
What	makes	a	Tory	MP	rebel	–	and	what	are	their	red
lines	on	Brexit?

The	Conservatives	now	depend	on	the	Democratic	Unionist	Party	to	push	through	legislation	in
the	Commons	–	but	can	Theresa	May	even	rely	on	her	own	MPs	to	back	her	on	Brexit?	Philip
Cowley	looks	at	the	factors	that	prompt	MPs	to	rebel	and	what	we	know	about	the	views	of
Tory	MPs.	He	finds	there	will	be	plenty	of	scope	for	rebellion.

One	of	the	most	striking	developments	in	the	House	of	Commons	over	the	last	50	years	has
been	the	rise	of	backbench	dissent.	MPs	are	increasingly	willing	to	vote	against	their	party	line.

This	was,	at	least	in	part,	the	justification	for	the	calling	of	the	2017	general	election.	Whilst	the	claim	that	extra
support	for	the	Conservatives	would	strengthen	Theresa	May’s	bargaining	power	with	other	European	leaders
may	have	been	dubious,	there	was	more	credibility	behind	the	idea	that	it	would	be	easier	to	get	all	the	Brexit
legislation	through	Parliament	with	a	larger	Commons	majority.

May	had	inherited	a	slender	Commons	majority	from	David	Cameron,	which,	when	she	called	the	election,	stood
at	just	17.	In	the	House	of	Lords	–	which	has	been	a	permanently	hung	chamber	since	1999	and	has	been
increasingly	willing	to	defy	the	government	–	she	had	no	majority	at	all.	A	larger	Commons	majority	would	have
given	her	more	room	for	manoeuvre	with	her	own	MPs,	and	some	more	power	with	the	Lords.	To	repeat	a	remark
made	by	David	Cameron	at	7am	on	23	June	2016:	“Well,	that	didn’t	go	according	to	plan”.

The	idiosyncratic	Conservative	MP	Jacob	Rees-Mogg	in	2015.	Photo:	Tom	Phillips	via	a	CC-
BY-NC	2.0	licence

What	makes	for	a	rebellion?
Indeed,	it	is	probably	worse	than	it	looks	on	paper.	Here	are	eight	factors	that	help	party	managers	get	legislation
through	the	House	of	Commons:

Attitudinal	cohesion.	MPs	do	not	rebel	for	the	sake	of	it.	There	has	to	be	a	disagreement	on	the	issue	for
rebellion	to	be	considered.
A	large	majority.	Although	large	majorities	are	not	unambiguously	positive	(they	bring	with	them	their	own
problems	of	party
management),	they	do	at	least	provide	a	buffer	against	rebellious	MPs	within	a	government’s	own	party.
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Delivery	of	a	manifesto	pledge.	Knowing	that	they	are	elected	mostly	because	of	their	party	label,	and	not
because	of	their	own	wonderful	personality,	MPs	are	more	restrained	in	rebelling	if	an	item	of	policy	has
been	clearly	set	out	in	their	party’s	manifesto.
A	first-term	government.	Discontent	builds	up	over	time	within	a	governing	party,	so	governments	born	out
of	a	period	in	opposition	usually	see	lower	levels	of	rebellion	than	those	that	have	been	returned	for	multiple
terms.
Prime	ministerial	coattails.	MPs	who	feel	they	owe	their	victory	to	the	prime	minister	can	often	be	persuaded
to	show	loyalty	in	return	(“she	got	you	here”).
A	large	cohort	of	new	MPs.	The	“coattails	effect”	applies	especially	to	new	MPs	swept	in	on	a	wave	of
support	for	the	party	at	the	polls;	and	anyway,	new	MPs	tend	to	be	less	willing	to	stand	up	to	their	whips,
from	a	mixture	of	inexperience	and	(in	some	cases)	careerism.
Low	salience	issues.	Parliament	deals	with	a	lot	of	legislation.	On	much	of	it,	MPs	do	not	have	much
knowledge	or	interest,	and	even	if	they	do	have	a	view	on	some	issues,	if	it	is	low	profile	they	can	often	be
persuaded	to	stick	to	the	party	line	provided	it	is	not	something	they	feel	very	strongly	about.
Threat	of	an	election/resignation.	A	nuclear	option,	to	be	deployed	only	sparingly,	prime	ministers	have
threatened	to	make	votes	on	legislation	a	vote	of	confidence	–	meaning	that	a	defeat	on	a	vote	would
trigger	a	general	election.	This	was	a	tactic	John	Major,	for	example,	used	on	occasion	in	the	1990s.

What	lies	ahead?
Of	these	eight	factors,	none	apply	now.	There	is	no	majority.	There	are	only	a	handful	of	new	Conservative	MPs.
No	MPs	–	old	or	new	–	are	thanking	the	prime	minister	for	her	magnificent	election	campaign.	The	Conservatives
have	been	in	government	for	seven	years	now,	either	alone	or	in	coalition,	and	the	habit	of	rebellion	has	built	up
on	the	backbenches.	Whatever	else	it	is,	Brexit	is	not	a	low	salience	issue,	and	whilst	the	fundamentals	of	Brexit
were	sketched	out	in	the	manifesto,	much	of	the	detail	that	Parliament	will	have	to	vote	on	over	the	coming	years
was	absent.	This	last	factor	would	have	caused	a	problem	in	the	House	of	Lords	in	particular,	even	if	the
Conservatives	had	won	the	election.

By	requiring	specifically	worded	motions	for	the	triggering	of	early	election,	the	Fixed	Term	Parliaments	Act
removes	the	ability	of	a	prime	minister	to	link	the	triggering	of	an	election	to	the	passage	of	specific	pieces	of
legislation.	Theresa	May	can	still	threaten	to	resign	as	prime	minister	if	she	does	not	get	her	way,	of	course,	but
this	is	unlikely	to	have	quite	the	leverage	it	once	might	have	done.

In	terms	of	attitudes,	we	know	relatively	little	about	incoming	MPs,	and	it	is,	anyway,	always	best	to	be	sceptical
about	attempts	to	read	across	from	stances	taken	before	parliament	to	behaviour	once	at	Westminster.	But	on
the	Conservative	side	of	the	House	of	Commons,	at	least,	because	there	are	so	few	new	MPs,	we	can	draw	on
surveys	from	before	the	election,	which	show	plenty	of	scope	for	disagreement.

We	know	that	around	half	of	Conservative	MPs	voted	Remain,	even	if	most	soon	came	to	terms	with	the
outcome.	A	survey	of	MPs	conducted	by	Ipsos	MORI	between	October	and	December	2016	asked	Conservative
MPs	about	the	tradeoffs	that	may	be	required	in	any	negotiations	(see	figure).	The	plurality	response	of
Conservative	MPs	is	in	the	top	right-hand	corner	of	the	graph	–	prioritising	both	controlling	immigration	and	not
paying	money	into	the	EU	budget	over	access	to	the	single	market	–	but	with	significant	minorities	who	took	a
different	stance.
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The	same	survey	found	that	a	full	quarter	of	Conservative	MPs	believed	that	it	would	not	be	honouring	the
referendum	result	if	the	UK	ended	up	staying	in	the	single	market	after	the	Brexit	negotiations;	just	over	a	third
said	it	would	be	impossible	to	say	it	was	honouring	the	vote	if	the	UK	still	paid	into	the	EU	budget.	Almost	60%
said	that	they	would	not	see	it	as	honouring	the	terms	of	the	referendum	if	immigration	from	within	the	EU	could
not	be	controlled.

Passing	the	detailed	Brexit	legislation	through	parliament	was	already	a	hard	enough	task	before	the	election;	by
the	morning	of	9	June,	it	had	got	a	lot	harder.

This	post	represents	the	views	of	the	author	and	not	those	of	the	Brexit	blog,	nor	the	LSE.	It	first	appeared	at	the
UK	in	a	Changing	Europe	blog.

Philip	Cowley	is	Professor	of	Politics	at	Queen	Mary,	University	of	London.
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