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Abstract

In this article, the author demonstrates how the phenomenon of party-
switching can be used to shed light on and analyse the challenges arising
from Brexit at the parliamentary level, and argues that it acts as an
external shock, leading to a so-called “boiling point” scenario whereby
fundamental bonds of the parliamentary system, namely, long-standing
party affiliations, rapidly disintegrate. The dynamics of 271 instances
of party-switching in the House of Commons from 1992 to 2023 are
presented, with a particular focus on the short period between February
and October 2019, during which there was a surge of 89 such cases.
Adopting a perspective focused on party affiliation changes, the author
argues that the British case allows us to carefully formulate three general
conclusions: 1) Every parliamentary system has a potential boiling point;
2) The systemic boiling point has an emergent character; 3) It does not
imply a formal power shift in the Government.
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Introduction

In this article, the author explores the phenomenon of party-
switching — when MPs change their party affiliations — and analyses the
transformations occurring in the House of Commons as a result of Brexit.
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The proposed focus is on what is referred to as systemic “boiling points”,
which encompass situations characterised by a substantial number
of severed party affiliations within a relatively brief timeframe. This
phenomenon has the potential to undermine the core political principles
and stability of the party system, as well as the enduring identity of the
major political parties.

The party-switching perspective, as discussed, suggests that significant
shifts in the parliamentary system can occur due to small-scale, high-
frequency events in the parliamentary arena (Heller, Mershon, 2009).
This is why, on one hand, we should be cautious in assuming these events
as “the last gasps” of the British political order (Hayton, 2022, p. 350;
Sanders, 2017), but on the other hand, we should also refrain from
declaring a return to “business as usual” (Cutts et al., 2020), despite the
fact that “the Westminster electoral system has done its best to translate
the messy diversity of voters’ choices into the neat order of a two-party
system in Parliament” as happened in 2019 (Denver, Johns, 2022, p. 62).

The author contends that while the British system may have resisted
outright revolutionary change or party system collapse as suggested by
Seawright (2012), it has undoubtedly reached its boiling point. Using
a metaphor that aptly captures the systemic approach presented in this
study, this boiling point is a moment characterised by “heating” the
parliamentary system to a level where its fundamental bonds — the party
affiliations of individual MPs — undergo widespread decomposition. By
employing an interpretative method, the author believes that we are able to
translate the experiences of disruption in the British House of Commons
into three general lessons that potentially apply to diverse democratic
systems that can be significantly different from the British system:

1) Every parliamentary system has a potential boiling point;

2) The systemic boiling point has an emergent character;

3) It does not imply a power alternation.

According to studies on party-switching, the degree of party system
structuration reduces the likelihood of party-switching occurrences
(Zielinski et al., 2005). But what the author terms a “systemic boiling
point” is an example of an equilibrium disruption, a departure from the
norm which can occur even in highly structured systems (Mair, 1997, p.
16). Despite the United Kingdom having one of the most closed party
systems in Europe (Casal Bértoa, 2023), the entropy of class-based party
affiliation undoubtedly presents new dilemmas here (Hunt, Lockey,
2017; Denver, Johns, 2022). The UK case illustrates that in the end, every
parliamentary system has the potential to reach a boiling point. Numerous
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historical examples confirm this, starting with the Reconstruction Era
in the United States (1865-1877), during which many instances of
party-switching occurred due to party disputes over civil rights and the
political restructuring of the South. Similarly, following the reunification
of Germany in 1990, the Communist Party (German: Sozialistische
Einheitspartei Deutschlands, or, SED — English: the Socialist Unity Party
of Germany) transformed into the PDS (the Party of Democratic Socialism),
with many of its members and activists changing parties, joining newly-
formed democratic groups or West German parties such as the SPD (the
Social Democrats) or the Greens. In essence, ultimately, no party system
remains entirely stable, and under certain conditions, each may reach
a critical juncture where a sudden increase in the number of fractures in
its structural bonds occurs. Regarding the second claim, the author argues
that while Brexit obviously and undeniably brought tensions to a boiling
point, the subsequent developments have an emergent character. Drawing
on the concept proposed by Robert Harmel and Kenneth Janda, Brexit
may be characterised as an external shock; “a stimulus so directly linked
to considerations of a party’s «primal goal» that it prompts the party’s
decision-makers to undertake a fundamental re-evaluation of the party’s
effectiveness in achieving that goal” (1994, pp. 267-268). In contrast to
this, however, the author contends that a boiling point is not the result
of centralised, strategically planned actions, but rather the consequence
of multiple, only partially-coordinated events. It is the accumulation of
diverse types of party-switching events (Heller, Mershon, 2009, p. 8),
that indicates the emergence of a specific state of the party system at the
parliamentary level. Finally, in relation to the aforementioned third point,
the author argues that a boiling point signifies a new level of equilibrium
in the parliamentary system, but not necessarily a change of government.
This is because the destabilisation of political parties that occurs within
a boiling point is not exclusive to the governing party. As a result of an
external shock, the rules of the game within the parliamentary system
are redefined, which can also paralyse the functioning of the opposition,
as was the case with Brexit (Bartle, 2018). In a heightened situation, old
factional divisions may resurface, hindering the smooth transfer of power
(Sanders, 2017, p. 105).

Therefore, this article makes two primary contributions, namely, the
development of the theoretical concept of a systemic boiling point, and
the interpretation of Brexit through this concept, which can offer valuable
insights for future comparative analyses. The work is structured into four
sections. In the theoretical part, the author outlines the main assumptions
of the current theory of party-switching, which are important for situating
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the concept within a broader theoretical framework. In the methodological
section, key issues will be discussed relating to the specific approach to
party-switching in the UK, as highlighted in official documents such as
those from the House of Commons Library. The main section will present
the lessons learned and the findings from the conducted research. The
article concludes with a brief summary.

Theory

In this article, party-switching is understood as “any recorded change
in party affiliation on the part of a politician holding or competing for
elective office” (Heller, Mershon, 2009, p. 8). This phenomenon is
relatively understudied but has gained increasing attention, mostly
among researchers examining party systems of consolidated democracies
(McLaughlin, 2012; Kato, Kannon, 2008; Heller, Mershon, 2005; 2009)
and, to a certain degree, in democratising systems (Thames, 2007;
McMenamin, Gwiazda, 2011). Additionally, there are scholars who have
conducted cross-national comparative research and developed analytical
models to understand party-switching (Mershon, Shvetsova, 2015;
O’Brien, Shomer, 2013). The scholarly literature focusing specifically on
party-switching in the United Kingdom tends to be more historical in
nature, focusing on individual cases (Leach, 1995; Horn, 2015).

The aforementioned authors primarily examined party-switching
through the lens of individualised variables such as age, education,
parliamentary experience, or the gender of the deputies (Barczyszyn-
Madziarz, Zukiewicz, 2022; Arriola et al., 2022). The analysis also
considered the influence of ideological issues (Volpi, 2019; Desposato,
2006) and, less frequently, worldview issues such as abortion (Killian,
Wilcox, 2008). At the systemic level of research, the analysis focused
on determining how party-switching is influenced by differences in
various electoral systems (McLaughlin, 2012; Schofield, 2009), levels of
democracy, and parliamentary cycles (Mershon, Shvetsova, 2008). They
also emphasise the difference between party strategies and the systemic
context (Kreuzer, Pettai, 2009, p. 266). From the perspective of political
parties, general reasons for parliamentary defections (Heller, Mershon,
2009) or their impact on the coalition dynamics of individual factions
(Mershon, 2008) are investigated.

In the article, the author adopts a critical yet systemic perspective in
studying party-switching, following the path laid by the seminal work
of Carol Mershon and Olga Shvetsova, who argue that “party-switching
opens a new window onto party systems, enabling the analyst to see
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and treat partisan identities not as fixed and exogenous but as fluid and
endogenous” (Heller, Mershon, 2009, p. 7). Recent research indicates
that this «fluidity» can also have a profoundly traumatic character for the
politicians themselves (Ceron, Volpi, 2021). Brexit constituted a turning
point, one of the most significant political events of 21%-century Europe.
In this context, both detailed empirical research as well as theoretical
conceptualisations of this boiling point are warranted and can be expected.
This study seeks to achieve the latter objective.

Methodological Note

For the purpose of analysis, the author compiled a dataset of 271
instances of party-switching that occurred in eight consecutive terms
of the House of Commons from 1992-1997, 1997-2001, 2001-2005,
2005-2010, 2010-2015, 2015-2017, 2017-2019, and 2019-2024, with
the data ending in August 2023. In creating this database of 271 cases,
the author drew upon various sources, including media reports, the
Members Database, Hansard, scientific literature, and the House of
Commons Library’s publication MPs’ Changes of Party Allegiance in the
House of Commons Since 1979 (2023). Of particular interest is the latter
compilation, as it highlights the specific approach to party-switching in
the British context, which can be described as the “whip’s perspective”.
Although it is related to party discipline, which is undoubtedly one of
the key theoretical elements in the study of party-switching (Heller,
Mershon, 2009, p. 35), this issue in British politics has a dual meaning
and often assumes an informal character. On one hand, it refers to the
whip as a person, whose actions, as Philip Cowley points out, can impact
upon party members: “The whips can (and do) make life less pleasant for
the troublesome. They can (and do) deny places on the more prestigious
select committees, deny time away from the House, deny time for overseas
trips, deny promotion, deny better office space and so on. And — at times
— the whips could also revert to good old-fashioned physical bullying”
(Cowley, 2004, p. 4). On the other hand, it also pertains to the issue of
belonging to a specific parliamentary group, which is expressed through
receiving voting instructions, also referred to as “the whip”. Consequently,
the adopted perspective in the referenced document focuses primarily on
the loss or resignation of the whip, rather than all subsequent changes
that reflect structural transformations in parliamentary representation.
In the approach the author has adopted, every change of affiliation,
not just the initial loss of the original whip, is considered an example
of party-switching, thereby expanding and complicating the presented
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list of analysed events. Furthermore, some researchers argue that party-
switching can be conceptualised more broadly as the instability caused
by the flow of deputies between parliamentary groups, which includes the
changes arising from the expiration of mandates during a term and the
need for replacements (Zukiewicz, 2023; Domagata, 2023). In this article,
however, the author decided to include only 29 cases of by-elections
where the winner belonged to a different party than the incumbent.
These accounted for less than 30% of the by-elections in the examined
time period (104 cases between April 1992 and June 2023). The following
chart strongly indicates that by-elections were not significantly linked to
the described boiling point, which occurred in 2019.

By-Elections to the House of Commons
(1992-2023)
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Figure 1. Overview of House of Commons By-Elections

Description: The ratio between by-elections won by the incumbent and those leading
to a change in parliamentary party affiliation.
Source: the author’s own study.

Finally, in the research, the author also attempts to categorise the
cases into those directly influenced by Brexit and those driven by other
factors. These studies are mainly based on the analysis of press reports
and official communications. However, considering that such events
always have a complex nature, this aspect should be approached with
due caution.
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Results

Lesson One: No System is Stable Enough

The following chart presents the cumulative number of party-
switching cases and confirms the assumption that the dynamics of party-
switching in the House of Commons intensified significantly during the
parliamentary term of 2017-2019. From February to October 2019, the
average number of party-switching instances was 13 times higher than
the entire period under study (April 1992-July 2023), indicating 89 cases
of affiliation changes within 9 months.

Party switching in the House of Commons
(1992 - 2023)
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Figure 2. The Problem of Party-Switching in the House of Commons
Since 1992

Description: The impact of the EU as an influential factor on the number of events
referred to as party-switching.
Source: the author’s own study.

However, before we proceed any further, it is worth noting that in a sense,
this situation had a precedent, albeit on a much smaller scale, in the period
between 1994 and 1995. This earlier episode was related to the resistance of
some Conservative Party MPs to the implementation of the provisions of
The Treaty on European Union in 1992 within the British legal framework
(Baker et al., 1993). This highlighted the significance of the European issue
as a divisive force within the governing Conservative Party, with a faction
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of politicians, known as the Maastricht Rebels, initiating a rebellion that,
in a sense, continued until 2019 and the eventual victory of the hard-Brexit
wing.

The Maastricht Rebels capitalised on the extremely weak position of
Prime Minister John Major’s government, which held only a slim majority
in parliament, to block legislation aimed at incorporating the provisions of
the Maastricht Treaty into the British parliamentary system (Berrington,
Hague, 1998). The rebel group took various forms, with 10 of them
ultimately losing the whip. The events were problematic not only from
a pragmatic standpoint of the Government’s functioning, but also because
they undermined the image of the Conservative Party since, as Michael
Clark argued, “a party whose members publicly feud, for instance, will
do little to inspire the public’s confidence that they can provide stable,
effective leadership” (Clark, 1999, p. 96). It was especially problematic
since the rebels enjoyed support from prominent former Conservative
Party politicians, including Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (1993),
who stated: “I could never have signed this treaty. I hope that that is clear
to all who have heard me. The Bill will pass considerable further powers
irrevocably from Westminster to Brussels, and, by extending majority
voting, will undermine our age-old parliamentary and legal institutions,
both far older than those in the Community. We have so much more to lose
by this Maastricht Treaty than any other state in the European Community.
It will diminish democracy and increase bureaucracy”.

Thatcher’s words reflect a widely-held belief in the distinctiveness
of the British experience, which challenges not only the possibility of
understanding of the UK’s position and interests by outsiders, but also
challenges the validity of drawing broader conclusions on their basis.
However, this was not solely a result of the UK’s internal politics; as
Nicholas J. Crowson points out, the issue of ratifying the Maastricht Treaty
was largely fuelled by “expressions of continental public doubt that gave
the Conservatives’ internal debate fresh fuel” (Crowson, 2009, p. 57).

While it is difficult to determine the extent to which these events
influenced the historic defeat of the Conservatives in the 1997 elections,
one clear conclusion can be drawn that extends beyond the scope of the
British case: on issues such as leaving the European Union, no party system
is sufficiently stable or institutionalised. As indicated by Philip Lynch and
Richard Whitaker, the Conservative Party authorities attempted to learn from
the experience by introducing restrictions to make future rebellions more
difficult. These included “intervention in candidate selection, patronage,
discipline, policy compromises, permitting low-cost dissent, referendum
pledges and reducing issue salience” (Lynch, Whitaker, 2013, p. 317).
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However, in hindsight, these changes proved to be inadequate. Neither the
historically entrenched position of whips — which Tabitha Troughton (2023)
describes as crucial elements of the ruthless party control system — nor the
modernisation of strategic party management could shield the system from
the massive “external shock” of Brexit (Harmel, Janda, 1994, pp. 267-268).

Lesson Two: Boiling Points Have an Emergent Character

Tim Bale argues that at the heart of the 2019 parliamentary crisis lies
the European Research Group (ERG), which was formed as early as 1993.
The ERG is a research group and caucus of Eurosceptic Conservative
MPs that “morphed from a small bunch of particularly zealous sceptics
into something approaching a well-drilled guerrilla army that effectively
brought down Theresa May and installed Boris Johnson as Prime Minister”
(Bale, 2023). While there is undoubtedly much truth to this perspective,
the author believes that the adopted approach here demonstrates that
while such systemic boiling points are historically structured, they
primarily possess an emergent character.

Heller and Mershon (2009, p. 9) listed various types of party-switching,
most of which were observed during the boiling point of a chaotic and
unpredictable 2019. Firstly, some MPs made individual decisions to
leave their parties. For instance, during a speech in which Boris Johnson
expressed his disagreements with the Conservative Party’s approach to
Brexit, Phillip Lee literally crossed the floor to join the Liberal Democrats,
causing astonishment captured on camera (The Telegraph, 2019). Secondly,
there were also groups of rebels, such as the 11 Labour MPs who left the
party at the end of February 2019 to protest against the party leadership’s
policies. Thirdly, some MPs cross the floor voluntarily, while others were
suspended from party membership, such as the group of 21 Conservative
MPs who had had their whip withdrawn in September of that year.

Furthermore, this period contradicted the commonly accepted
assumption that politicians move more frequently from smaller to larger
parties (Heller, Mershon, 2005) and that MPs from ruling parties are less
likely to change their affiliation (Thames, 2007). What was characteristic
of this period was that politicians did not directly switch between parties
but instead often first aligned a group of independent MPs. This was the
way a new start-up, Change UK, was formed, which consisted of MPs
from both major parties, although it eventually dissolved during that
parliamentary term. The whole spectacle illustrates a moment of radical
acceleration of the erosion of overly institutionalised parties (Kreuzer,
Pettai, 2009, pp. 273-275).
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Table 1. The Number of Party-Switching Events and Their Net Worth for
Each Party in the House of Commons in the Given Parliamentary Terms

Parl. 92-97 | 97-01 | 01-05 | 05-10 | 10-15 | 15-17 | 17-19 | 19-24*
S NS N|JS N|S N|S NS N|]S NJ|S N
Conservative Party |33 -13| 4 4| 8 4 6 -2| 9 -5] 2 0| 45 -19(23 -13
Labour Party 4 419 1| 7 3|14 -12| 8 -4 4 -2| 24 -18|16 -8

Liberal Democrat 6l 1 1l s 3|1 1|42l 1 1|10 8|3 3

Party )

Scottish National | = | o of o ol 1 1] 0 o]l 22| 0o of 8 -4
Party o

Ulster Unionist vl ala ol al - o o ) 1o o
Party

Social Democratic

b 1B 0O O0f 0 0of O 0O O of 0 0 0 O - -1 O 0
Plaid Cymru o of 0 oL 0 OfLO Of O OfO Of O Of 1 -1

Democratic Union-
ist Party

Ulster Popular
Unionist Party

UK Unionist Party | 1 If 0 O
Referendum Party 1 1
Sinn Féin - -

=
S

Respect - -
Health Concern - B
UK Independence

Party
Green Party of

England and Wales
Alliance Party of

Northern Ireland
Change UK — The

Independent Group
The Independent

Group for Change
The Independents e s T e e A

Alba Party - -1 - - - - - - - - - -1 2 2
Reclaim Party - -1 - -1 - -1 - - - - - - - -1 1
Independent 23 1)10 215 3|11 9|16 & 6 4| 98 22[38 20
Total 70 026 0|42 0|37 -5%[40 0|16 0f214 0]92 O

S = O
S = O
N O O O

Description: The table presents two values: S — the sum of all party affiliation changes
for a given parliamentary group in a specific parliamentary term, and N — the net
worth, indicating whether the party’s overall position improved by the end of the
term. Results in bold font indicate that the party participated in the government
during that term. The full list of parties along with their abbreviations can be found
at the end of the article.

* The different outcome resulting from investigations conducted regarding the so-
called “cash for influence” scandal and the scandal involving Iris Robinson.

Source: the author’s own study.
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The above explanation demonstrates that the systemic state of party
rivalry during the boiling point had an emergent character, resulting from
numerous overlapping individual and group decisions. This does not
mean that it lacked a central narrative axis; indeed, Johnson took direct
actions to alter the ideological character of the Conservative party, leading
to a shift in the balance of power between its internal factions. However,
it is crucial to emphasise that these actions took place within a system far
from equilibrium, governed by a different logic in which “routinisation
limits the capacity of organisation to respond quickly to environmental
challenges” (Levitsky, 2003, p. 18). The radicalisation of the Conservative
Party has a dual character — it not only stems from the strategic actions
and populist styles of new party leaders (Alexandre-Collier, 2022), but also
from bottom-up attempts of particular MPs to adapt to the “heightened
temperature” of the entire system.

On one hand, Johnson’s strategic actions, although controversial,
resulted in the faction of remainers within the Conservative Party
becoming an “extinct species” by 2019 (Alexandre Collier, 2020, p. 24).
But as Richard Hayton argues, “this takeover of the Conservative Party by
its hard Brexit faction was not without resistance” (Hayton, 2022, p. 350).
Indeed, it creates chaos. On 3 September 2019, 21 Conservative MPs
had their whip withdrawn after rebelling against the government’s “No
Deal” Brexit policy. These rebels supported the opposition’s proposal,
which compelled the government to request an extension to Article 50
if a deal to leave the EU had not been reached by 19* October of that
year. Among the MPs excluded from sitting with the Conservative
Party were former Chancellors of the Exchequer, Philip Hammond and
Kenneth Clarke, as well as seven other former Cabinet members. On the
same day, Phillip Lee ostentatiously crossed the floor to join the Liberal
Democrats, depriving Johnson of a working majority in the House of
Commons. Lee explained his actions in a statement published on Twitter,
which became an important platform for discussions between proponents
and opponents of a hard Brexit (Briandle et al., 2022): “Over 27 years ago
Ijoined the Conservative & Unionist Party led by Sir John Major. (...) The
Conservative Party that attracted me to join it as a young man was a broad
political church (...) Sadly, the Brexit process has helped to transform this
once great Party into something more akin to a narrow faction, where an
individual’s «conservatism» is measured by how recklessly one wishes to
leave the European Union” (Lee, 2019).

The author believes it can be argued that the actions of the government
were ineffective and reactive in nature in response to the emerging
boiling point. They attempted to manage and redefine it by creating anti-
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Parliament discourses, which aimed to justify the attempt to implement
a five-week parliamentary prorogation (Alexandre-Collier, 2022). However,
these actions only served to further intensify the crisis. John Bercow, the
Commons Speaker, who originates from the Conservative Party, criticised
Johnson’s policy, stating, “However it is dressed up, it is blindingly obvious
that the purpose of prorogation now would be to stop parliament debating
Brexit and performing its duty in shaping a course for the country” (Proctor,
2019). Eventually, Bercow resigned from the position of Speaker before the
completion of the parliamentary term. While this may not be considered
a classic example of party-switching, given the Speaker serves an apolitical
role during their tenure, it nonetheless represents a significant event that
speaks volumes about the breakdown of fundamental parliamentary bonds.

Lesson Three: Turmoil Does Not Necessarily Imply
a Power Shift

It may seem that the events described should have led to a shift in
power in a short period of time. However, that was not the case, at least
not immediately. The 2019 elections proved to be a major success for
Johnson’s uncompromising approach, as he managed to unite a broader
coalition of supporters of a swift EU exit and regain a majority in the
House of Commons (Cutts et al., 2020). But before that happened, it is
worth considering a third important lesson from Brexit party-switching:
why does power deconstruction and chaos not necessarily lead to a change
in the governing team?

In February 2019, a group of seven Labour MPs defected. It was a move
that was quickly compared by the media to the split in 1981 that resulted
in the formation of the SDP - the most spectacular and significant party
example of party-switching in British politics post-World War II (Crewe,
King, 1995). Among the main reasons cited by the more recent rebels
were Jeremy Corbyn’s ineffective Brexit policy, the persistent issue of anti-
Semitism within the party, and a general shift towards radicalised left-wing
politics (Adams, 2020). A key policy element of the new group was advocating
for a second withdrawal referendum on European Union membership,
campaigning for remaining in the EU. However, unlike the SDP, Change
UK survived for only a few months, undergoing numerous transformations
in terms of its membership and structure, before completely dissolving.

The author believes this demonstrates the difference between the
aforementioned concept of “external shock” by Harmel and Janda (1994,
pp. 267-268) and the discussed phenomenon of the boiling point, and
concurs with the perspective of the mentioned authors, emphasising
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primarily that the fight to remain in the EU was inadequately expressed
as a primal goal of the Labour Party under Corbyn’s leadership. However,
the author also believes it should also be acknowledged that this mistake
has a dual character of being both a strategic and tactical error. As Patrick
Diamond demonstrates, on one hand, the criticism of Corbyn pertained
to his lack of leadership skills in terms of constructing a long-term party
strategy — for the rebels from Change UK, his policies were too left-wing,
whereas for many individuals associated with the Labour Party, they were
not sufficiently left-wing and not radical enough:

“Labour’s 2017 manifesto felt as if it was forty years behind the times.
Many figures on the Left grew frustrated at the perceived poverty of
ambition in Corbyn’s project. They envisaged a radical social movement
overcoming obstacles to the reform of capitalism imposed by the economic
and political elite” (Diamond, 2021, p. 351).

This is the reason that it should be emphasised that the issue of his
leadership during the boiling point also involves performative aspects
and intuitive responses to emerging threats and opportunities at the
tactical level. Corbyn either did not understand or was unable to harness
the unique logic of the boiling point. The author contends that the
emergence of Change UK was more about Corbyn’s failure to adapt to
the distinct logic of the boiling point situation rather than his overall
political vision. The group of defectors had a “start-up” nature, which,
in the terminology of party-switching, researchers refers to a situation
“where switchers from multiple parties join to create a new one” (Heller,
Mershon, 2009, p. 8). Three Conservative MPs, including Heidi Allen,
joined the rebels from the Labour Party, with Allen becoming the first
leader of Change UK. This development illustrates that there was a cross-
party sense of parliamentary anomie, signalling a moment of potential
change. It is not surprising that former Prime Minister David Cameron
criticised their actions on Twitter, perhaps drawing belated conclusions
from the opportunities and threats that come with making key decisions
during times of political chaos: “I respect their decision but disagree with
them: we need strong voices at every level of party calling for the Modern,
Compassionate Conservative Party return to office. Our party has long
been able to contain different views on Europe. Everyone must ensure
that can continue to be the case” (Cameron, 2019).

Conclusions

In this paper, the author presented the concept of the systemic boiling
point as a significant contribution to the theoretical discussion on the
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meaning of party-switching in situations of rapid transformations within
parliamentary systems. By utilising a systemic approach as the main
interpretative framework, it is argued that boiling points represent
moments when fundamental systemic bonds are ruptured, and party
affiliation undergoes rapid decomposition in a widespread sense. These
moments are not revolutionary in nature, but signify of a point of intense
energy in the system that can result in its fluidity and, in the long run,
a change in a system’s properties. To illustrate this, the example of Brexit
was discussed, which, on one hand, constitutes an utterly unique event
without parallel in the politics of European countries, but, on the other
hand, serves as a well-studied reference point for many extreme movements
and political parties in Europe. To provide a better contextualisation of
this approach, the author presented data on party-switching levels in the
British House of Commons from 1992 to 2013, offering a general overview
of 272 party-switching cases that occurred during this period. These cases
involved direct changes in party affiliation within parliamentary activities
(243 cases) or as a result of by-elections (29 cases). The primary focus was
on the short period of the parliamentary term from February to October
2019, during which 89 party-switching cases took place. In the author’s
view, the scale and pace at which the systemic bonds disintegrated during
this time indicate that it is precisely this case that can be referred to as
a systemic boiling point.

Through the analysis of the examined case, the author draws three
conclusions that can serve as guidelines for researching and approaching
other boiling point-like situations. Firstly, there is the assertion that no
parliamentary and party system is sufficiently stable, meaning that there
are no institutional safeguards capable of reducing the level of tension
in a given system in the face of such an external shock, thus preventing
its decomposition. The second observation is that boiling points have
an emergent character. They may have a common cause and be partially
orchestrated, but, fundamentally, they result from numerous overlapping
individual and group decisions. Thirdly, the author points out that in
the case of systemic boiling points, the rupture of systemic bonds can
also affect opposition parties, making the issue of power alternation in
such situations less obvious or straightforward. This is contingent on
the ability of opposition parties to maintain coherence and chances for
cooperation, which is also diminished as a result of a period of general
turmoil. Ultimately, this allows us to identify an incredibly interesting
moment in the life of the British parliament, without guessing whether it
will lead to permanent changes in the British party system.
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