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ABSTRACT:

KEYWORDS

Ministerial  accountabil ity is  
regarded as the only way of 
ensuring effective Parliamentary 
control. This responsibility may be 
individual or collective, according 
to whether a single minister or the 
entire cabinet is implicated. As it is 
rare for an action performed by a 
minister not to be linked to general 
policy, ministerial accountability is 

usually a collective matter. If Parliament expresses a lack of confidence in one of the ministers,the 
Prime Minister had to decide whether the entire Government should resign on the principles of 
ministerial solidarity and collective responsibility or whether the resignation of the minister in 
question is enough. In addition to collective responsibility, individual responsibility is also the general 
rule in countries where ministersare the direct instruments for the execution of the policy laid down by 
Parliament. Each minister may asked to give an account of the way in which he is carrying out that 
policy within his own department. Ministerial responsibility is of two kinds which may termed legal and 
political, Legal responsibility is that which arises from the principle that every act of the Crown must be 
countersigned by at least one minister who can be held liable in a court of law if the thing done can be 
shown to be illegal. This principle is a part of the law of the constitution-Unwritten, indeed, but 
nevertheless law. The other, or political form of responsibility is that which lies in the direction of the 
House of commons. This responsibility is the essence of the Cabinet or parliamentary system which in 
turn in Britain’s principal contribution to modern political practice.

Political Responsibility , modern political practice , general policy.
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COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY AND THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS

INTRODUCTION

Ministerial accountability to Parliament has two aspects:

The concept of Political Responsibility is somewhat ambigous. In political discussion the 
concept is commonly invoked in three quite distinct ways.

In the first place, the term ‘Responsible’ is commonly used to describe a system of Government 
in which the administration is responsive to public demands and movements of public opinion. In the 
second place, the term is used in a quite different way, which invokes the concepts of duty and moral 
responsibility the, Headmaster is responsible for the welfare of his pupils. The prison governor is 
responsible for seeing that prisoners do not escape or kill them selves or attack the guards. In the same 
way, the Ministers in office are responsible for seeing that the government pursue a wise policy, wether 
or not what they do meets with the immediate approval of the public.

There is a third usage of term ‘responsibility’, which more common in Britan than in most other 
countries. This is its usage to signify the accountability of ministers, or of the government as a whole, to 
an elected assembly. In Britan individual Ministers are responsible to Parliament for the work of their 
departments, and the Cabinet is collectively responsible for Government policy in principle this implies 
that Ministers should resign (or be ready to resign) when serious mistakes by their departments are 
disclosed, and that the Government should region when the confidence of Parliament is withdrawn. In
practice resignation of this kind are relatively rare, but the convention of ministerial responsibility is 

1
nevertheless an essential feature of modern British government.

 the collective responsibility of Ministers for 
the policies of the government and their individual responsibility for the work of their departments. 
Both forms of responsibility are embodied in conventions which cannot be legally enforced. Both 
convections were developed during the 19th century and in both cases the practice was established 
before the doctrine was announced. Thus, the convention of collective responsibility was developed 
between 1780 and 1832, but the concept of ‘responsible government’ appears not to have been 
introduced into British political debates until as late as 1829, and then in relation to Canada rather than 

2Britain.
The responsibility was once towards the Crown; then it became divided between the Crown and

Parliament; after 1832 it inclined much more towards Parliament than to Crown; since 1867, it is to 
Parliament tempered by daily regards to electoral and party opinion; indeed, the electorate and the 
parties are organized to exact this regard, so that although the formal public arena of answerability is 
the House of Commons, the questions and the answers are always moulded with conscious and 

3necessary reference to the Constituent bodies outside it.
The Nature of Responsibility If responsibility is that which is supposed to keep Cabinets in the 

path they ought to go, what is the motive and directing force in responsibility? Responsibility means 
that a position of trust is held, that it’s that power can only be used within certain defined limits. The 
question then, is, who draws those limits, who watches over them, and what is the punishment for their 
violation? Until 1689 the limits were drawn by the Crown, and the Crown itself was prompted by some 
reference to the state of opinion in the country and Parliament and among its friends. Since 1689 the 
device has been found of an irremovable but powerless Crown, and a powerful but removable Ministry. 
Between the time when the early system was driven to its fall and the rise of the modern the device of 
Impeachment was tried, that is a formal trial of the conduct of a Minister before the house of Lords, 

2
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which might end in exile, impeachment, fine, or death. This method of imposing political responsibility 
failed because in its time it was difficult to distinguish the part played by the Crown and that played by 

4Ministers in any specific act of government.
The Doctrine of collective responsibility was not in the beginning part of the Cabinet system. In 

George III’s time Ministers sometimes spoke and even voted against political determined by the 
Cabinet.As the two-party system began to arise so the feeling grew that such behaviour was improper. 
With the full establishment of the mass two-party system the doctrine of collective responsibility 
passed into the unwritten conventions of the constitutionsomething that every one took for granted. 
The doctrine was induced necessary to the Cabinet from the mid-nineteenth century onwards. Cabinet 
Ministers were party leaders; both this leadership and the party itself would be weakened if the leaders 

5openly attacked one another or publicly attributed views to one another.
Collective responsibility does not require that every Cabinet Minister must take an active part in 

the formulation of policy, nor that his presence in the cabinet room is essential whenever a decision is 
taken. His obligation may be passive rather than active when the decision does not relate to matters 
falling within his own sphere of administrative responsibility. He must however, be informed before 

6
hand of what the proposal is and have an opportunity of voicing his doubts and objections.

Types of Ministerial Accountability Theoretically, there are three types of ministerial 
accountability. Firstly, there is personal financial accountability, which is the obligation of Ministers to 
make good any financial harm caused to the tax-payer which results from their actions. This question is 
not pursued here, because, on one hand, it has nothing to do with the relationship between the 
Legislature and the Executive; and, on the other hand, because it is largely a problem of little 
importance in modern times. Secondly, there is penal accountability which is the obligation upon 
Ministers to answer for criminal actions such as treason, misappropriation, extortion, corrupt practice 
and encroachments upon the freedom of the individual. Although at the root of political responsibility, 
this question raises the broader issue of political trails. It leads to Parliament performing a judicial 
functions. In the meantime we can note that penal accountability has importance in countries where 
political accountability has ceased to apply. The Final form of ministerial accountability is political 
accountability, which is not founded on an objective definition of criminal or civil offences, but rather 
on subjective factor which are assessed by Parliament.

The scope of political accountability is vast; it may apply to any act performed by a Minister in 
the exercise of his duties or the carrying out of his policies, his actions or failure to act, and even his 
intentions. A minister’s conduct is not regarded in the light of its legality but simply of its political 
wisdom in the face of views expressed by Parliament. 

This type of accountability, and its associated penalties, did not originate with constitutional 
theorists, but evolved over the ages from the use of the impeachment procedure in the United 
Kingdom. Impeachment made its first appearance as early as the sixteenth century; a minister could be 
arraigned by the House of Commons and subsequently by tried by the House of Lords. In this form it 
was used to attack those Ministers whose proximity to the Sovereign was considered undesirable and 
who could not be proceeded against for a crime or misdemeanour under the ordinary law. As the power 
of Parliament increased, ministers learned to pay attention to a hostile expression of opinion, and in 

ORIGINS OF ACCOUNTABILITY
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71742 for the first time, a Prime Minister resigned after being defeated in the House of commons.
Collective responsibility in practice The defeat of a minister on any issue is a defeat of the 

Government. The proposal made by a minister, whether or not they have been approved by the 
Cabinet, are the proposals of the Government. An attack on a minister is an attack on the Government.

This is the Parliamentary aspect of the collective responsibility. Yet the principle must be 
accepted subject to qualifications. Though the Government accepts responsibility for a ministers 
proposal, there is nothing to prevent it from bowing to that “feeling of the House” to which experienced 
politicians are sensitive and withdrawing the proposal. If the minister feels that his credit has thereby 
been impaired, he will resign. Again a Government does not accept responsibility for a personal mistake 
by a minister. The Government does not accept responsibility for an error of judgement or bad 
administration by one of its members. The process of government compels a delegation of authority 
the Cabinet must leave to each minister a substantial discretion as to what matter he will bring before it. 

8If he make a mistake, then he must accept the personal responsibility.

Parliament’s interest in the composition of the ministry is yet another example where 
Parliament has extended its control over Government, and this interest is now expressed in the 
doctrine of Ministerial responsibility, with its corollary that the Government must command the 
support of Parliament. In an earlier period, however, the relationship between the minister and 
Parliament was less explicit and Parliament attempted to use techniques of control appropriate to its 
status as a predominantly legal body. In modern termonology, it was at one a grand jury and a courtas a 
grand jury it could initiate proceedings if the law was improperly carried out, and as a court, it could her 
cases an appeal and itself try cases concerning high crimes and misdemeanours. These functions 

9required certain legal powers, certain control over personnel to secure compliance with its orders.

The Council of Ministers is collectively responsible to the Lok Sabha: [Art 75(3)] The 
responsibility is joint and indivisible, there is no specific provision in the Constitution laying down the 
individual responsibility of a Minister and his accountability to Parliament for all the act of omission and 
commission in his departmental charge. However, in keeping with the high Parliamentary traditions, 
individual Minister’s have of their own accord accepted responsibility for and resigned on account of 
the criticism or short comings of departments under them.

Collective responsibility is assured by the enforcement of two principles. First, no person is 
nominated to the council except on the advice of the Prime Minister, and Secondly, no person is 
retained as member of the council if the Prime Minister demands his dismissal, The essence of 
collective responsibility is that a Minister is free to express his dissent when a policy is in the stage of 
discussion, but after a decision is taken every Minister is expected to standby it without any 
reservation. The only alternative therefore, for a Minister who does not see eye to eye with the Prime 
Minister in matters of policy or is not prepared to defend a cabinet decision is to resign.

Parliamentary Control and Ministerial

Responsibility:

Cabinet Responsibility In India:

4
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Likewise if the Prime Minister finds that a colleague’s views or actions are causing him 
10

embarrassment, he can appropriately as for his resignation.
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