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POLITICaL ParTIES:
“Political parties are bad for democracy”

Political parties are an essential feature of representative democracy in 
the UK [Ref: Wikipedia], and just a handful of parties have dominated 
British politics through most of the 19th and 20th centuries. Members 
of Parliament [Ref: Parliament] are elected to represent their 
constituents [Ref: Merriam-Webster] whilst simultaneously standing 
as a representative of a political party [Ref: Parliament]. This system 
of legislative representation is largely replicated across what is known 
as ‘Western’ or ‘liberal democracy’ [Ref: Wikipedia]. However, in 
recent times, the role and function of long-established political parties 
has been in the spotlight, with debate centring on whether they 
are a help or hindrance to democracy. In the UK the Labour Party is 
currently divided over its leader and internal democratic processes 
[Ref: Daily Mail], and previously minor parties, such as UKIP and the 
SNP in Scotland, have presented a challenge to the strength and roles 
of mainstream parties in recent years [Ref: BBC News]; in the USA 
the Republican Party finds itself with a divisive Presidential candidate 
[Ref: Politico]; and across Europe, post-war parties are under pressure 
from new political movements [Ref: Guardian]. However, despite this 
apparent upheaval, as an example, the current leadership contest in the 
Labour Party has led to a huge surge in membership [Ref: International 
Business Times], and some argue, a more active engagement between 
voters and party [Ref: YouGov]. For some, this is an example of political 
parties being good for democracy, by encouraging participation in the 
political process, and representing a range of political opinions and 
ideologies. But others question whether political parties still serve a 
democratic purpose, and argue that, “political parties do not represent 
the people; they represent themselves” [Ref: Daily Cardinal], because 
the role of MPs has been subverted by the competition for power 
between the two dominant parties in the UK. Is it possible for politicians 
to truly represent their constituents whilst remaining loyal to their 
party? Do political parties play a crucial role in the democratic process, 
by representing vast swathes of the electorate on a host of issues? Or 
are they the cause of what some call a ‘democratic deficit’ in British 
politics today [Ref: Free Parliament]?

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/constituent
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/ideology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberal_democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Representative_democracy
https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-contract
http://www.parliament.uk/about/mps-and-lords/principal/whips/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Representative_democracy
http://www.parliament.uk/about/mps-and-lords/members/mps/
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/constituent
http://www.parliament.uk/about/mps-and-lords/members/partysystem/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberal_democracy
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3722182/Labour-SPLIT-Jeremy-Corbyn-elected-leader-warns-challenger-Owen-Smith-poll-predicts-disaster-breakaway-goes-ahead.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-36660386
http://www.politico.com/story/2016/08/gordon-humphrey-donald-trump-226848#ixzz4H7kVzxsY
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2014/nov/06/podemos-a-crisis-of-trust-and-the-rise-of-new-political-parties
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/labour-leadership-over-183000-people-register-vote-corbyn-smith-prepare-battle-1571697
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/labour-leadership-over-183000-people-register-vote-corbyn-smith-prepare-battle-1571697
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2016/07/19/jeremy-corbyn-support-rises-among-party-members/
http://www.dailycardinal.com/article/2016/02/political-parties-are-bad-for-democracy
http://freeparliament.org.uk/
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POLITICaL ParTIES:
“Political parties are bad for democracy”

THE POLITICaL ParTIES DEBaTE In COnTEXT
For the people or for the party?
Democracy today is far removed from what some see as the 
idealised depiction of direct democracy of Plato’s Athens, where 
citizens played a direct role in making political decisions [Ref: 
History.com]. The scale of modern societies, many argue, means 
that “direct democracy is still not an option on a large scale. 
Democracies with millions of voters probably still need some kind 
of representative system” [Ref: Democratic Audit]. In the UK, the 
electorate votes for a candidate to represent them in Parliament, 
with their primary role “to represent their constituents, including 
those who did not vote for them” [Ref: News Hub]. However, 
some deny that the will of constituents can ever be truly 
represented, due to the powerful influence of political parties 
over their MPs in parliament. Describing the role of MPs, the 
Free Parliament Campaign for instance, says that “although their 
primary duty is to their constituents, few dare defy the (party) 
Whip. Not only would their chances of promotion evaporate 
but they would also face demotion and even withdrawal of their 
party affiliation” [Ref: Free Parliament]. Ultimately, for critics of 
political parties, elected representatives “hew to that party line 
absolutely, speak when they’re told to (which is rarely), vote how 
they’re told to, espouse the views their leader tells them to hold, 
and occasionally come back to your city/town/rural area and 
get their picture in the paper saying that they’re standing up for 
your interests” [Ref: The Alfalfafield]. Nevertheless, whilst not 
perfect, supporters argue that political parties are a necessity for 
democracy, ensuring that a range of ideas are represented, giving 
voters choice, because “parties pick up demands from society 
and bundle them into packages. Demands are numerous and 
sometimes conflicting. Parties are able to discuss and evaluate 

these issues and shape human needs into policy alternatives” 
[Ref: IDEA]. Political parties, they argue, allow for the practical 
application of representative democracy, enabling “those with 
common values to come together and reach a position on issues 
that can then be offered up as a choice of programmes for 
voters” [Ref: Guardian].

The way forward: Independence or collective vision?
For many, it is vital that politicians are able to act according 
to their conscience, with 18th century British parliamentarian 
and writer Edmund Burke arguing that an MP, “owes you, not 
his industry only, but his judgment; and he betrays, instead of 
serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion.”  [Ref: Speech to 
the Electors of Bristol, 1774] In this spirit, and as an alternative to 
the traditional party structure, some advocate the introduction 
of more independent MPs into parliament to strengthen 
democracy. Graham Brady MP argues that such a move would 
ensure “proper scrutiny and challenge” of government, away 
from “a system that discourages independent thought” [Ref: 
Telegraph]. As it currently stands, some MPs in parliament are 
not affiliated to a political party, but instead stand for election 
on single issue campaigns [Ref: BBC News] or to be free of 
party direction [Ref: Financial Times]. In theory, supporters 
argue that if there were more of these independent MPs, “all 
of the 650 parliamentary seats would be given to individual 
representatives acting on behalf of their voters” [Ref: Democratic 
Audit]. However, others disagree, arguing that rather than 
representing the whim of an individual MP with a specific set 
of interests and aims, political parties, “combine individual 
ideas, interests and preferences to a larger vision or plan, often 

http://www.history.com/topics/ancient-history/ancient-greece-democracy
http://www.democraticaudit.com/?p=9998
https://www.the-newshub.com/uk-politics/corbyns-populism-is-bad-for-british-democracy
http://freeparliament.org.uk/political-parties/
http://www.thealfalfafield.com/2015/07/the-party-system-is-undemocratic-heres-why/
http://www.idea.int/parties/international_assistance/parties_necesseary.cfm
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/05/political-parties-must-be-reformed-chuka-umunna
http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch13s7.html
http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch13s7.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/9915764/Liberate-MPs-from-their-party-shackles-and-give-them-a-free-vote.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-31778342
https://www.ft.com/content/bb86d92e-42b5-11df-91d6-00144feabdc0
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjM5Jq1vqfOAhWDXhoKHUhTD_8QFggcMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.democraticaudit.com%2F%3Fp%3D9998&usg=AFQjCNHmqiwvQ2v9Zc695NxAv0HEyCakCw&sig2=HLR-RS9XFAVpIkEJP4etUA&bvm=bv.1
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjM5Jq1vqfOAhWDXhoKHUhTD_8QFggcMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.democraticaudit.com%2F%3Fp%3D9998&usg=AFQjCNHmqiwvQ2v9Zc695NxAv0HEyCakCw&sig2=HLR-RS9XFAVpIkEJP4etUA&bvm=bv.1
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“Political parties are bad for democracy”

THE POLITICaL ParTIES DEBaTE In COnTEXT COnTInuED...
inspired by or accumulating to an ideology.” [Ref: Democratic 
Audit] They contend that the benefit of political parties to the 
democratic process is that they, “contribute to the stability of the 
government”, and are “important to the success of democracy” 
[Ref: Important India], acting as a “strong opposition for 
sustainable democracy… consistently and responsibly [exposing] 
the weaknesses of the ruling party and challenging it to deliver 
on its promises… That way the opposition is able to keep the 
government on its toes and motivate them to deliver on good 
governance” [Ref: Guardian].

a crisis of political legitimacy?
Whilst some critics of contemporary UK politics see the problem 
lying in the structure of the British parliament - the way MPs 
are elected and the dominance of the two-party system of 
governance - others point to a more fundamental issue. Political 
parties in western liberal democracies have traditionally 
convinced voters “that they will deliver jobs, decent wages, 
financial stability and enough economic growth…By and large, 
this is what the parties have done since the 1950s.” [Ref: 
Financial Times].  For these critics, the issue is not a technical 
or structural one to do with political parties, but instead a crisis 
of political legitimacy, and a breakdown of the post-war ‘social 
contract’. One commentator, speaking of the current American 
situation, where both Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump have 
upset the traditional party establishments, argues that “The 
social contract is a modern invention. It is the implicit agreement 
between a state and its people about how a country should be 
governed.  When the social contract works, there is peace in 
the land…But when the social contract breaks down, as it seems 

to be today, people get restless.” [Ref: Salon] Across liberal 
democracies the post-war order is being questioned as seen in 
the rise of new political movements [Ref: Guardian], and in the 
UK, politicians “know that their parties, their political vehicles, be 
they Tory or Labour, no longer have deep roots in wider society”, 
and they are unable to turn “their parties into expressions, 
representations, of social sentiment, to inspire people, to 
articulate with clarity the interests and vision of large swathes of 
the British populace” [Ref: spiked]. So would independent MPs 
be a solution for what some call our “malfunctioning democracy” 
[Ref: Guardian]? Or do political parties still play a vital role – 
holding government to account and cohering people around 
broad political aims? Are political parties good for democracy?

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjM5Jq1vqfOAhWDXhoKHUhTD_8QFggcMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.democraticaudit.com%2F%3Fp%3D9998&usg=AFQjCNHmqiwvQ2v9Zc695NxAv0HEyCakCw&sig2=HLR-RS9XFAVpIkEJP4etUA&bvm=bv.1
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjM5Jq1vqfOAhWDXhoKHUhTD_8QFggcMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.democraticaudit.com%2F%3Fp%3D9998&usg=AFQjCNHmqiwvQ2v9Zc695NxAv0HEyCakCw&sig2=HLR-RS9XFAVpIkEJP4etUA&bvm=bv.1
http://www.importantindia.com/16621/functions-of-political-parties-in-democracy/
http://guardian.ng/features/towards-sustainable-democracy-in-nigeria-the-role-of-political-parties/
https://www.ft.com/content/4e2c793c-8d50-11e1-8b49-00144feab49a
http://www.salon.com/2016/02/06/the_new_social_contract_this_is_whats_roiling_the_electorate_fueling_the_success_of_anti_establishment_candidates_trump_cruz_and_sanders/
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2014/nov/06/podemos-a-crisis-of-trust-and-the-rise-of-new-political-parties
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/after-the-vote-the-implosion-of-the-political-class-eu-referendum-brexit/18495#.V7MvWSgrKUk
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/20/britain-two-party-political-system-voters-democracy-election
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http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch13s7.html
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/20/britain-two-party-political-system-voters-democracy-election
http://www.dailycardinal.com/article/2016/02/political-parties-are-bad-for-democracy
http://www.newstatesman.com/2014/07/end-party
http://www.newstatesman.com/2014/07/end-party
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/9915764/Liberate-MPs-from-their-party-shackles-and-give-them-a-free-vote.html
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/07/how-american-politics-went-insane/485570/
https://www.theodysseyonline.com/why-political-parties-are-good-for-america
http://www.democraticaudit.com/?p=9998
http://www.democraticaudit.com/?p=9998
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/05/political-parties-must-be-reformed-chuka-umunna
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/05/political-parties-must-be-reformed-chuka-umunna
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/after-the-vote-the-implosion-of-the-political-class-eu-referendum-brexit/18495#.V7MvWSgrKUk
https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2014/nov/06/podemos-a-crisis-of-trust-and-the-rise-of-new-political-parties
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http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/cover_story/2016/08/the_week_democracy_died_how_brexit_nice_turkey_and_trump_are_all_connected.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-37034053
https://theconversation.com/huge-rise-in-labour-membership-figures-show-corbyns-strength-63563
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/more-democracy-within-parties-less-democracy-without/article31198753/
https://www.the-newshub.com/uk-politics/corbyns-populism-is-bad-for-british-democracy
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2016/07/19/jeremy-corbyn-support-rises-among-party-members/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/mar/10/austerity-of-hope-in-australian-politics-says-liberal-strategist-mark-textor
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/mar/10/austerity-of-hope-in-australian-politics-says-liberal-strategist-mark-textor
http://www.salon.com/2016/02/06/the_new_social_contract_this_is_whats_roiling_the_electorate_fueling_the_success_of_anti_establishment_candidates_trump_cruz_and_sanders/
http://guardian.ng/features/towards-sustainable-democracy-in-nigeria-the-role-of-political-parties/
http://guardian.ng/features/towards-sustainable-democracy-in-nigeria-the-role-of-political-parties/
http://www.importantindia.com/16621/functions-of-political-parties-in-democracy/
http://www.thealfalfafield.com/2015/07/the-party-system-is-undemocratic-heres-why/
https://theconversation.com/crisis-of-political-legitimacy-heralds-change-at-the-top-in-india-21608
https://www.ft.com/content/4e2c793c-8d50-11e1-8b49-00144feab49a
https://www.ft.com/content/bb86d92e-42b5-11df-91d6-00144feabdc0
http://www.idea.int/parties/international_assistance/parties_necesseary.cfm
http://www.parliament.uk/about/mps-and-lords/members/mps/
http://www.parliament.uk/about/mps-and-lords/members/partysystem/
http://www.history.com/topics/ancient-history/ancient-greece-democracy
http://freeparliament.org.uk/issues/political-parties/
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http://www.cbsnews.com/news/more-than-120-republicans-tell-rnc-to-cut-off-funds-to-donald-trump/
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/more-than-120-republicans-tell-rnc-to-cut-off-funds-to-donald-trump/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-37061997
https://www.ft.com/content/d0c9cfc0-5fdd-11e6-b38c-7b39cbb1138a
http://www.politico.com/story/2016/08/gordon-humphrey-donald-trump-226848#ixzz4H7kVzxsY
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3722182/Labour-SPLIT-Jeremy-Corbyn-elected-leader-warns-challenger-Owen-Smith-poll-predicts-disaster-breakaway-goes-ahead.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3722182/Labour-SPLIT-Jeremy-Corbyn-elected-leader-warns-challenger-Owen-Smith-poll-predicts-disaster-breakaway-goes-ahead.html
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jul/31/remain-campaign-leaders-tory-donors-honours-david-cameron
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jul/31/remain-campaign-leaders-tory-donors-honours-david-cameron
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-36660386
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/06/29/revealed-labour-mps-go-to-police-over-death-threats-after-refusa/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/06/29/revealed-labour-mps-go-to-police-over-death-threats-after-refusa/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/07/24/lord-ashdown-launches-new-political-movement-to-stop-british-pol/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/07/24/lord-ashdown-launches-new-political-movement-to-stop-british-pol/
http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-pol-bernie-sanders-democratic-rules-20160722-snap-story.html
http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-na-pol-bernie-sanders-democratic-rules-20160722-snap-story.html
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/labour-leadership-over-183000-people-register-vote-corbyn-smith-prepare-battle-1571697
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/labour-leadership-over-183000-people-register-vote-corbyn-smith-prepare-battle-1571697
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/german-far-right-pegida-movement-seeks-establish-political-party-says-leader-lutz-bachmann-1571352
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FOR STUDENTS
READ EVERYTHING .....
In the Topic Guide and in the news - not just your 
side of the argument either. 

STATISTICS ARE GOOD BUT.....
Your opponents will have their own too. They’ll 
support your points but they aren’t a substitute for 
them.

BE BOLD
Get straight to the point but don’t rush into 
things: make sure you aren’t falling back on earlier 
assertions because interpreting a debate too 
narrowly might show a lack of understanding or 
confidence. 

DON’T BACK DOWN
Try to take your case to its logical conclusion before 
trying to seem ‘balanced’ - your ability to challenge 
fundamental principles will be rewarded - even if you 
personally disagree with your arguments.  

DON’T PANIC
Never assume you’ve lost because every question is 
an opportunity to explain what you know. Don’t try 
to answer every question but don’t avoid the tough 
ones either. 

FOR JUDGES
Judges are asked to consider whether students have 
been brave enough to address the difficult questions 
asked of them. Clever semantics might demonstrate 
an acrobatic mind but are also likely to hinder 
a serious discussion by changing the terms and 
parameters of the debate itself.

Whilst a team might demonstrate considerable 
knowledge and familiarity with the topic, evading 
difficult issues and failing to address the main 
substance of the debate misses the point of the 
competition. Judges are therefore encouraged to 
consider how far students have gone in defending 
their side of the motion, to what extent students 
have taken up the more challenging parts of the 
debate and how far the teams were able to respond 
to and challenge their opponents. 

As one judge remarked ‘These are not debates 
won simply by the rather technical rules of schools 
competitive debating. The challenge is to dig in to 
the real issues.’ This assessment seems to grasp the 
point and is worth bearing in mind when sitting on a 
judging panel.

FOr TEaCHErS
Hoping to start a debating club? Looking for ways to give your debaters more experience? Debaitng Matters have 
have a wide range of resources to help develop a culture of debate in your school and many more Topic Guides 
like this one to bring out the best in your students. For these and details of how to enter a team for the Debating 
Matters Competition visit our website, www.debatingmatters.com

http://www.debatingmatters.com


“A COMPLEX 
WORLD REQUIRES 
THE CAPACITY 
TO MARSHALL 
CHALLENGING IDEAS 
AND ARGUMENTS”  
LORD BOATENG,  FORMER BRITISH HIGH 
COMMISSIONER TO SOUTH AFRICA
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