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            What on earth is Brexit? 

Part II Britain, Brexit and Sovereignty 
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Section 1: What is sovereignty? 

Sovereignty has had much attention in the context of Brexit.  

But what is it? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

In the United Kingdom much importance is placed upon parliamentary sovereignty 

Task 1.  
Look at this description and write 3 sentences which can be used to explain what parliamentary 
sovereignty means 

External sovereignty: 

A country’s ability to control what is 

happening within its borders free from 

intervention from external powers. 

Internal sovereignty: 

The ability of an individual or body within 

the country to ensure the greatest authority 

for its political and legal arrangements. 

  

For centuries the principle of parliamentary sovereignty has been central to the constitution of the 

United Kingdom. For some, this is the most basic and important principle of the constitution.   

 

In many states, for example the United States, the constitution restricts what type of legislation 

legislature/parliament is able to pass. The Supreme Court of the United States can therefore say that 

some of the legislation passed by parliament is against the constitution and therefore invalid. When 

this happens, parliament is expected to amend the legislation so that it conforms to the 

requirements of the constitution. 

 

However, in the United Kingdom the principle of parliamentary sovereignty has meant that the 

Government at Westminster is the main legal authority. As a result, no restrictions have been placed 

on parliament and the courts cannot refuse or suspend any legislation which has been passed there. 

Also, one parliament cannot place restrictions on the activity of a future parliament—i.e. If today’s 

parliament passes legislation, a future parliament will have the right to abolish it if the Members of 

Parliament so desire. 

 

In a famous quotation, the scholar A. D. Dicey stated: ‘In theory Parliament has total power. It is 

sovereign’ (Law of the Constitution, 1885). 
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Section 2: The European Union and Parliamentary Sovereignty 
 

Those who wished to leave the European Union argued that the United Kingdom’s membership of the 

European Union challenged the principle of parliamentary sovereignty for this reason 

 That member-states are expected to conform with legislation passed at European level. 

It was therefore argued that the traditional principle of Westminster parliamentary sovereignty needed 

to be re-established. 

 

Task2.  

 

Read Theresa May’s article to circumvent parliamentary sovereignty over Brexit.  This article was 

written in October 2016. 

 

‘MPs will not be able to debate how Brexit negotiations will be handled, circumventing British 

parliamentary sovereignty, despite claims that a vote to leave the would bring powers to Westminster. 

 

A number of politicians, including MPs from all major political parties, have demanded that Parliament 

should have a say on the direction of Brexit negotiations, but their pleas have fallen on deaf ears in 

Number 10. 

 

In a statement to the House of Commons, leading Brexiteer and Secretary of State David Davis claimed 

that “the mandate for Britain to leave the European Union is clear, overwhelming, and unarguable” 

after the 52-48 vote on 23 June, and there was no need for parliamentary oversight on the push for a 

“hard Brexit”. 

 

1. .........................................................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................... 

2. .........................................................................................................................................................

.........................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................... 

https://whitehall-admin.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/speeches/exiting-the-eu-next-steps-ministerial-statement-10-october-2016
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Following Davis’ statement, Open Britain, the group campaigning to keep the UK in the single market, 
said: 
 
“If the government is serious about empowering parliament, then they should commit to putting 

before parliament the pre-negotiation white paper David Davis has supported. And to giving our 

sovereign parliament a vote on the eventual deal once the negotiations have finished. 

 

“The government cannot dismiss all calls for parliamentary involvement as attempting to deny the 

referendum result. The result was a vote to leave the European Union. It did not give the government 

a blank cheque on everything from leaving the Single Market to the potential for damaging tariffs and 

other trade barriers. 

 

“Those calling for parliamentary involvement are not trying to deny the referendum result but to 

have a proper say on the terms on which we leave. 

 

“Brexit is the biggest challenge facing our country in a generation. As we debate the detail of it, 

Parliament must be given a voice and a role. To deny it would be anti-democratic and ironic, given 

the claims of support for parliamentary sovereignty by leading Brexiteers.” 

 

An extract from http://descrier.co.uk/politics/theresa-may-circumvent-parliamentary-sovereignty-

brexit/ 

 

a) What are the arguments as to why there was no need to let the Parliament at Westminster 

influence Brexit negotiations? 

 

........................................................................................................................................ ......................... 

.................................................................................................................................................................. 

 

b) What are the arguments for giving the Parliament at Westminster a voice and allowing it to 

influence the Brexit negotiations? 

 

...................................................................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................................................................... 
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Section 3: High Court Ruling – a voice for Parliament in Brexit? 
 

On 3 November 2016, the High Court ruled that a vote will have to be held in the House of Com-

mons before the UK Government can formally begin the process of leaving the European Union. 

The ruling means that the United Kingdom Government cannot invoke Article 50 of the Lisbon Trea-
ty without the agreement of Members of Parliament. 
 
Here is a video of the speech made by one of the team who took the case to the High Court: http://

www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-37857785. 

 

Task 3. What is the opinion of others? 

1. Watch this video of Jonathan Edwards MP, Plaid Cymru/Party of Wales http://

www.bbc.co.uk/cymrufyw/37860838 

 

a) Does he support or oppose a vote at Westminster to leave the EU? Circle the correct answer: 

 

Support    Oppose 

 

b) What reason does he give for allowing Members of Parliament to have a voice in the process?  

.................................................................................................................................................... 

 .................................................................................................................................................... 

c) On what matters does he want the House of Commons to have a voice?  

.................................................................................................................................................... 

..................................................................................................................................................... 

2. Watch this video of David Davies MP, Monmouth: http://www.bbc.co.uk/cymrufyw/37860839 

a) Does he support or oppose a vote at Westminster to leave the EU? Circle the correct answer: 

 

Support    Oppose 

b) What arguments does he offer for not allowing Members of Parliament to have a voice in the 

process? 

..................................................................................................................................................... 

..................................................................................................................................................... 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-37857785
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-37857785
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cymrufyw/37860838
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cymrufyw/37860838
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cymrufyw/37860839


Latest news on this: The United Kingdom Government is now appealing against the High Court 

ruling on whether Parliament should be able to vote on invoking the process of leaving the Europe-

an Union. Their decision is expected in December. 

 

Section 4: What about a voice for Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland 

on Brexit? 

Task 4. The Scottish Parliament’s position 

Watch this next clip where Nicola Sturgeon, First Minister of the Scottish Parliament, discusses 

whether the Scottish Parliament is required to give permission to invoke the process of leaving the 

European Union by legislative consent motion. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-36633244 

Discuss the following questions 

Does she believe that the Scottish Parliament has a role in considering voting against allowing 

the process of leaving the European Union to be invoked? 

Whose interests does she believe she needs to safeguard? 

 

Task 5. What discussions have been held with the devolved administrations about 

Brexit? 

Read this article about the meeting between governments on Brexit:  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-37743666 

a) What type of influence is the Welsh Government expected to have on developing the United 

Kingdom’s position on leaving the European Union? 

.............................................................................................................................................. 

.............................................................................................................................................. 

b) What is the Welsh Government asking for in these discussions? 

................................................................................................................................................... 

.................................................................................................................................................... 
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-36633244
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-37743666


Conclusion 

We hope that you have enjoyed the investigations, tasks and discussions in this session. We 

have seen that: 

 The effect of the Brexit referendum on the idea of parliamentary sovereignty is more complex 

than some believe. 

 That tensions have appeared between different viewpoints: 

 

           Parliamentary sovereignty v sovereignty of the people 

    Legal sovereignty v political sovereignty 

 

Independent research: You can read and do more research about Brexit, including articles like: 

 All you need to know about Brexit:http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-32810887 
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