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The motion:
protest is more effective than voting in achieving systemic change.

Good evening. | think it's a bit paint-by-numbers that I'm going for this while wearing this scarf. |
also recognise the irony of the fact that it was voting that got me toward this notion | wanted to
speak about. | hope no one else has noticed that. Looking at this motion, there are two ways we
could approach it—two units of analysis. One is our individual choice: if we want to effect
change in society, should we prioritise voting or going out onto the streets to protest? Those two
are not mutually exclusive, but we might look at them that way. Or we might look at it at a
societal level and ask whether it is the activity of voting and people getting to the ballot boxes
that is effective, or whether it is people on the streets protesting, striking, resisting, shouting,
screaming. Which of the two is decisive? Is it a personal debate or a societal one? I’'m going to
do a bit of both because who says | can’'t? | think that's how we look at things, and that's how
you'll be voting tonight.

Let's look at the history of success for protest as opposed to voting. Voting has been sluggish in
effecting change, especially in countries like ours where you basically have two different parties,
whereas protest has been seen to be successful. For example, acquiring greater pay in taxation
is a story of much human political activity. Doctors, nurses, barristers have all been able to
acquire greater earnings recently through protest and strike action. They have power; they
unionise, they protest and they change things successfully, so we know it can work definitively.

Protest also signals something powerful to us as social creatures. We like to think of ourselves
as objective analysts who judge a person by their actions not reputation, yet we are influenced
by what people are saying about a politician. Take someone like a certain politician: you will get
people saying this politician is a moron, vastly incompetent, totally unqualified. | put it to you that
if this politician were your dad’s friend or cousin you would think him quite impressive, but
commonly the perception is that he is woefully incompetent. This shows how much people are
influenced by the criticisms of others. Creating noise through protest can be effective in swaying
perceptions.

Thinking at the level of individual action, you might say, “I'll go out and cast my vote.” One vote
among many is marginal. But if you go out and protest and speak to people you might talk to
dozens, maybe hundreds—people who are apathetic until they speak to you. You can influence
a lot of people. It is a boring point, but it’s true.



Protest allows you to focus on specific issues. In representative democracy, unlike Athenian or

direct democracy, we send someone like a certain politician to vote on myriad issues. On some
of those issues we might lament his stance but have no alternative if the counterfactual person

is worse overall. For example, | want that politician to change his policy on Israel-Palestine but |
still voted for him. With protest you can exert specific pressure.

Protest is also faster-acting than voting. Under voting, we may have to wait a few years before
we get things done; protests can change things here and now, and here and now matters in this
fractious time. So vote for protest. Thank you.

Thank you, Mr Chairman. | like the bit about voting for protest. | think voting for protest is far
more effective than protest, and | protest that you're coming up here because of voting. You
were actually coming up here because of volunteering. It's different. Protest versus voting: what
is more effective in driving systemic change? We need to define the terms. A vote happens in
an election or referendum. Systemic change means fundamental shifts. Some examples the
proposer gave were systemic; others were not. Protesting on one particular situation isn’t
necessarily systemic. We must ask whether more systemic changes are driven by elections and
referenda or by protests.

The proposer argued that protests change perceptions because people are sheep and listen to
those who shout loudly. The question is whether that change is what alters the system, or
whether people’s opinions change and then they vote for politicians who change the system.
There is a link between the two.

Let's examine elections and referenda that have made change. Brexit is a massive example.
Trade with the EU has gone down, we have politically decoupled and we now have a slightly
advantageous trade relationship with the US. That was a referendum with huge impact. Look at
the labour movement of a hundred years ago: creation of the Labour Party and expansion of the
franchise changed the system and we still feel that impact today. There were protests then, but
arguably the biggest changes were enacted by governments brought in through elections. Think
of our most recent election. We have a challenging economic situation: a Labour government
explicitly pro-growth has put in place a budget with all kinds of tax changes. Firms now have to
pay more national insurance. If the Conservatives had stayed in, they would have done
something different. There is no doubt there will be significant systemic changes from a Labour
government relative to the Conservatives. Elections have big systemic consequences.

There are, of course, times when protest drives change. The suffragettes disrupted society and

women got the vote. Anti-apartheid boycotts contributed to the end of apartheid. Tony Blackburn
and other DJs lived on a ship in the North Sea to broadcast alternative radio, and now we have

it. Protest can succeed where voting would never have raised the issue or would have taken far
longer.

But have recent protests achieved their aims? Did public-sector workers get a pay rise through
protest? Have governments changed their involvement in the Israeli-Gaza war because of



protest? Did New Labour stop the war in Afghanistan because of protest? Protests mark
moments in history and show the strength of feeling but they do not necessarily change policy.
Systemic change happens when you bring everyone with you, when there is common ground
and mutual understanding. That usually comes through politics rather than protest alone.

We should decouple voting from electoral representation. Recent votes for Reform did not end
with many Reform MPs, but they shifted policy attitudes of the major parties. Referendums that
failed still influenced policy. Voting without immediate representation can still matter.

| remember demonstrations in 1968 against the Vietham War. A lot of violence happened
outside the American embassy. | wrote to a well-known politician and asked whether | should go
on the second demonstration; he replied that events in Southeast Asia would not be altered by a
demonstration in London. Politicians must take the hint from a demonstration and act if they
think fit. | have joined many protests, such as marching to the Polish embassy against the
persecution of Jews in Poland. Demonstrations are good, but | doubt they change things unless
politicians respond.

A certain recent Labour MP became Camden MP and later Labour leader. | have always been a
staunch Labour supporter but in the last election | voted for the independent candidate to teach
that Labour leader a lesson. Today we confront the question: is protest more effective than
voting in achieving systemic change? Systemic change means shifts in power, policy and
ideology. Voting is slow, incremental and prone to gridlock: look at Brexit, look at how long it
took to end apartheid. Apartheid ended mainly for financial reasons, but protest helped. The
civil-rights movement, the suffragettes and Black Lives Matter moved issues forward. Extinction
Rebellion shows the same dynamic. Governments fear protest and have restricted it, which
proves its power. Democracy as we know it is slow and often fails.

We live in a democratic system where the people are sovereign and elect representatives to
decide what is good. Election choices depend on our ethics and our understanding of the
situation. Expertise on methods matters. A protest affirms an opinion to influence ethics. When
opinion contradicts representatives it is caused either by differing ethical priorities or
disagreement about methods. The flaw is that we elect people to be experts on methods when
their legitimacy is only to choose core values. We should elect based on ethical value not
method, and protests should be pacifist; violence is justified only when governance contradicts
the laws of nature.

| can think of examples where protest was effective and others where it was totally ineffective.
The suffragettes succeeded. In Hong Kong recent violent protests lost public support and were
crushed. | need statistics to be convinced. If voting can change things, why have US voters
failed for decades to get rid of lobbying, limit campaign finance or stop gerrymandering?
Perhaps the next speaker can explain.

We live in a democratic system and voting is the currency we use to share ideas. Protest is a
supportive tool. But what happens when people protest for values we reject? In Nigeria and



elsewhere there are protests to bring back Sharia law. If protest were the main process we
would see more demonstrations that undermine communal values. Anyone who appreciates
their rights within the system should not want that.

The key words are voting, protest and systemic change. Voting is reactive whereas protesting is
proactive. You can only vote when a motion is put forward; protest is unlimited. To achieve
systemic change you need a critical mass of people to agree. That often comes down to who
shouts the loudest. The Brexit vote showed very little factual understanding but it produced
change. Do voters have the knowledge to understand what they are voting on?

Both protest and voting can create systemic change. The balance question is which has the
bigger impact. The suffragettes lacked the vote, so only protest could work, but today we have
universal suffrage. There are many protests but the percentage that change things is very small.
Big changes tend to be enacted by governments voted in. We should not abolish protest, but
voting is usually more effective.

| may have failed earlier by not focusing enough on systemic change. There are three
mechanisms for change. The first is discussion leading to voting without protest. The problem is
that parties converge in the centre and lobbyists hold things back. The second is protest that
causes a party to adopt a position and then you vote for that party; the danger is that the next
cycle reverses it. The third, the mechanism we need for systemic change, is influencing both
major parties. This can happen when mass protest changes public perception dramatically, such
as attitudes toward regime-change wars. That kind of radical shift comes from protests not from
quiet discussion. Therefore systemic change is really felt through protest that shapes what both
parties do.

The motion was put: protest is more effective than voting in achieving systemic change. The
chairman gave his casting vote for the motion, so it was carried.

Al analysis of the result:
Summary of the debate

1. Framework and definitions

* Both first speakers agreed that “systemic change” meant durable, structural shifts in power,
policy or ideology.

 The proposition treated the question from both the individual and the societal viewpoint,
stressing immediacy and specificity; the opposition insisted the yard-stick had to be large-scale,
enduring change.

» Because neither side pinned down a single metric for “effectiveness”, later floor speeches
moved back and forth between concrete policy wins (pay deals, radio licences) and epochal
realignments (Brexit, suffrage). That looseness helped the proposition: it allowed short-term
victories to be counted as “systemic”.



2. Core clash

Proposition

« Historical wins: pay rises for doctors, nurses, barristers; suffragettes; civil-rights protests;
Extinction Rebellion forcing the climate narrative.

» Psychology: humans follow noise and visible resistance; one protestor can influence
hundreds whereas one vote is statistically negligible.

» Tactical advantages: protests act in real time, target single issues, and bypass the bottleneck
of two-party systems.

Opposition

* Scale and permanence: referenda and elections rewrite constitutions, trade regimes and tax
systems; protests usually require legislators to ratify demands, so the decisive step is still the
vote.

« Examples: Brexit, post-war welfare settlement, current change of government, historic rise of
Labour all stemmed from ballots.

* Selective evidence: many celebrated protests (Iraq war marches, Hong Kong, Gaza demos)
failed to change policy; without broad consent a street movement fizzles or is crushed.

3. The floor

« Several speakers echoed the opposition’s point that marches only matter once politicians
choose to respond, citing Vietnam, Gaza and pay disputes.

 Others argued that mass protest alters the Overton window for all parties simultaneously,
producing deeper consensus than a single election can—this directly reinforced the proposition.

* One contributor reframed the contest: discussion = protest = party adoption = vote,
concluding that only protests able to shape both major parties lock in “systemic” results; this
blunted the opposition’s claim that the ballot box is always the final arbiter.

4. Rhetorical dynamics

» The proposition opened with humour, visual imagery (the scarf) and a punch-line (“vote for
protest”), making the case feel fresh and participatory.

» By coming last, the same speaker could mop up ambiguities about “systemic”, recast
success conditions and leave a vivid closing line.

» The opposition’s second speech was data-rich but colder; the penultimate speech focused
on caveats (“percentage of protests that succeed is tiny”) but offered no new inspiring example.

» That imbalance meant the room remembered the proposition’s energy more than the
opposition’s caution.

5. The division

* Numbers: 7 for, 7 against, 3 abstentions. The abstentions showed that the definitional haze
left some unconvinced either way.

* The tie indicates arguments were evenly matched; decisive weight therefore lay with the
chairman’s casting vote.



* Chairs traditionally uphold the status quo ante unless persuaded otherwise. Here the chair
took the unusual step of siding with the change-makers, suggesting the emotional force of the
pro-protest case edged out the intellectual reservations about its reliability.

Why the motion was carried

 The proposition successfully broadened the meaning of “systemic change” to include rapid,
single-issue wins as well as epoch-making reforms. That let every quick protest success count
as evidence.

* The final speech re-centred the debate on moments when protest forces both major parties to
move, neutralising the opposition’s “government rubber-stamp” argument.

 Audience sentiment split exactly evenly, implying neither side fully dominated on logic; but the
proposition’s rhetorical verve and ability to leave the last impression swayed the chair.

» With abstainers unwilling to commit, the casting vote became decisive.

Accordingly, the motion “Protest is more effective than voting in achieving systemic change” was
carried.



