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Confidence: MPs have 
brought down 
ministries over their 
conduct of wars

Direct veto: MPs have 
overruled ministers; 
their right to do so 
remains contested. 

Explicit support: 
Ministers have 
recognised the value of 
showing national unity 

Inquiry: MPs demanded 
and gradually gained 
the right to inquire into 
specific actions

Expenditure: The Bill 
of Rights requires MPs 
to approve funding for 
the military.

1782: Conway’s 
Humble Address 
ends the North 
American War

2013: MPs block 
Cameron Govt 
from intervening 
in Syria

1950: MPs 
explicitly endorse 
UK support for UN 
action in Korea

1940: Hostile tone 
of Norway debate 
leads Chamberlain 
to resign

1855: Sebastopol 
Committee

1808: Walcheren 
Inquiry

1917: Inquiries 
into Mesopotamia 
and Dardanelles

2004-: Multiple 
FAC inquiries into 
Iraq, Libya, Syria

1781: James 
Lowther attempts 
to block the naval 
estimates

1855: Aberdeen 
resigns but 
Palmerston 
succeeds him

2013: Cameron 
survives defeat 
because he retains 
confidence

2003-: MPs 
approve military 
action in Iraq, 
Libya and Syria

1895: Estimates 
amended to 
censure Rosebery 
government

1895: Rosebery 
treats defeat as 
loss of confidence, 
unnecessarily.

1782: George III 
wants to keep 
fighting; MPs force 
PM North to resign

1876-80: Fears of 
Beaconsfieldism –
can Disraeli 
circumvent MPs?

1979: Formation 
of Foreign Affairs 
and Defence Select 
Committees

1913-14: Naval 
Estimates 
Controversy in 
Cabinet and House

1916: Asquith 
uses secret 
session to justify 
conscription

Debate on the Estimates grew 
less common over time; it has not 
been a real source of influence 
since the early 20th Century

MPs’ powers of inquiry not only grew more formal over time, they also encroached increasingly on 
executive power and privilege: at times, as in 1855, that was the point.

The long gap between North’s defeat in 1782 and Cameron’s in 2013 reflected the sense that military 
deployments were confidence issues by definition; governments rarely risked direct censure, and when 
they did, they usually won.

The ultimate power to withdraw confidence from a ministry underpins all the other powers; MPs have had most influence when they have lost 
confidence in ministers. This is rare, but the fact the possibility exists helps ensure governments take the other powers seriously.

1756: Cost of 
Seven Years’ War 
leads MPs to try to 
tax colonists

1857: Palmerston 
wins a general 
election after the 
Arrow incident

1803: Speech from 
the Throne used to 
explain decision to 
expand military


