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Pre-chewed Politics 

 
Has the posit ion of prime minister become too powerful? 

 

Yes – The fusion of the executive and legislative branches gives the prime minister significant power.  
The US Constitution establishes a clear separation of powers. Members of the US executive branch, including the 
president, cabinet and heads of departments, cannot also be members of Congress, and so they are unable to vote 
on legislation. But, in the UK, our executive and legislative branches are fused. The prime minister and other 
government ministers are also MPs, and are able to vote in Parliament. This gives the government a head start when 
counting up support for its legislation, as it is unusual for members of the government to break the constitutional 
convention of Collective Responsibility in order to oppose government bills. Party whips can also offer the prospect of 
promotion into a ministerial position to keep MPs loyal. The US president could offer members of Congress a position 
within the executive, but they would have to resign from Congress first, which is less helpful.  
However… Parliament is increasingly rebellious, and collective responsibility can come under strain. 
Collective responsibility had to be suspended in 2013, after Nick Clegg and the Liberal Democrats declared that they 
would vote alongside the Labour opposition to block reforms to constituency boundaries. Clegg also delivered a 
speech that year criticising the Government’s education policy, contradicting speeches given by the Secretary of State 
for Education. For some Conservative critics, these examples were a clear breach of collective responsibility, which is 
meant to project the image of strong, unified government. The current Conservative Government’s slim majority 
similarly means that the Prime Minister cannot assume that controversial laws will pass unscathed. In July 2015, the 
Government postponed a vote on relaxing the current ban on fox hunting, partly because it could not depend on every 
Conservative MP to support the motion. In March 2016, 27 Conservative backbench rebels defeated the 
Government’s plans to extend Sunday trading hours. When the prime minister lacks a large majority, rebellious 
backbenchers can wield considerable power.  
 
Yes – Prime ministers increasingly rely upon meetings with individual ministers, rather than the full Cabinet. 
As Civil Servants staff the Prime Minister’s Office, with additional special advisers on hand to advise on policy and 
help with communication and strategy, the prime minister has the resources to work independently of the Cabinet. 
Under the Coalition, the media regularly talked about formal and informal meetings of the ‘Quad’, which consisted of 
the Prime Minister, Chancellor of the Exchequer, Deputy Prime Minister and Chief Secretary to the Treasury. As key 
leaders of both coalition parties, they met to discuss and agree policy that would be acceptable to both parties. These 
meetings drew comparisons with Tony Blair’s approach of ‘sofa government’, where key decisions were made on the 
sofa in the Prime Minister’s office, rather than in formal, recorded Cabinet meetings. Now that Cameron is leading a 
majority government it has been claimed that ‘Cabinet Government’ is again in decline, replaced by the powerful 
‘duopoly’ of Cameron and Osborne. Despite being a cabinet member and former party leader, Iain Duncan Smith said 
after his 2016 resignation that policy was “changing literally by the hour”, without his, or the Cabinet’s input. He said 
that he felt ‘isolated’ and ‘semi-detached’ in cabinet debates, as the Treasury and No 10 overruled his preferences.  
However… the dynamics of coalition government temporarily made the Cabinet much more important again.  
The need for both the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties to negotiate policy strengthened the role of Cabinet 
under the Coalition. The Cabinet met much more regularly than under the previous Labour government, meeting every 
Tuesday for up to 2 hours. All papers for Cabinet Committees had to explain the steps taken to ensure both parties 
supported each policy. Cabinet Committees had a chair and deputy chair from each party, and the approval and 
signatures of both parties was needed on all papers.  
 
Yes – Prime ministers can reshape their party’s agenda to suit their own vision and policy preferences.  
As the PM is considered the chief party policy maker, their views are highly influential in shaping the party’s direction. 
When David Cameron became leader of the Conservatives, he argued that the party needed to change, vocalising his 
support for issues like green energy and international aid, while downplaying more traditional Conservative policy 
areas. Despite considerable opposition from many Conservative MPs and members, Cameron gave vocal support to 
the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act (2013), which passed even though 136 Conservative MPs voted in opposition. 
Cameron may not have persuaded the backbenches of the reforms, but he achieved his goal nonetheless.   
However… The 2016 EU referendum shows that MPs and members can still control the agenda.  
In 2006, Cameron insisted that his party had to “stop banging on about Europe”. Yet, this did not stop Conservative 
MPs from debating e-petitions that called for an EU referendum, or from introducing their own Private-Member Bills, 
against the wishes of the Government. Instead, this sustained pressure helped lead to Cameron’s 2013 Bloomberg 
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speech, in which he promised to hold a referendum after the 2015 General Election. Cameron then announced a EU 
reform deal in 2016 that he believed delivered the “substantial change” that Conservatives had hoped for. However, 
the backbenches were sharply critical and Cameron had to suspend collective responsibility to allow five cabinet 
ministers, as well as half of backbench MPs, to support ‘Brexit’ in the 2016 referendum.  

Yes – The power of patronage can give the prime minister significant power over the cabinet. 
Cabinet reshuffles highlight how vulnerable ministers can be if their departments are not achieving positive media 
coverage and public approval, or if the minister’s views conflict with the majority of the government. In 2012, Ministers 
who were deemed by some to be unsuccessful or controversial, such as Andrew Lansley, who had been working on 
divisive reforms to the NHS as Secretary of State for Health, found themselves replaced. Others, who held views that 
were in the minority, such as Secretary of State for Transport Justine Greening who opposed a third runway at 
Heathrow, were also strategically moved. In 2014, Gove was demoted from his post as Education Secretary ahead of 
the 2015 election due to his controversial policies and strained relationship with teachers.  
However… the power of patronage can be restricted by political factors and under coalition government.  
Under the Coalition government, the Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg appointed 5 of the 23 cabinet ministerial posts 
and 20 out of the 102 remaining government posts. However, even with his own Ministers, Cameron found that the 
political reality is that he perhaps does not have complete control over appointments. In the 2012 reshuffle, it was 
reported in the media that the Prime Minister wanted Iain Duncan Smith to move from his position at Work and 
Pensions, but Smith refused, as he wanted to complete his welfare reforms. As Smith was a former party leader, and 
his welfare reforms were popular with party members, Cameron was effectively forced to accept his refusal.   
 
Yes – The prime minister’s use of prerogative powers gives them considerable authority.  
The Royal Prerogatives are powers legally possessed by the Queen that are, by convention, used by the PM and 
other ministers. These powers include entering into armed conflict, granting Royal Charters, conducting diplomacy 
and making treaties, appointing government ministers, and, until recently, the dissolution of Parliament. These powers 
are exercised without the need for Parliamentary approval, making scrutiny over their use, and opposition to them, 
extremely difficult. In 2015, Cameron’s authorised the use of drone strikes in Syria in spite of a parliamentary vote 
against military intervention in Syria just two years earlier, demonstrating the limited checks on these powers.  
However… use of the prerogative powers has been weakened by statute and convention.  
The Fixed Term Parliaments Act (2011) requires elections for the House of Commons to be held every 5 years in May, 
rather than at a time of the Prime Minister’s choosing. A constitutional convention has also been developing that 
Parliament should be given a vote prior to military action. In 2013, Cameron wanted to order air strikes against the 
Syrian government, after it was claimed that the government had used chemical weapons against its own citizens. 
However, instead of just giving the order, Parliament was given a vote, and the motion was defeated 285-272.  
 
Yes – The media spotlight and personal appeal of the prime minister can become indispensable to the party.  
As the media and public often view the PM as the lead spokesperson for the Government, their popularity is 
indispensable to the party. Polls by Ipsos Mori have generally shown Cameron to be more popular than his party, with 
Cameron consistently polling above his party, even when both have negative net approval ratings. In February 2016, 
Cameron’s net approval rating was -15, but the party’s was -26. Having led the Conservatives to their first majority 
since 1992, in the first instance of an incumbent party increasing their number of seats since 1983, it is likely that 
Cameron enjoyed a boost to his political power, due to the gratitude of MPs and members.  
However… this power can be very unreliable, and can decline quickly when problems arise.  
Prime ministers must possess strong leadership skills. They must inspire MPs, party members and the public. While 
they have particular institutional powers, they also require strong ‘political’ and ‘personal’ powers in order to wield 
them effectively. ‘Political powers’ refer to the support and responsiveness of the prime minister’s party, while 
‘personal powers’ are the individual powers of persuasion and leadership. Even within a majority government, political 
power can be fickle, and many ministers (particularly the Chancellor – e.g. Gordon Brown and George Osborne) often 
build up their own body of support, that can begin to rival that of the PM. Since Cameron announced that he will step 
down as party leader before the next election, members have already begun to align with other potential leaders, 
decreasing his influence and ability to garner political support. His controversial support for the ‘remain’ campaign in 
the 2016 EU referendum could soon undermine the good will generated by the party’s 2015 General Election victory. 


