
The loyal party drone
Most MPs are elected by virtue of the party label that

they carry during the elect ion. l t  is logical,  therefore, the

part ies would argue, that MPs should toe the party l ine

once in Parl iament. To this end the party whips (see Ch

6.3)  ca io le  and pun ish  t roub lesome MPs.  Such MPs

mieht f ind their chances of promotion l imited. Those

thal persistentty ignore the whips might have the whip

rvithdrarvn. This effect ively throws the MP out ol the
parl iamentary party and leaves them vulnerable to de-

selection in their consti tuency' Some MPs choose to

resign the whip or even cToss the f loor of the House and
join another party by taking that party's whip. They can

do this rvi thout seeking re-elect ion because - in theory -

they are elected, not the Party.

The future for MPs
Many writers have observecl the increasing number of what are cal led 'career pol i t ic ians' in the House' Whereas MPs in the
.l 
940s served an average of only five yuuriin Parliament, today's MPs often linger for 15 or 20 years',The iob has changed: MPs

now often have more comfortable office accommodation in Portcullis House, ihey receive a reasonable salary and over

f50 000 in al lowable expenses on top ofthat salary, and the hours of debate have been moderated' The accompanying desire

to secure and then retain such a posi i ion is l ikely to lead to greater party loyalty within the Chamber' At the same t ime'

however, many voters are becoming unhappy with the exten't to which their representatives representthem and by the

continual al legations of sleaze and"scandal. ihe result ing disi l lusionment has - i t  is argued - c.ontr ibuted to lower turnout in

2001 aswel l  as to thee lec t ionof  non-par typar l iamenta iycand ida tes( fo rexample ,Mar t inBe l l  andDrRichardTay lo r )  Th is

disaffect ion with MPs wil l  need to be addressed.

8.4 The role of an MP

The representative
MPs are representatives rather than delegates (see Ch 1 .2).

Most MPs hold regular surgeries in order to deal with

consti tuency issues and gauge opinion. Some MPs (such as

the Prime Minister and members of the government) may

have dif f iculty in representing their consti tuents as

effect ively, due to the demands on their t ime. Others (such

as the Speaker and Deputy Speakers) might be restr icted in

what they can say due to the nature of their jobs. Voters can

remove MPs through the bal lot box, but in real i ty most MPs

owe their posit ions more to those who selected them as their
party's candidate. Few MPs have suff icient personal support

to be elected without the partv label (Mart in Bel l  in 1997

and Dr Richard Taylor in 200' l  being recent exceptions) and

many can be said to have been elected purely due to their

The watchdog
Trad i t iona l l y ,  MPs w i th in  Par l iament  have had

the role of holding Sovernment accountable
through the various debates, committees,
Pr ime Min is te r ' s  and Min is te rs '  Quest ions  and
- ult imatel l ,  -  by voting on government bi l ls.
Th is  i s  c ruc ia l ,  bu t  a  government  usua l ly  has  a
big enough majori ty to over-r ide rebel l ions
and MPs, control led by whips, are often too
fearful to act as a watchdog, part icularly in the
age of the 'career pol i t ic ian' (see below).
Though there have always been MPs who
pr io r i t i se  th is  ro le  (Tony  Benn and Denn is
Sk inner ,  fo r  example) ,  ind iv idua ls  such as  the
Par l iamentary  Commiss ioner  and bod ies  such
as the Public Accounts Committee probably
car ry  more  we igh t  than ind iv idua l  MPs.

The local trouble-shooter
Regardless of r,vhether or not MPs ever
fol low the views of their consti tuents
rather than the party whips, al l  MPs play

an impor tan t  ro le  in  t roub le -shoot ing
lvithin their consti tuency and representing
the interests of consti tuents facing
problems either within the consti tuency or

abroad. ln 2002, for example, MPs were

at work making representations on behalf

of the Brit ish plane spotters arrested and

charged in Creece. MPs can also
intervene in disputes between constl tuents
and local government bodies. Many MPs

also i ind that domestic problems are

brought to their surgeries. This
troubleshooting role has seen some MPs

described as glori f ied social workers.

The legislator
For a bi l l  to become an act, i t  must be passed through the House of Commons. As a result,  MPs have total power over

legislat ion. In real i ty, horvever, the situation is far di i ierent. MPs, as we have already noted, are under pressure to contorm'

part iamentary debates can be cut short,  committees and committee chairmen leaned on. lronical ly, as the passage of the.recent

anti{errorism legislat ion has shown, i t  is often the Lords who offer the more spir i ted opposit ion to Sovernment pol icy; a fact

par t i cu la r ly  t rue  dur ing  the  Thatcher  years .
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