
GOVP2 Revision 

Role of parliament in the political system  

Representation: 
Descriptive representation: 

• when a legislature mirrors the society it represents. In this view, parliament should be 
a microcosm of society with all major social groups included in numbers proportional 
to their size in the electorate. 

• In Britain, attention has been focused on the under-representation of women in the 
Commons

The composition: 

• The geographical nature of representation is supposed to ensure that individual MPs 
can be identified as the exclusive representatives of their constituents, as opposed to 
the multi-member constituencies used in proportional representation systems 

• Bicameral legislative - composed of two chambers: lower (commons) and upper 
(lords) 

• 3 branches / arms of government: legislative, executive and judiciary (fusion of 
powers: when the legislative and executive are intertwined. The executive dominates 
the legislature) 

• 650 seats available - need at least 326 to win a majority. Tories currently have 330 
(17 majority). Won through the first past the post system.

• 29% of MPs are women 

• 6.6% are BME 

Main roles / functions: 

Representation: 

• People:  the people voted the party into power for the sole purpose of 
representing their views in Parliament - the government has a mandate from 
the people. Edmund Burke: delegate - MPs should soley represent the views 
of their constituency and rely on their constituent’s views to make decisions, 
trustee - MPs should rely on their own conscience to make informed 
decisions on behalf of their constituency.  
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• One important aspect of their role is providing the prime minister with 
policy advice and offering alternative views than those they receive 
from their ministers - help forge the future of government policy 

• Responsible for the presentation of government policy which has 
grown in importance since the intensification of the media focus on the 
PM 

• Alastair Campbell was an influential member of Blair’s inner circle a 
press office and director of communications until his resignation in 
2003 

• Blair’s desire for a strong centre lead to the creation of 
something to a Prime Minister’s department 

• echoed presidentialism, inspired by EXOP 

• Gives the PM power as they provide direct and personal line of 
support and loyalty that the PM could not possibly get from the civil 
service 

• Factors that limit the power of the prime minister: 

• unsupportive cabinet 

• rebellions in the party (David Davis 2013 syria) (Blair Iraq) (Major Maastricht) 

• small majority / minority 

• bad public standing - the press 

• wars 

• recession (Brown) - economy 

• terrorist attack (francois hollande) 

The cabinet system: composition roles and functions of Cabinet 
• The cabinet: the ministerial team behind the prime minister comprised of around 20 

different secretaries of state each in charge of their own departments 

• Walter Bagehot ‘a dignified institution’ 

• Cabinet ministers sit on the front bench 

• ‘payroll vote’ they earn a greater a salary therefore their vote has to be in line 
with the government 

• Roles: 
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• Relationship of ministers and civil servants: who dominates? 

• Factors in the relationship: 

• ‘ministers decide, civil servants advise’ 

• Strong ministers will insist on their policy - the first 48 hours will reveal 
whether the minister will assert their strength or be a pushover 

• Ministers are transient - often long standing officials become more 
knowledgeable in their field than the relevant cabinet minister 

• Powers of mandarins - because of their ability, experience and 
expertise, they exert a powerful influence over what happens n a 
department, especially over the policies that emerge 

• Thatcher saw them as a cautious group hostile to necessary 
innovation - conservative 

• Kevin Theakston 1999 decade four models or theories of the relationship: 

• traditional, public administration model: 

Yes No 

• The hierarchal nature means that many 
senior civil servants remain in their jobs 
for a lifetime regardless of their 
performance 

• Its permanent nature prohibits change - 
especially when a government wants to 
bring change 

• Whitehall is too large to implement 
policy in an effective way 

• The service is almost elitist as it selects 
the same group of people from the same 
background (public school,oxbridge) 

• Many officials do not have the right skill 
set for the role 

• Ministers would rather rely on their 
special advisers than the civil service as 
they prefer their advice to come from an 
independent source 

• The generalist nature of the service no 
longer fits with the modern world 

• Could cause fragmentation and 
problems of control and coordination 
through the separation of policy advice 

• Civil servants are key actors in policy 
implementation 

• Civil servants have expertise, 
resources and relationships with 
outside groups that are not available 
to ministers and special advisers 

• The extensive use of executive 
agencies could blur the lines of 
accountability - it would not be clear 
where agency chief execs or ministers 
should be held responsible for the 
failure of policy 
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YES NO 

• Due to the 1998 Human Rights Act 
which judges use instead of common 
law - how these laws apply are open to 
judicial interpretation as to what 
inhumane treatment is - consequently 
judges are essentially making law, they 
have become legislators which makes 
them political figures (main function of 
parliament) 

• The HRA and ECHR are sen as being 
liberal and soft o criminals - shows 
they have become more politicised as 
political crimes have strayed into legal 
territory 

• It can also be argued that the judiciary 
has become politicised due to the 
recent decision regarding article 50

• The factor tame case (1990) showed 
that UK courts are able to suspend 
acts of parliament where they found to 
contradict EU law  

• The decision to transform the law lords 
into justice of the Supreme Court wi 
their own building brought most senior 
UK judges int o the public arena which 
subjects them to greater scrutiny by 
the media and the general public 

• Judges are essentially trained to be 
neutral, one of the cornerstones of the 
constitution is that  a judge will only 
judge a cases based on the law and 
facts rather than on personal bias. The 
JAC enhances this 

• The JAC ensures anonymity, where 
they are not political figures 

• Judges are independent from any 
political influence - they have security 
of tenure which mean that they cannot 
be controlled by a politician through the 
threat of being fired, and they have a 
consolidated fund where their salary is 
not controlled by the government 

• It can be argued that judges have 
become less politicised due to the 
2005 constitutional reform act which 
created the supreme court and 
replaced the law lords who actually sat 
in the legislature 

• Increased conflict between judges are 
a good sign as it shows that courts are 
challenging the government when it 
appears to be encroaching upon our 
civil liberties 

• They can also be described as less 
political as they have extra pressure to 
not be criticised for being policised - 
increased accountability is good for 
democracy - dictatorships are 
underpinned by the fact that there is a 
weak judiciary and no one to question 
the government 

• It can also be argued that the judiciary 
have not become more politicised, they 
have just been doing what they have 
always been doing it is just that the 
political context has been heightened 

•
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