemporary studies also reflect changes in our society and
the impact these have on the institution. A clear example of
this is the series of reforms introduced since the turn of the
millennium, often as a reaction to a perceived negative public
image of the institution.
 
The focus on informal influence and an appreciation of the
wider processes shows that the relationship between
Parliament and Government is far more complex, even if the
Executive still tends to dominate, with impact taking place
mainly through influence and soft power. But since the end of
the 20 century, Parliament has explored a number of avenues
to try to establish itself as a more relevant and effective
institution.
 
Declining levels of voter turnout, a perceived over-dominance
of the Executive and the expenses scandal in 2009, were all
key factors for Parliament to set in motion a series of
reforms to strengthen scrutiny, enable a more effective
legislative process and make the institution seem more
relevant to the public.
 
The Modernisation Committee was established in 1997,
following a Labour party manifesto commitment to
constitutional reform. The committee was in place until 2010
and aimed to consider how the practices and procedures of
the House should be modernised. Throughout its tenure, the
committee would be chaired by the Leader of the House,
including Robin Cook and Jack Straw. The more advanced
student may wish to consider the impact having a Cabinet
minister chairing the Committee may have had on its
proceedings.
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Throughout its existence the committee focused on different areas, from internal planning
of parliamentary activity (revising for instance sitting hours) to the relationship with the
public. Although the dominance from the Executive was addressed, research by Alexandra
Kelso shows that reforms introduced up to 2005 aimed mainly to make the House of
Commons more efficient and streamlined, rather than to strengthen its scrutiny
effectiveness.
 
Still it is worth pointing out a slow movement towards giving a more leading role to the
Liaison committee. The Liaison Committee is composed of the Chairs of all of the House of
Commons’ Select Committees and plays an important role in shaping the Commons’
ability to scrutinise Government. Since 2002 the Liaison Committee holds two to three
times a year an evidence taking session with the Prime-Minister. 
 
 

Advanced students may wish to listen to one of these sessions, available

from the Committee’s website, and consider how effective they think these

sessions are and why.

Changes to the committees’ powers to consider bills in 2006 could also be seen as a key
contribution of the Modernisation Committee towards a strengthening of the Commons’
ability to shape legislation. Public Bill Committees were introduced, substituting the
classic Standing Committees. Despite considerable similarities between the two types of
committees, Public Bill Committees were given new powers for taking oral and written
evidence, opening up the possibility of a dialogue with outside organisations and the
public, and therefore potentially questioning Government’s overriding dominance of the
legislative process. Research by Louise Thompson has shown that Public Bills Committees
are working much harder and for much longer, though the formal impact on government
legislation remains negligible. But this research also shows the importance of informal
means of influence and that work in committee may give MPs the ability to shape policy
later on in the legislative process, even if indirectly.
 
However, it would be the so-called Wright Committee (known after its Chair, Tony Wright
MP, with the committee’s actual title being Select Committee on the Reform of the House
of Commons), which would bring more significant changes. Its Rebuilding the House report
published in 2009 would establish a number of key changes, which have been seen as
responsible for a recent empowerment of the House of Commons, namely of its Select
Committees. The Wright Committee was established soon after the expenses scandal
started to unfold in May 2009. The expenses scandal was very damaging for Parliament’s
reputation, but it is also seen as a key lever for the acceptance of some of the reforms
which would result from the Wright Committee.
 
 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/liaison-committee/prime-minister-ev-sessions/evidence-from-the-pm-2014-2015/
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One of these key changes has been the election of Chairs and members of Select
Committees. Select committees were introduced in 1979 with the aim of scrutinising
government departments and are generally recognised as a key moment in parliamentary
history in strengthening parliament in relation to the Executive. They are seen as an
example of what the Commons does well, where true scrutiny can take place. Reports of
Select Committees often gain considerable publicity and research by Meghan Benton and
Meg Russell has shown that these reports can lead to government change in policy-making.
An example often quoted is the Health Committee’s report on Smoking in Public Places
(2005), which called for a full ban on smoking in public spaces rather than partial as
initially intended by the Government.
 
But since 2010 Select Committees have become all the more visible and forceful. Many
attribute this to the new system whereby Chairs and members are elected. Election brings a
new legitimacy to the Chair, making their mandate more personal. MPs such as Margaret
Hodge have become known for their forcefulness and effectiveness as Select Committee
Chairs. Hodge was Chair of the Public Accounts Committee in the 2010-15 parliament and
led key enquiries such as the one on taxation, which included the questioning of the bosses
of multinational corporations Amazon, Google and Starbucks. Importantly the election of
Committees’ Chairs also withdrew some power from the party Whips. Chairs and
membership of Select Committees used to be heavily determined by Party Whips. The
elective method represents therefore an enhancement of backbenchers’ rights. The more
advanced student may wish to read the Liaison Committee’s (2019) report on the
effectiveness of the select committee system and consider if/how the Wright Committee’s
reforms have matured and in what ways committees could still be improved.
 

Image: Parliamentary copyright
 

Another key reform resulting from the Wright Committee was the introduction of the
Backbench Business Committee. By creating this committee, it became established that
some business would be determined by backbenchers rather than by government. The
control of the parliamentary agenda is one of the key channels through which government’s
dominance over parliament is reproduced. Other than a few tools such as opposition days,
most of parliament’s business is determined by government. However, since 2010, one day
a week is reserved for backbench business, which is managed by the Backbench Business
Committee. This has led to the debate of many topical issues raised by backbenchers, on
issues such as the EU referendum, mental health, voting rights for prisoners and baby loss.
However, the Wright Committee had also recommended a House Business Committee,
which would enable better programming of all business. This has not been implemented
yet.
 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmliaisn/1860/1860.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/liaison-committee/news/select-committee-effectiveness-resources-and-powers-follow-up/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmliaisn/1860/1860.pdf
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Since the new millennium a number of important procedural reforms have therefore
strengthened parliament’s effectiveness to scrutinise and influence policy. Importantly,
there is a clearer perception now that informal processes matter to influence final
outcomes. But reform has also affected the relationship between parliament and public.
 
The Modernisation Committee’s 2004 Connecting with the Public report set in motion a
number of organisational changes that have led to the expansion of Parliament’s
outward oriented services. Cristina Leston-Bandeira’s research shows that the Education
Service has expanded considerably, the Outreach Service was introduced and public
engagement is more generally becoming established as a key part of parliamentary
business. For instance, Select Committees now include public engagement as one of their
core activities.

Since the new millennium a number of important procedural reforms have therefore
strengthened parliament’s effectiveness to scrutinise and influence policy. Importantly,
there is a clearer perception now that informal processes matter to influence final
outcomes. But reform has also affected the relationship between parliament and public.
 
The Modernisation Committee’s 2004 Connecting with the Public report set in motion a
number of organisational changes that have led to the expansion of Parliament’s
outward oriented services. Cristina Leston-Bandeira’s research shows that the Education
Service has expanded considerably, the Outreach Service was introduced and public
engagement is more generally becoming established as a key part of parliamentary
business. For instance, Select Committees now include public engagement as one of their
core activities.
 
Another indication of this shift of focus towards the public is reflected in the creation of
an e-petitions system in 2015. Petitions to Parliament have existed for centuries
and the Government had led a Downing Street e-petitions site, but in 2015 a new e-
petitions system, based in parliament, was introduced. The two distinctive characteristics
of this new system are that it is collaborative between Government and Parliament,
and that it is supported by a Petitions Committee, also introduced in 2015. All e-petitions
with 100.000 signatures are considered for a debate, and all of those reaching 10.000
signatures receive a written response from Government. This new system has proved
extremely popular with 14 million people signing an e-petition and over 30,000 e-
petitions submitted in its first parliament (2015-17). The key focus of the new Committee
has been to enhance public engagement and to raise the profile of issues raised by the
public, as the case study below illustrates.
 
All of the above show that Parliament has become a far more complex institution. Its
study doesn’t focus solely anymore on the institution overall. Instead authors tend to
choose specific groups and structures to study, such as Select Committees, the Speaker or
even specific types of committees. Likewise, it has become clear that to understand
Parliament one has to look beyond actual outputs and consider informal processes. This
gives a better indication of how, despite a system with entrenched government
dominance, Parliament can influence outcomes and policy. It is also patent that over the
last two decades, Parliament has undergone a considerable number of reforms to make
it more effective in scrutiny and more relevant to the public.

https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/petitions-committee/
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Case Study:
The High Heels e-Petition 
The high heels e-petition provides an interesting case study to
understand Parliament’s new e-petitioning system. It is also an
interesting case study to understand how policy can change and
the pivotal role played by committees.
 
Overview
 
One December morning in 2015, Nicola Thorp was sent home by
her employer for refusing to wear high heels. Outraged, Nicola
googled how to change the law and got to Parliament’s e-
petitions site, where she submitted a petition asking to make it
illegal for a company to require women to wear high heels at
work. The e-petition was submitted on a Tuesday and by the
Thursday afternoon it had already reached over 100,000
signatures. In less than 48 hours the petition had been signed by
110,000 people. The rate at which the e-petition was signed
showed that it represented a serious issue which affected women
across the country. This indicated to MPs that they should
probably look into it.
 
The Petitions Committee decided to hold an inquiry on
high heels and workplace dress codes to investigate the issue
further. The inquiry was undertaken jointly with the Women and
Equalities Committee.  Different methods were used to engage
with the public to find out how this issue affected people in
practice. This included a web forum to which women reported on
their own experiences. The inquiry would find that this issue
affected disproportionately a specific group of people: women in
temporary and vulnerable employment. The inquiry also showed
that the issue was not so much about the actual existing law, but
the way it was (not) applied.
 
When the debate was finally held, in March 2017, informed by the
inquiry’s findings, it would lead to the Minister recognising that the
e-petition had been about far more than just shoes. It had been
“about how women are treated in the workplace.” She would
also recognise the importance of the inquiry led by the
Committees, where its “evidence sessions (…) were invaluable in
setting out the extent of the problem”. She would proceed by
outlining a series of initiatives the government would pursue to
address the problem.
 
 
 
 

https://www.parliament.uk/petitions-committee/heels-at-work-inquiry
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What does this e-petition show us about Parliament?
 
This e-petition shows how the new collaborative Government and Parliament e-petitioning
system works in addressing issues raised by the public through petitions. It shows that the
Petitions Committee can lead a number of initiatives regarding petitions, besides hosting a
debate. They can host public engagement initiatives such as a web forum consultation or
hold inquiries. The Committee has in fact developed many different types of initiative to
consult with the public in order to better understand the issues being raised. And although
two specific thresholds are established (10,000 signatures for a government response, and
100,000 to be considered for a debate), the Committee has in fact considerable leeway in
the way they consider e-petitions. For example, it decided to hold an inquiry into the
funding of brain tumour research even though its respective e-petition had only reached
14,000 signatures at the time.
 
It also decided to debate an e-petition about British Sign Language, despite the fact it was
well below the 100,000 threshold (at 35,000 signatures). 
 
This case study also illustrates well the way e-petitions complement the representative
and scrutiny role of MPs. Individually, MPs hear about issues affecting their constituents
on a regular basis and are often the first ones to identify systemic problems. The
issue of high heels in the workplace is unlikely to have affected a large number of people
within a single constituency and those affected were perhaps unlikely to approach their
MP. Without the e-petitions tool, this issue is unlikely to have reached MPs. The national
reach of the e-petition enables the identification of problems that may affect people
across the country but are fairly well dispersed. The anonymous nature of the e-petition
and the simplicity of signing it also make it more likely for people to sign, even if they
would never have approached an MP about it. 
 
Finally the case study shows that changing policy is often a convoluted process, that it
takes time and a combination of different actions. It is seldom the result of a single action.
It also illustrates the leading role performed by Committees in the House of Commons.
 
 
Discussion points:
 

How effective are e-petitions in achieving change?
 

In what way could the new e-petitioning system be
improved?

 
What type of e-petitions get the most attention from
the media usually?

 
What other ways can the public use to raise issues to
Parliament? 

https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/200000
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/200000
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Case Study: The Failure of
House of Lords Reform

What did the Government want to do?

The failure of the 2010 Coalition Government to reform the
House of Lords is a useful case study to explore the interaction
between different political parties in Coalition and to show how
the power of government is not absolute.

Reform of the House of Lords was one of the key features of
political reform outlined in the Coalition's 'Programme for
Government' - a document published as a result of the coalition
negotiations between the Conservative Party and the Liberal
Democrats. The Programme for Government committed the new
government to the creation of a committee to bring forward
proposals for a 'wholly or mainly elected upper chamber on the
basis of proportional representation'.

What happened?

A Joint Committee consisting of MPs and Peers was set up to
consider the issue. It published a report in 2012 which
recommended a referendum on the reforms. Usually select
committees operate on consensual lines. There is not always
unanimity, but typically the overwhelming majority of committee
members will support the published proposals. In this case
however, 12 of the 26 committee members disagreed. So strong
were their objections that they even published a rival, alternative
report to that of the select committee. 
 
This was only the start of the government’s problems. A very
large group of Conservative backbenchers also opposed the
reforms, including the leader of the influential 1922 Committee
(a backbench group of Conservative MPs). When the bill was put
before the House of Commons 91 Conservative MPs voted against
the plans, with a further 19 abstaining. With pressure building,
Nick Clegg (Deputy Prime Minister) announced that it would not
proceed with the bill and it was dropped from the legislative
programme.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/78977/coalition_programme_for_government.pdf
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What does this tell us about Parliament?

This is not the first time a Government has failed to implement House of Lords Reform and it
is unlikely to be the last. It demonstrates the difficulty Coalition Governments face in agreeing
on a policy programme and illustrates the power of backbench MPs in blocking government
policy, despite the fact that the government did not lose a single vote. A sizeable number of
Conservative MPs rebelling and the threat of more rebellions in the future was sufficient to
force the government to withdraw the Bill.

Discussion Points

This was one of many attempts by
Governments to reform the House of
Lords. Is this a sign that the House of
Lords should remain an appointed body?

 
The published Programme for Government
did not include a commitment to publish
an actual Bill for these reforms. Students
may wish to think about why the
government chose a committee instead.
Did they anticipate problems?

 Advanced students may wish to read the Second

Reading debate on the bill (9 and 10 July 2012) and

consider the different views expressed by MPs. Why

were so many against reform?

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmhansrd/cm120709/debtext/120709-0001.htm#1207099000001
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Case Study:
Syria Debate (2013)
The debate on military intervention in Syria (2013)
provides an interesting case study of the power of
Parliament in an area traditionally reserved for the
executive.
 
Overview 
 
Traditionally, Parliament has little say in decisions
involving the armed forces. The Prime Minister is vested
with prerogative powers to commit troops overseas. But
throughout the 21st century Parliament has debated
and voted on motions involving the deployment of the
armed forces into wars in Afghanistan (2001), Iraq
(2003, 2014), Libya (2011) and Syria (2013, 2014). For
many observers, the most memorable of these occasions
was in March 2003, when the then Prime Minister Tony
Blair brought a final motion to the House, stating that
the UK 'should use all means necessary to ensure the
disarmament of Iraq's weapons of mass destruction'. The
vote that day saw a rebellion by over 130 government
MPs. But the support of Conservative MPs meant that
the vote on the government motion was easily won and
the Iraq war began. There is now a convention that a
Prime Minister will not make a decision about war
without consulting Parliament.
 
 
 

Why was the Syria debate different?

The debate which took place on 29 August 2013 in the
House of Commons followed the same format as those
on previous foreign policy issues. The government
motion stated that the UK’s response may ‘require
military action that is legal, proportionate and focused
on saving lives by preventing and deterring further use
of Syria’s chemical weapons’. But the vote which took
place at the end of
the debate, was very different. This time, instead of
legitimising military action, MPs narrowly voted against
it (272 – 285 votes).  Furthermore, Prime Minister David
Cameron gave an assurance that he would stand by this
decision, stating that that he believed in ‘respecting the
will of the House of Commons’.
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What does this tell us about Parliament?

This was an important vote in terms of Britain’s foreign policy towards Syria. But it was
also a crucial vote for Parliament itself. It is one of the rare
occasions in which Parliament has visibly obstructed government action. With opinion
polls in the run up to the vote indicating that the public themselves were sceptical about
committing troops,. The House of Commons was fulfilling a crucial safety valve function.
Writing in The Guardian a few months after the vote, Anne Perkins wrote that it showed a
‘welcome resurgence in parliamentary power’. To some extent this is true. It was a sign
that not only could the Commons say ‘no’ to the government, but also that it would
actually use this power where necessary. It is unlikely that a government will, for the
foreseeable future, be able to commit British troops to wars using the Royal Prerogative,
without asking Parliament first. Providing there is time for debate and discussion, the
House of Commons will have the final say.

Discussion points:

Does Parliament have to say no to government in
order to be powerful? When the House of Commons
gave its assent to military action in Iraq after 10
hours of debate in March 2003 or when it voted in
favour of military action in Libya in March 2011, was
it still exerting power?

 
What other ways can Parliament scrutinise
government foreign policy? They may not be reported
in the media in the same way that the Syria vote
was, but MPs are continually holding the government
to account through select committees, debates,
written and oral questions.

Image: Alisdare Hickson CC BY-NC-ND

https://www.flickr.com/photos/alisdare/22753077094/
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Case Study:
The House of Commons 
and Brexit

The House of Commons’ scrutiny of the government
during the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union
provides a useful case study of occasions in which
Parliament appears to be more powerful than the
government.
 
Overview 
 
As the UK came closer to the official Brexit deadline of
31st October 2019, clashes between parliament and
government became more prominent than ever before.
On 3rd September 2019, Conservative MP Oliver Letwin
asked the Speaker for an emergency debate on Brexit
under Standing Order 24 and MPs from all parties
expressed their support. The Speaker granted his
request, noting that he ‘clearly enjoys the support of the
House’.   MPs then debated a motion calling for
Standing Order 14 (which gives government business
precedence in the Commons) to be suspended for one
day, enabling MPs to put forward and debate a bill of
their own. The motion passed, with 328 MPs voting
in favour. This included 21 Conservative MPs,  who were
later expelled from the party by Boris Johnson and sat
as independent MPs in the Commons.
 
 
 

https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2019-09-03/division/9682BE73-CA5C-4978-B4D9-37E5E532393F/EuropeanUnion(Withdrawal)?outputType=Party
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What happened?

The bill was debated in the Commons chamber on 4th September 2019 and passed
all of its Commons stages on the same day.  Introducing the bill at second reading,
Hilary Benn described how it had the backing of a cross party group of MPs ‘who have
very different views on how the matter of Brexit should be finally resolved, including
Members who until very recently were senior members of the Cabinet’. It passed its third
reading by 327 votes to 299, with all but one opposition MP voting in favour. Prime
Minister Boris Johnson described it as a bill which was ‘without precedent in the history of
this House’. The bill was debated in the House of Lords the following day and completed
all of its remaining stages on 6th September. It received Royal Assent three days’ later
and became the European Union (Withdrawal) (No.2) Act.

Discussion points:

How else have MPs tried to hold the government to
account during the Brexit process?

 
Were they successful?

 
How powerful are backbench MPs?

 
How did the political and parliamentary
circumstances of the 2017-19 session affect this?

What does this tell us about Parliament?

This case study is a good example of how the relationship between parliament and
government is fluid. Although parliament’s standing orders prioritise government
business in the House of Commons, the 2017-19 parliamentary session has seen
backbench MPs attempt to take control of the agenda, putting forward bills of their own
in primetime parliamentary slots, outside the usual private members’ slots reserved for
sitting Fridays. 
 
This particular example also demonstrates the ambiguity which can surround
parliament’s control of government. The events of September 2019 prompted much
discussion about how (and if) Parliament had tied the Prime Minister’s hands on the Brexit
process. The Prime Minister told the House that he refused to comply with the legislation,
but it was unclear whether or not he could legally refuse to follow the directions set out
in the European Union (Withdrawal) (No.2) Act.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Ce71PFhYmU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Ce71PFhYmU
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