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If you were an MP, how would you have voted on the Brexit bill? 

Did your constituency vote to leave?

In the Westminster system, only one Member of Parliament represents a con-
stituency. The candidate with the most votes is elected, and is then responsible 
for representing everyone, even if a majority has not voted for them. Although 
this does not mean that MPs have to adhere to their constituents’ every wish, 
many MPs have taken their local referendum result seriously and have said 
that they will vote accordingly.

Does your party support the bill?

In the Westminster Parliament, parties expect a great amount of discipline 
from their MPs. Party leaders can use certain “carrots and sticks”3 to make 
MPs vote in accordance with the party line - they can e.g. give or withdraw 
committee appointments and government posts.

Has your party imposed a whip on the vote?

‘Whips’ have to make sure that as many MPs as possible vote according to the offi-
cial party line. To that end, they send out a weekly letter, which is also called ‘The 
Whip’. It informs MPs about upcoming votes and requests their attendance – the 
more important a vote is, the more often it is underlined. A ‘three-line whip’ like 
the one called for the Brexit bill by Labour is reserved for the most important bills 
and may significantly influence the way MPs vote.  

Are you a backbencher?

In the House of Commons, the less important MPs sit in the back - they are called back-
benchers. They are generally less tightly bound by party discipline than Ministers and 
their equivalent on the side of the opposition, the Shadow Ministers. The more important 
an MP’s position, the more severe consequences they might face for voting out of line.

Do you have any important by-elections in the near future?

By-elections are elections in between general elections. They are called 
when a seat in the House of Commons becomes vacant and are often seen 
as a test of popularity for the parties competing in that constituency.

Are they in leave-voting constituencies?

In order to win crucial seats, a party might decide to take a clear stance on 
an issue that is important for constituents. For example, the Labour Par-
ty faced two crucial by-elections in leave-voting areas in early 2017. By open-
ly backing the Brexit bill, Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn might have hoped 
to increase his party’s chances in these constituencies - with mixed results:  
In Stoke-on-Trent (69.4% Leave), Labour managed to retain the seat.1 However, 
the former heartland seat of Copeland (62,0%) was lost to the Conservatives.2

Kenneth Clarke (Conservative) 
has the longest record of continuous 
service in the House of Commons 
(“Father of the House”). He has been 
Chancellor of the Exchequer and 
Home Secretary and has occupied 
several other ministerial positions in 
various cabinets.4 The outspoken Eu-
rophile was the only member of the 
Conservative Party to vote against 

the bill, citing a firm belief that it was “in the national inter-
est” for the UK to remain in the EU and that it was his duty as 
an MP to fight back against a development he saw as damag-
ing to the future of his country.5

Tulip Siddiq (Labour) was Shad-
ow Minister for Early Years (educa-
tion) under Jeremy Corbyn until she 
resigned from the opposition front-
bench to vote against the Brexit bill. 
Siddiq explained that as her constit-
uents had voted overwhelmingly to 
remain in the EU, as their represent-
ative she could not obey her party’s 
three-line whip and back the bill.6 

However, while Siddiq felt that she had to give up her po-
sition on the frontbench, her colleague Catherine West has 
remained as Shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs despite de-
fying her party’s whip and voting against the bill.

Priti Patel (Conservatives) is an 
MP for Witham, member of the Privy 
Council, and the current Secretary of 
State for International Development.  
Patel has been a leading figure in the 
Leave campaign, citing that she “al-
ways believed that Britain would be 
better off out”.7 She has supported 
the bill and has voted against amend-
ments that would have given MPs 

powers to have a say on the final deal, saying on the BBC’s 
Andrew Marr Show that Parliament should not be used to “to 
subvert the democratic will of the British public”.8

Chuka Umunna (Labour) is an 
MP for Streatham and a member of 
the Home Affairs Select Committee. 
He has been an ardent campaigner 
for Remain and his constituents vot-
ed to stay in the EU with the over-
whelming result of 79,28% – one of 
the highest remain results UK-wide.9 
Nevertheless, Umunna has voted to 
trigger Article 50, since he believes 

that “as democrats […] we must abide by the national result”. 
He also cites the need for Labour to present itself as a united 
opposition as one of his reasons for following the party’s offi-
cial line.10

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/thumb/1/10/Priti_Patel_2016.

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/c/cc/Chuka_at_Lambeth_Col-
lege-2.JPG

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/8/81/Ken_Clarke_2010.jpg

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/thumb/8/85/Tulip_Siddiq.
jpg/682px-Tulip_Siddiq.jpg

Would it have been an easy choice, or a question of principle? Make your decision here - but 
remember that your personal opinion is not the only thing you need to consider. As you go 
along, find out about some of the other factors that can influence MPs’ decisions.

start here!

How is your party currently doing?

A party that is securely positioned would be less concerned 
about losing individual seats in future elections. Its MPs 
might therefore be a little more free in their decisions, or 
more willing to vote against their own party.

Are you personally in favour of Brexit?

Think carefully about whether or not your personal opinions should influence your 
decisions as an MP; and remember that voting against the bill does not mean stop-
ping Brexit. Are you willing to risk the loss of your seat or position to make a symbol-
ic statement? Consider your constituents and your party as well as the press and the 
public mood in general.
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