
 

Independents’ Day: 

A new political movement? 
 
 
 
In a long-awaited development, seven MPs yesterday announced their 
departure from the Labour Party. Although the group have not yet formed a 
new party, that remains a distinct possibility. The real question now is whether 
other MPs will join them and whether this will constitute the start of a viable 
political movement.  
 
 
 
At 8am yesterday morning a press notice was circulated for an event in County Hall, just across the river 
from Parliament. While journalists began to predict what the event was and who was involved, seven 

Labour MPs were already in County Hall finalising their statements. Shortly after 10am a lectern was 
unveiled with the branding “The Independent Group” and the seven MPs entered the room in order to 
announce their resignation of the Labour whip.  
 
These MPs spoke one after the other about their 
motivations for resigning the Labour whip. For Luciana 
Berger it was institutional antisemitism and bullying, for 
some it was mainly about Brexit, for others it was a 
culmination of issues across a wide range of areas including 
foreign policy.     

The staffing of this event was minimal, with a few relatives, 
helpers and a couple of former Labour employees in 
attendance. There is no new party at this stage or 
organisational infrastructure and no clear picture of 
whether other MPs will follow them.  

The MPs were in an extremely emotional state. Party 
members, in some cases for many decades, they didn’t 
believe they would ever leave. They insist it is the party that 
has changed rather than them.  

What happens next? 
The MPs themselves do not know at this stage and want to 
allow the dust to settle. They will not be drawn into 
predictions about whether their now former colleagues will 
follow them and whilst others have been approached, they 
claim not to be actively whipping up support. Secrecy and 
confidentiality have been the priority, rather than expansion 
of the group.  

The deep dissatisfaction with the current Labour leadership 
does not stop with these seven MPs. Notwithstanding any 
names that join them in the coming days, weeks or months, 
a number of Labour MPs will remain within the Party 
despite their personal (and in some cases public) 
reservations.  

The situation these MPs, desperately unhappy with Corbyn, 
find themselves in, is politically and emotionally complex. 
For many, membership of and participation in the Labour 
Party is more than a political or professional choice, it is part 
of their identity, often connected with family backgrounds 
and personal loyalties. Membership goes beyond whoever is 
at the top, it is part of many members’ own identity. 

“Our aim is to pursue policies that are 
evidence-based, not led by ideology, 
taking a long-term perspective to the 
challenges of the 21st Century in the 
national interest, rather than locked in the 
old politics of the 20th Century in the 
party’s interests.” 

- The Independent Group 
Statement of Independence  



 

As was emphasised in the speeches made yesterday, many 
MPs’ and party members’ backgrounds are intertwined with 
Labour activism. Relatives and partners are involved, people 
grew up in communities with a strong cultural affinity to the 
party, friendships are forged in meetings, during 
campaigning sessions, across election campaigns and in the 
pub at the end of the day. Walking away is a much bigger 
choice for many than just changing the political banner they 
stand under.  

There is a much larger grouping of Labour MPs than those 
who resigned today who have not given up on the prospect 
of moving the party back towards the centre ground, many 
have accepted that this is a long-term project but one which 
is worth the marathon. For that reason, they will not leave 
at this moment. For others the priority is dealing with Brexit, 
and they see this as a distraction.  

However, the actions of the seven today make reversing the 
march of the hard left more difficult. Ultimately, if or when 
a proper party is launched alongside a membership drive, it 
will increase the likelihood of moderate Labour MPs being 
deselected and replaced with Momentum candidates, as 
members hostile to Corbyn leave Labour.  

How will this affect Parliament? 
The MPs will sit as independent MPs and for the moment 
have no intention of triggering by-elections. Five are on 
Select Committees and may have to give up their seats. 

The assumption will be that a new party with strong support 
from previously Labour figures would split Labour votes at a 
future election, thus helping the Conservatives. However 
this group does not yet have enough support to cause that 
level of concern. Their objective is to attract support from 
centrists more widely and predicting where they will 
resonate is not clear at this point, although private polling 
shows their strongest opportunities lie with Liberal 
Democrat voters.  

Whilst there is much rejoicing amongst Corbyn’s supporters 
at the departures, the launch of a new political party may 
cause concern for Labour Party election chiefs as well as 
Corbyn himself.  

The formation of a new political party appealing to a softer 
– even ‘Blairite’ – form of social democracy would be 
unlikely to tie with Labour or the Tories for first place in the 
polls yet may peel away votes Labour badly needs in 
affluent suburban marginals – the type of constituency the 
Conservatives narrowly won in 2015 and 2017. 

It is this prospect that is likely to cause the most alarm to 
Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour frontbench, whose opinion 

Values 
- The first duty of government must be to defend its 

people 

- Britain works best as a diverse, mixed social market 
economy  

- A strong economy means we can invest in our public 
services  

- We believe that the creativity is best realised in a 
society which fosters individual freedom and 
supports all families  

- The barriers of poverty prejudice and discrimination 
facing individuals should be removed and 
advancement occur on the basis of merit  

- Paid work should be secure and pay should be fair 

- Our free media, the rule of law, and our open, 
tolerant and respectful society should be cherished 
and renewed 

- We believe that our parliamentary democracy…is 
the best system of representing the view of the 
British people 

- We believe the multilateral, international rules-
based order must be strengthened and reformed 

- As part of the global community we have a 
responsibility to protect our environment 

- Power should be devolved to the most appropriate 
level, trusting and involving local communities 
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poll standing is already likely to take a hit as a result of the 
negative publicity following the scathing remarks of the 
seven MPs resigning from the party. 

If recent electoral history has taught us anything, it is that 
third parties are rarely able to break the stranglehold of the 
“mainstream” Conservative and Labour parties. UKIP may 
have secured 3.8 million votes nationally and a vote share of 
nearly 13% at the 2015 election but was only able to secure 
one Member of Parliament in the form of Douglas Carswell 
(whose election was likely more due to his diligence as a 
local MP than UKIP’s own allure). Even a solid standing in 
the opinion polls is no guarantee of electoral success. At the 
1983 General Election, the Social Democratic Party – which 
was formed on the back of the Limehouse Declaration and 
only later became a fully-fledged party – secured 25.4% of 
the vote yet won only 23 seats.  

It is also noticeable that the Independent Group remains 
very much an off-shoot of Labour. While its pro-European 
message and relative moderation on fiscal issues and 
policies towards public services may chime with some 
Liberal Democrats and ‘One Nation’ Conservatives, it will 
essentially be perceived as a ‘Labour off-shoot’. This differs, 
of course, from the formation of the SDP which attracted 
the remnants of the old Liberal Party, a collection of high-
profile Labour MPs and even a Conservative defector in the 
form of Norfolk MP Christopher Brocklebank-Fowler. To 
broaden its appeal to a more mainstream position, the 
Independent Group will likely need to work to bring on 
board a more politically-diverse team of MPs and 
supporters. If the Group were to attract the support of one 
or two Conservative MPs, this would change its complexion 
significantly and allow it to reach beyond the group of 
unhappy centre-left voters who are likely to constitute the 
majority of its initial support.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The UK’s departure from the EU is likely to make it 
significantly harder for The Independent Group to retain a 
parliamentary foothold in the long run. As UKIP has shown, 
the proportional electoral system used to choose MEPs 
provides an opportunity for smaller parties to acquire 
representation and build a platform from there.  

It is also likely to be a source of frustration to Liberal 
Democrat leader Vince Cable that The Independent Group 
appears more concerned with forming a new political 
movement than heeding his calls for a new, centrist alliance. 
Time will tell if his efforts to “unite the centre” come to 
pass.   

Conclusion  
This is a move that has been long rumoured and much 
predicted. It has been greeted with sadness, anger and 
sneers from different sections of the Labour Party.  

Much depends on how many more, if any, Labour MPs join 
them. Whilst this feels like a watershed to some, the only 
guaranteed impact at present is to move the Parliamentary 
Labour Party further to the left. Anything beyond that is 
unknown even to the MPs themselves. They do not know 
whether this will be the start of a lasting movement or 
simply something that will dissipate without a long-term 
political impact.  

 


